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  Women of Courage - Foreword


  These three novels are very different but they have one thing in common: they are all about women who lived through dramatic periods in history, and showed great courage in fighting for what they believed to be right. All three books are works of fiction, but they are all based on careful historical research. Most of the historical events in them really did happen, more or less exactly as I describe. So although my three heroines - Sarah Becket, Catherine O’Connell-Gort, and Ann Carter - are creatures of my imagination, I think it’s fair to claim that real women very similar to them really did face such difficult and dangerous choices, and behaved very much as they did.


  Sarah Becket, for example, in Cat & Mouse, does many of the things that British suffragettes actually did in their struggle for the Vote, and suffers just like them; and in the same book her sister, Deborah, is involved in a conspiracy that very nearly plunged Britain and Ireland into a civil war in 1914. In The Blood Upon the Rose, set five years later, the young medical student Catherine O’Connell-Gort finds herself at the heart of the terrible and heart-breaking events which led to British and Irish people murdering each other in the names of loyalty or freedom; she has to choose which side to support. And in The Monmouth Summer, set 240 years earlier, Ann Carter, too, is caught up in a religious struggle for power which tears her family apart and tests her - and her father’s - courage, facing them with dreadful, shattering decisions which alter their lives forever.


  But these historical events really happened, and women very like Sarah, Catherine, and Ann, actually lived through them; which is what led me to imagine, if I could, how they really looked and felt and acted, and to tell their stories as well as I could.


  Thank you for buying these books (if you have) You can read them in any order; start where you like. I hope you enjoy them, and that the characters seem as real to you as they did to me when I was writing.


  Tim Vicary. York, England. January 2015.
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  Author’s Note


  Anyone well acquainted with the history of the suffragette movement will know that the action described in the first chapter of this novel was in reality performed by the suffragette Mary Richardson on 10 March 1914. It seemed to me such an unusually striking and symbolic act that I have taken the liberty of borrowing it, and slightly changing the date, for the purpose of my story. My character Sarah Becket, however, is entirely fictional and intended to bear no other resemblance whatsoever to the real historical character Mary Richardson.


  At exactly the same time as women were being imprisoned for demanding the vote, many influential men were strongly opposed to the government’s policy of giving Ireland Home Rule. They felt that a Home Rule Parliament in Dublin, with a Catholic majority, would be a dagger blow to the heart of the British Empire. The Ulster Unionists regarded themselves as staunchly loyal to the King and Empire. They formed an army — the Ulster Volunteer Force — which threatened the United Kingdom with civil war unless Ulster, the north-eastern province of Ireland, was excluded from the Home Rule bill.


  Unlike the suffragettes, none of these men was ever arrested for this open defiance of Parliament, and their protest was largely successful.


  Like the eternal war between women and men, the results of that protest remain with us today.


  ‘The real cure of the great plague is a two-fold one – Votes for Women … and chastity for men.’


  Christabel Pankhurst


  The Great Scourge and How to End It, 1913.


  ‘It is reasonable to assume that Germany had secret agents in Ulster in 1914.’


  ATQ Stewart


  The Ulster Crisis, 1967.


  PART ONE


  Sarah


  1


  ‘LOOK OUT! Oh, sorry, ma’am, never saw yer.’


  ‘What? Who are you — oh, I see. It doesn’t matter.’


  ‘Beg pardon, ma’am. I’m sure.’ The two coster boys, grubby and boisterous in their flat caps and ragged, oversize jackets, scurried away across the square. As they went they winked and grinned at each other, knowing they had made a discovery. They were connoisseurs of street life and there was something about the woman that drew their attention. A few yards away they glanced back over their shoulders to make sure, and then, their suspicions confirmed, parked themselves calmly under one of the great lions of Trafalgar Square to watch. One of them shied a pebble at the pigeons as they waited.


  There was nothing particularly strange about the appearance of the woman. She was fairly tall, about five foot eight perhaps, and quite slim. Between thirty and thirty-five years old. She wore a long grey ankle-length skirt belted at the waist, with a pleated jacket with puffed sleeves above, over a white blouse buttoned up to her chin. On her head was a hat with red and yellow feathers in it. Nothing unusual about that — they were the clothes of a respectable, well-dressed lady — perhaps even a rich one, for the fur of the muff she held in front of her to warm her hands in was expensive, thick and ostentatious. The muff was rather odd though, because it was a fresh, sunny day in April, and she had not chosen to wear a coat.


  But it was the look on her face that had struck the boys. When they had bumped into her she had, at first, stared right through them, then started away as though they were trying to attack her. The woman’s face was pale, white as a cloud, the eyes in it burning like coals. An attractive face perhaps, with smooth skin and soft curling brown hair, but that was not what interested the boys. It was the haunted look that riveted them, the idea that she might be a ghost, a woman who scarcely knew where she was.


  ‘What d’yer reckon?’ the elder boy asked, taking a bite from an apple which he had purloined from a grocery stall in Charing Cross. The odd behaviour of the woman was all part of the joy of observing the eccentricities of the rich. ‘Going to kill herself, maybe?’


  He glanced hopefully at the motor omnibus which was trundling towards them at nearly ten miles an hour, a few feet from the pavement where the woman stood.


  ‘Dunno,’ his mate said, judiciously. ‘Be as good as that, anyhow. You wait and see.’


  The other curious thing about the woman was that she stood absolutely still. All about her was movement. Nannies stood by their perambulators talking while their charges cooed at the sky or toddled across Trafalgar Square in pursuit of the pigeons. Amongst them passed office boys, servant girls, city gents in top hats and striped trousers hurrying to get somewhere. The street in front of her was thronged with motor omnibuses, hansom cabs, horsedrawn delivery wagons, and messenger boys on bicycles. All of them hooted, shouted, and jangled past each other. The woman seemed to stare right through them, intent on some vision only apparent to herself. In the whole square, she and the boys were the only living creatures that did not move.


  As the seconds lengthened into minutes, the boys’ attention deepened, hunters sure of their quarry. Once or twice she swayed, as though almost too weak to stand, then checked and held herself rigidly upright. But still she did not move.


  When nearly three minutes had passed, the elder boy turned to his mate, a broad grin on his face.


  ‘You wait, Jem,’ he said. ‘This one’s going to be good.’


  Sarah Becket did not know she was standing still. Her mind was too busy. It was focussed on one ridiculous, irrelevant thought that got in the way of everything she had planned.


  She thought: the Gallery is too big.


  She had seen the National Gallery many times before but never really looked at it. It was a place she had visited as a child in school parties to learn about art, and later, with Jonathan when they were courting, because it was a convenient, respectable place to meet unchaperoned.


  She had never looked at the building itself before.


  But today, with the meat knife scratching her wrist inside her muff, she saw it for the first time.


  It had been built while Queen Victoria was still a child, three-quarters of a century ago — a huge, confident, proud building. There were two sets of stone steps leading up to the portico and the main entrance. The pillars supporting the entrance were as tall as forest trees. They were linked by a long balustrade to similar rows of columns away to the right and left. In the middle of the roof was a beautiful glass cupola. Everything about the building proclaimed the glory of culture and education. It looked as solid and immovable as the Establishment of the British Empire itself.


  And she, Sarah Becket, a woman who had learnt all her life to obey and reverence everything this building stood for, was about to attack it.


  I could always go home, she thought. No one need ever know, this is not planned or sanctioned by the movement as the other things were. I don’t have to do this. I could go to meetings and large demonstrations where I would have the support of other women around me. That would be easier. I could do that as I have done before. Or I could just turn round now and go back to Jonathan and smile and keep my promise to stay out of prison and try to be a good wife and pretend I know nothing at all about where he goes when . . .


  That’s not the real reason. It’s because I can’t just do nothing, and leave Mrs Pankhurst to die.


  She broke out of her trance and stepped off the pavement into the road. A bicycle bell rang furiously in her ear and a baker’s delivery boy swerved round her, cursing and clutching at the loaves in the basket over his front wheel. Sarah stepped back, took a deep breath, and looked around her.


  If I cannot even cross the road I will never manage it.


  She waited for a gap in the traffic, walked across, went up the left-hand set of stone steps to the main entrance. It was like walking through water . . . At each step the air resisted her, her muscles weakened, she wanted to turn and run or just fall down and weep.


  Mrs Pankhurst was arrested again yesterday, she thought — the seventh time for the same offence. She could hardly stand last time I saw her. In prison she doesn’t eat and walks up and down her cell for hours every night. She will be dead soon — she is giving her life for feeble creatures like me. I know what it’s like in prison, I’ve been there. I must force them to let her out. I’m doing this for Mrs Pankhurst.


  Not Jonathan. Forget him.


  She walked through the great oaken doors. A uniformed commissionaire bowed stiffly to her. She found herself looking at his arms and face, thinking, he doesn’t look an unusually strong man, or cruel. Will he hurt me very much, when I have done it?


  Something not quite so polite, a little suspicious, came into the man’s eyes. Women were suspected everywhere these days and Sarah realised she had stared at him a moment too long.


  The shock gave her courage, made her begin to think clearly at last. It would be too, too stupid to come this far and fail, just because I acted feebly and looked like an idiot. After all, this man is just a servant, for heaven’s sake.


  She turned back and spoke to him. Her voice came out cool, distant, quite normal. A well-bred lady used to the deference of menials.


  ‘Good morning. I’ve come to see the Spanish exhibition. It is here, isn’t it?’


  ‘That’s right, ma’am. Upstairs, in room 17. Would you like a catalogue?’


  ‘I would, thank you.’ Then, as he turned to reach for one on the desk behind him, she realised the difficulty. How could she pay for and accept the catalogue while she was carrying the muff with the knife inside it? She had a small purse in there too, in a pocket in the lining, but the knife was two inches wide and over a foot long — far too big and heavy to fit into her purse. And if he saw it!


  It was too late to back out now. Carefully, trying not to look as though she was fumbling, she withdrew the purse from the pocket inside the muff and held purse, muff and knife all in the left hand together, while she fished the money out with her right.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said. Even to herself her voice sounded small, nervous, flustered.


  The commissionaire took her money and held out the catalogue.


  It was a big catalogue, with expensive reproductions of the paintings. Oh God, she thought. I don’t need this at all. But to go in without one would look abnormal, surely? And people everywhere are on the lookout for suffragettes. This is much harder than throwing stones or marching in a demonstration.


  Clumsily, she stuffed the purse back inside the muff and took the wretched catalogue with her right hand. I should have planned this more carefully, she thought. In a minute I’m going to drop something or blush and then I shall have failed and look an utter, utter fool!


  The commissionaire frowned, looked at the muff, and held out his hand.


  ‘Let me take that for you, ma’am. I can keep it safe here while you’re inside.’


  ‘No! No — thank you very much, but I have — a disease of the hands. They get — unusually cold, even in this weather, and the doctor has ordered me to keep them warm at all times.’


  Jonathan had once told her she had a devastating smile. She tried it out now, hoping that it would have the required effect and not display the sick, panicky desperation she felt inside. The point of good manners, her mother had always told her, was to shield the world from what you really felt.


  ‘As you wish, Madam.’


  The man bowed and turned away and Sarah walked swiftly into the gallery, up the stairs under the great glass cupola, and left and then right towards room 17. The incident had galvanized her. She felt rage begin to flow through her. Rage at herself for being so weak and foolish as to be nearly caught out at the entrance like a naughty schoolgirl, and rage, too, at the hundreds of thousands of ways in which women were put down, humiliated, treated like children every day until their only response was to fight back in some desperate way like the one she had planned. We are not trained for this, she thought, we have to learn it all from the beginning. It’s mad, wicked, foolish even, but its only justification is that it must succeed! If I am going to do this thing I must do it well, carry it through to the end.


  Room 17, to her dismay, was small and quite crowded. Ten or twelve people strolled about, consulting their catalogues, inspecting the pictures carefully. Nearly all of them were men; there were just two women. The women were listening attentively to a young man in frock coat and top hat, who was reading to them from his catalogue in a pompous, authoritative voice. What does he know? Sarah thought. Why should he have such a loud voice? If I spoke like that in here Jonathan would hush me — and yet those women are far older than that young man! And look at the pictures — nearly all of them are women! Women as nymphs and goddesses, half-clothed, looking seductive, tended by cherubs. They are pictures of naked women and this young man is explaining them to his lady friends!


  And they are very, very beautiful . . .


  Don’t think of that now, Sarah told herself. It’s not a matter to concern yourself with. Just find the one you came to see and do it.


  But, just for a moment, she couldn’t help it. She had not seen the exhibition before and the rich colours, the size of some of the canvases, overwhelmed her. Paintings that were hundreds of years old, and better, more self-assured than anything people did now. Their value was literally priceless — not only could no one reproduce one that was destroyed, no one today possessed the skill to produce anything remotely similar. At another time, Sarah would have walked slowly round the room, entranced.


  But they are only canvas and oil paint, she told herself. People matter more. Real women who are denied things because of their sex, exploited because of their bodies. And especially Mrs Pankhurst, who is a saint, and who is being tortured and killed by men like these.


  There were three men in front of the picture Sarah had come to see. One of them was small and fat, with a huge round paunch and a large spade beard that spread halfway down his chest. He stood with his legs apart, contemplating the picture with his thumbs hooked into the pockets of his bright yellow waistcoat, and his top hat pushed to the back of his head. Beside him was a young man, thin and stooped, possibly his son. The boy kept glancing nervously from the picture to the catalogue and back again, as though to decipher something important he had not fully grasped.


  The third man was tall, well-built, clearly affluent. His striped trousers and tailcoat sat on him comfortably, and he leant on a silver-topped cane with one foot crossed in front of the other, gazing at the picture with deep satisfaction.


  Sarah hated him on sight, because he reminded her of her husband.


  The picture itself, the Rokeby Venus, was of a naked woman. She lay on a couch with her back to the men in the room, gazing at herself in a small mirror held by a winged cupid. Her face could be seen in the mirror, calm, half-shadowed, relaxed. But the real beauty of the picture was the long, sensual, voluptuous portrayal of her back, which the artist had made so real that it seemed if one reached out and touched it, it would come alive.


  A celebration of female beauty, Sarah thought.


  She had read that phrase in The Times, and now that she saw the picture she understood what it meant. It was, undeniably, beautiful. It was also, because of its size, overwhelming. It frightened her.


  It says, this is what women are, Sarah thought. I expect Jonathan would like me to be like that. I suppose I was for him, once ...


  The tall man sighed, turned from the painting, and glanced at the short fat man in the yellow waistcoat beside him. Their eyes met. The tall man nodded. ‘Fine piece of work, old boy, wouldn’t you say?’


  Pleased to be noticed, the fat man grinned back jovially. ‘Indeed! Most lifelike. Odd that the artist painted her with her back to the audience though, don’t you think? I was just wondering to myself — if I tapped her on the shoulder, do you imagine she might oblige by turning this way for a second? The boy here is interested, you know, and would like to see more …’


  Delighted by his own wit, the fat man began to wheeze and chuckle, his belly under the yellow waistcoat heaving and wobbling with amusement. At first the tall man seemed undecided how to respond to this unexpectedly indecent suggestion, but then he saw the joke and smiled conspiratorially.


  ‘Anything to educate the young, eh?’


  I expect that is the sort of thing Jonathan says when I’m not around, Sarah thought bitterly. And I’m sure father thought like that too. It was thoughts like that which destroyed mother’s life, sent her scurrying to the doctor again and again. But I never thought Jonathan would go the same way. Until that letter. Oh Jonathan! Jonathan! How could you?


  She glared at the tall man, thinking: I hope you die slowly like father did, mad, disgraced, covered with weeping sores! Christabel Pankhurst is right: the only way for women to get justice is to change the way men think. Make them chaste.


  Her anger sent the blood flowing fiercely through her, but at the same time she felt quite calm. Time seemed to have slowed down. She dropped her catalogue on a seat and walked slowly forward towards the picture, both her hands inside her muff. The men glanced at her incuriously as she passed them, still absorbed in their joke. There was a uniformed attendant sitting on a chair near the door, ten, twelve yards away.


  Everything was perfectly normal in the room. No one was taking any notice of her.


  The picture was on an easel in the corner of the room. It was framed in glass. There was a red rope hung on short wooden poles a yard in front of it, to stop people getting too close.


  Sarah stepped over the rope.


  She thought: Now. Don’t stop now.


  She pulled the heavy knife out of her muff, lifted it, and swung it at the painting.


  It was a heavy meat knife and it smashed clean through the glass. Jagged splinters flew everywhere, bouncing off Sarah’s skirt and jacket. She ignored them, dragging the knife down across the Venus’s back. There was a small tearing sound.


  ‘Hey! What the devil?’


  She pulled the knife out and stabbed again. The canvas was surprisingly hard, but the knife was in and she began to pull, dragging it along the canvas to the right, forcing it in all the time so that it tore the canvas open. She was disappointed that she was now cutting the couch rather than the woman’s body, so she took it out and jabbed again and again. Each time she tried to force the knife up higher, but it was heavy and her shoulder was aching with the strain. She was aware that people were moving, that she had no time left for another attempt. But that didn’t matter — she had already cut it several times and this last slash was already a foot long . . . eighteen inches . . . two feet . . .


  The seconds seemed to go so slowly. Sarah watched the knife blade ripping through the canvas and thought of nothing else, only that, I am doing it, it is cutting further . . .


  Hands grabbed her shoulders roughly and snatched her away. The knife fell from her fingers. She spun round and saw it was the tall man like her husband, and then the short fat man had her arm too. They dragged her away from the painting and she tripped over the rope, stumbling against them.


  ‘What the devil do you think you’re doing, woman?’


  Only then did she realise she must speak, explain the act as well as do it. With one arm twisted behind her and the rope tangled round her feet, she leant forward against the man and stared up into his face. Her eyes were near his chin, she could see a vicious, angry twist to his mouth. She took a deep breath and shouted as loud as she could.


  ‘Free Mrs Pankhurst! Mrs Pankhurst is dying in prison. You must set her free!’


  ‘She’s a damned suffragette!’


  ‘My God, look what she’s done!’


  ‘Get her over here!’


  ‘Hold her arms!’


  There were men all round her now, pulling, clutching, shoving, shouting angrily. The uniformed attendant had the fingers of one hand digging tightly into her arm and was blowing a whistle near her ear. Sarah continued to shout wildly, conscious that this was the last thing she had to do before they took her away.


  ‘Votes for Women! Free Mrs Pankhurst! Votes for Women!’


  Shouting was easy. Once she had started, her screams went on without conscious thought because they were only slogans. As she screamed she twisted her head to look back at the painting and exulted. There was a gash nearly two feet long right down the woman’s back, with the ragged edges of torn canvas hanging down like flaps of skin from a wound. And half-a-dozen smaller slashes from neck to rump. Now they would see what real women were like — fighters, not their whorehouse picture!


  ‘Free Mrs Pankhurst! Votes for Women!’


  They manhandled her out of the room, through the other galleries, and down the stairs. Her clothes were ripped and stretched all ways across her body as it seemed every man in the place exerted himself to get a handhold. Halfway down the stairs they met the commissionaire who had sold her the catalogue. There were people everywhere, pointing and staring — even young coster boys from the street. Another attendant was blowing his whistle outside on the grand stone steps, waving to attract a policeman.


  Then, mercifully, they marched her into a little office and shoved her roughly into a chair. A row of angry male faces glared at her. She gasped for breath, her face hot, her pulse racing angrily.


  ‘What . . . what happens now?’ she asked feebly.


  ‘We’re waiting for the constable, miss,’ the commissionaire said firmly.


  For a moment no one else spoke and Sarah thought: I’ve done it now — nothing matters any more. Then she saw the fury on the faces in front of her, and remembered Mrs Pankhurst walking endlessly, up and down her cold cell, all day and all night without food or friends or water. And the torture so many women had endured.


  Her body shrank a little inside her clothes, and a shiver passed through her. Cold, like gooseflesh.


  And she thought: this has only just begun . . .


  2


  THE POLICE cells were noisy, crowded, and squalid. But for Sarah they were the first refuge she had had all day.


  She had probably waited for only a quarter of an hour in the room at the National Gallery, but it had been a frightening time. Every few minutes someone burst in from outside, to stare at her, shake a fist, or scream abuse. The manager, a small, dark, excitable man, had been near to tears. He had stood in front of her, shaking with rage, saying that the painting was a priceless, priceless, work of art, and that in his opinion she was a vandal and should be whipped — no, hanged, for such an act of desecration. The commissionaire had scowled also, and then there had been a stream of indignant men — and women too — some of whom had had to be restrained from spitting at her. And all the time the noise outside the door rose from a murmur to a menacing hubbub, and Sarah had begun to fear that she would be beaten or even lynched for what she had done.


  Then the two policemen had come in.


  They were big men, with impressive moustaches and shoulders that completely filled the doorway when they came through it. They exuded an air of calm and solidity. They were totally unexcited by what had happened. They contemplated Sarah with interest, and no anger whatsoever.


  Her heartrate began to slow down.


  She knew the drill, now. She had been through it several times before. There was nothing personal in it for the police. Many of them actually liked suffragettes. Within half an hour they had taken most of the preliminary details and were ready to take her away. One fastened the bracelet of a pair of handcuffs carefully round her right wrist. He attached the other bracelet to his own.


  ‘You don’t mind, I hope, ma’am? Just a formality really, but it’s for your protection as much as ours. There’s a biggish crowd out there.’


  He was right about that. The entrance hall and the steps outside the Gallery were packed, and no one, so far as Sarah could tell, had a good word to say for her. People jeered, cat-called, spat — one or two pieces of fruit even came her way. She felt an intense gratitude for the calm solidity and bulk of the two constables beside her. Coster boys and street urchins followed them along the street, and women — women! — screamed abuse.


  Surely someone will cheer, she thought. I did it for justice, for all womankind. There are so many of us — surely someone will understand?


  Then she saw it. A green, white and purple banner waving above the crowd outside Bow Street Police Station, with a small, determined knot of suffragettes underneath it. As she was marched past they saw her, and a ragged cheer went up:


  ‘Votes For Women!’


  ‘Free Mrs Pankhurst!’


  ‘Don’t let them get you down, dear! We’ll be out here, waiting!’


  She didn’t know them, but it didn’t matter. Only a few seconds, but it was the most wonderful moment of the day. She was not alone, she was understood. And it was true, they would support her, just as she had slashed the painting to support Mrs Pankhurst. If they all hung together, and dared enough, they would win in the end — they had to! It was only justice.


  Justice in Bow Street Police Station was bluff, calm, matter-of-fact. The sergeant at the desk raised an eyebrow briefly at her name and address, but no more. The details of the charge were taken and written down in a big ledger with a sigh. The constables were busy, they had seen it all before, they were ready for their tea. Sarah was taken down underneath the station to the cells.


  She had seen cells before, too, many of them. This one was dark. There was a high window at the far end, but it was closed and black with grime. On the right was a wide, long plank raised from the floor, with a sort of wooden bolster for a pillow. Under the window, in the corner, a toilet. Nothing else. No light, no bedclothes.


  It was cold, and there were shouts and banging from cells further down the corridor. It was what she had expected. Nothing would happen now for some time. Sarah felt suddenly overwhelmed by exhaustion. I haven’t recovered from starving myself the last two times, she thought, and now it’s all going to start again. Her legs trembled and would not hold her, and she had an irresistible urge to cry. But even that took too much energy — she could not sustain it long. When the weeping fit was over, she slumped down on the plank bed, put her hands over her ears, and tried to sleep.


  Despite the noise, she must have slept for some time, for when she awoke she could see a light burning in the corridor through the little judas window in the door. And there was something else — a voice, a familiar sound — which had woken her.


  Keys clanked in the lock, the door opened, light flooded in. And in the light, the silhouette of a man — tall, thin, bearded, in top hat and coat.


  ‘Jonathan!’ Of course, he would have to come. But she did not want to face this. Not now.


  She had slashed the picture to avoid facing him.


  ‘My God, it’s dark enough in here! Can we have a light, man?’


  ‘I’ll fetch you a candle, sir.’


  The door was left open behind him — clearly the constable did not fear she would run away. Sarah sat up, on the edge of the bed. She felt her face flushed, her hands trembling. Jonathan stood, the light behind him, as though waiting for her to get up and run towards him. As she had done when they were younger and still in love . . . If I run towards him now, she thought, I’ll scratch his eyes out.


  The constable returned with a candle.


  ‘I’ll have to lock you in, sir, I’m afraid. Regulations. But there’ll be someone down at the end of the corridor. Just bang on the door when you want to come out.’


  ‘I hope you can distinguish my bang from those of these other poor wretches, then.’ But the urbane sarcasm was lost on the policeman. The heavy door closed behind him and they were alone.


  They had been married eleven years and at first it had seemed a brilliant match. But they were both forceful people and over the past few years there had been increasing strain. Partly because they had no children. Sarah had had three miscarriages and she could not bear to try again. She knew how much he wanted children but she was afraid to let him near her, now. The love she had once felt for him had been tarnished by the pain.


  She was glad of that now, after what she had discovered. He was no better than her father, after all. Perhaps no men could be trusted.


  He said: ‘Why did you do it? You broke your promise.’


  ‘I broke my promise?’


  ‘Yes. Sarah, you know you did. After the last time, you promised you wouldn’t do anything like this again for three months. Damn it, you’re not well, Sarah!’


  ‘It’s my body! I should be the judge of how well I am.’


  Jonathan sat down on the hard bed — there was nowhere else — and put the candle between them. He was a slim, handsome man, still lithe even at the age of thirty-eight and he moved with the grace of an athlete. He had always defied convention by keeping a full beard, trimmed short like a radical. Lit from below by the candlelight, his face, usually kind, sensitive, curious, looked eerie and ghostlike. Like that of a stranger in the night.


  He said: ‘You destroyed one of the most beautiful paintings in the world.’


  ‘Yes. You’ve seen it, then?’


  ‘Seen it? I didn’t have to. It’s all over the evening papers. Mad Suffragette slashes Rokeby Venus. Vandals strike again. MP’s wife in scandal. Here, look.’


  She glanced briefly at the newspaper he gave her, then laid it aside. ‘I gather you don’t approve.’


  ‘Approve? For God’s sake, Sarah!’ He stood up, took two fretful paces to the toilet under the window, then came and sat down again. Very carefully and pedantically, he asked: ‘Do you really think that destroying a priceless work of art is going to make people respect the suffragettes, and regard women as responsible adult people who deserve the vote?’


  It’s the prison warders who are supposed to torture you, Sarah thought, not your own husband.


  She said: ‘Yes, I do. Jonathan, you’re a man. You probably don’t see that picture in the same way as I do. I am sure it is a great work of art but it degrades women, too, because it invites men to see us as sexual attractions and nothing more. We want to be citizens, not odalisques!’


  You didn’t always want that, Jonathan thought. In the early days, when I used to come home late at night, and you would be waiting up for me, in that long silk gown . . . he sighed. This situation seemed to him to be a culmination of everything that had gone wrong in the eleven years of their marriage. It was not just the miscarriages, it was the way their minds no longer met. But it was not at all clear to him, even now, how they had got here. Still less about where it would lead.


  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘You tell me, then. How am I to defend this in the House when the question comes up? My wife regards Velasquez as a pornographer, is that it?’


  ‘No! Just say your wife regards paintings as less important than people. If they free Mrs Pankhurst and give us the vote, all these things will stop tomorrow. Jonathan, you know that! Until then, justice is more important than art.’


  For a moment the coldness of her slogan hung in the air between them. Then the silence was shattered by a drunk battering his cell door with his boots further down the corridor.


  Jonathan tried again. ‘Of course I understand, you know that, but …’


  ‘Do you? Do you really understand, Jonathan?’


  ‘Look, you’re my wife — I don’t want you in a place like this! When they let you out under the Cat and Mouse Act last time I did my damndest to protect you — I even wrote to McKenna and told him you’d promised to stay out of trouble, in the hope they wouldn’t arrest you. And now this!’


  She hadn’t known that but it made sense, like so many other things she was finding out about him. Jonathan was a Liberal MP, ambitious, eager for office; her suffragette activities were an embarrassment to him. He would do a deal behind her back if he could. Even with McKenna, the Home Secretary, who loathed all suffragettes.


  She flicked her head back, to toss a loose curl away from her eye. ‘A deal cooked up by men!’


  His blue eyes widened, as they did on the edge of anger. ‘For God’s sake! It was a gentleman’s agreement to protect you, Sarah! You’re my wife. Am I not entitled to do that?’ He reached out his hand, round the candle, and squeezed her shoulder. She flinched — it was the site of one of many bruises she had received that afternoon.


  ‘Don’t you dare touch me!’ She jerked away from him, got up, and stood by the wall under the high barred window. The dim candlelight made it hard to see, but he thought she was trembling.


  ‘Sarah? Why ever not?’


  ‘Don’t you know?’


  He thought back over the past few years — the miscarriages, the frustrations, the way he had been banished from her bedroom. This was not the first such scene. Rage flared in him.


  ‘No, I do not know. You are my wife and I have come here expressly to bring you comfort. If my offer is to be spurned then I . . .’


  ‘You liar!’


  She ran towards him suddenly and before he could get up from the bed she knocked the top hat from his head. He felt a hot, searing pain as she raked her nails down his cheek, near his eye. He lashed out to defend himself, pushing the palm of his hand against the first thing that he found, which was the soft flesh of her nose and mouth. She bit him, hard, near the base of his thumb. He yelled, lurched to his feet, and shoved her away. As he got up the candle fell over and went out. For a moment they both stood, blinded by the sudden pitch black. Each could only guess where the other was by the sound of laboured, frightened breathing.


  He said: ‘Sarah, please!’


  ‘Leave me alone!’


  A hand came suddenly out of the darkness and caught him a stinging crack across the cheek. He staggered and cried out: ‘What the devil are you doing?’


  A sound between a laugh and a sob came from somewhere just ahead of him, to his left. ‘It serves you right! You know why!’


  This time he had his own hands raised like a boxer, so when her hand came out of the darkness he managed to shield himself from the blow with his forearm and catch hold of her wrist before she could move away. He pulled her roughly forward and reached out with his other hand, trying to catch her other arm, but instead he found her hair. He wound his fingers in it and held on.


  ‘Sarah, stop this. What are you doing?’


  ‘Let go of me, you betrayer! Guard! Help! Get this man out of my cell!’


  As she screamed he felt a sudden hard, agonising blow on his right shin, just below the knee. He let go of her hair and wrist and stumbled back, trying to get away from her. Then the door opened and a burly policeman stood framed in the yellow gaslight flooding in from the corridor. He coughed.


  ‘Yes, sir? Madam? You called?’


  Jonathan fumbled for a handkerchief and dabbed it across his cheek, to cover the blood. ‘Yes, man. The candle . . .’


  ‘Get this man out of here!’


  ‘Beg pardon, madam?’ It was not easy to see without a candle in the gloomy cell, but the policeman could make out the silhouette of the lady, shaking in the middle of the cell, and the gent, dabbing at his face with a handkerchief. She was a prisoner of course, but not the usual sort. ‘But he’s your husband, ain’t he, ma’am?’


  ‘He may be — but I don’t want to see him! Get him out, can’t you? I can’t bear him near me!’


  ‘Well, sir . . .’ The constable hesitated. ‘We usually only allow minutes as a rule . . .’


  ‘Don’t trouble yourself.’ Jonathan fumbled for his hat on the floor, and dusted it off against his sleeve. ‘It seems my wife is not well.’ He stepped out, past the policeman into the corridor. Then, before the door was closed, he turned.


  ‘I have no idea what is the matter with you, my dear, but I hope you recover. In the meantime, for God’s sake be sensible in prison — and eat!’


  Sarah’s answer was not hysterical, as the constable had expected. Instead her words were very soft and determined, and they stayed in Jonathan’s mind all night.


  ‘Jonathan, go away, and let me face these horrors on my own. If I eat a single mouthful in here, you know I shall have betrayed the cause.’


  3


  WHEN JONATHAN had gone, Sarah paced the dark cell restlessly until the violence of her emotions began to subside. The drunk down the corridor sang in a loud, bleary monotone until a policeman hammered on his door to shut him up. In another cell a woman was cursing steadily, repetitively, with sudden loud bursts of fury when she shook the bars. In the occasional moments of silence Sarah could hear the hiss of the gas-lamp in the corridor outside, and somewhere, far away, another woman crying.


  The top pane of her window was open and she guessed it must be just below the level of the pavement. Once, she heard the clatter and rattle of a tram approach, and the ding! of its bell As it stopped outside; at another time, the clop of a horse’s hooves, and the shout of a man hailing a cab.


  She thought of Jonathan, getting out of a similar cab a few miles away. In her mind she saw him drop coins into the hand of the driver. He would have to use his left hand, she thought. She had bitten his right! He would have a handkerchief round that and another to dab at his face. The cabman would notice but he would ignore it. He would raise his cap in gratitude for the tip, Jonathan would nod, the driver would shake his reins, and the cab would clop quietly away around Belgrave Square. Jonathan would sigh, and walk slowly up the steps to the front door. The door would open, and he would hand his top hat and gloves to Reeves, their butler, and go into his study, alone.


  I wonder how he will explain those scratches to Reeves, she thought. Spot of bad luck, he might say, I picked up a cat and it scratched my face. Something like that . . .


  And it’s true, too, she thought grimly, except that this cat is his wife. The woman he promised to share his whole life with.


  I don’t feel like a cat, I feel like a coward, she thought. I should have told him what I know, why didn’t I dare?


  A little voice in her mind answered: because you’re not sure it’s true.


  Of course it’s true, it all makes sense, no one would send me a letter like that if it wasn’t true. And it’s not just the letter — I saw him with my own eyes. Anyway I don’t want to think about it. I can’t remember it all.


  Remember it. You must. All of it.


  She remembered what had happened two days ago. Two days! It seemed like a hundred years . . .


  She remembered being in her own drawing room in the house in Belgrave Square. She could see the pale cream wallpaper studded with small, delicate patterns of roses and lilies; the long red curtains; the white sofa and armchairs scattered with red and yellow cushions. It was a cheerful room, flooded with sunlight in the late afternoon. A good place to convalesce.


  She was sitting at a table near the window with Alice Watson, her nurse. Mrs Watson was the main reason she had agreed to spend so much time at home, away from the WSPU offices. She was a friendly, businesslike woman, a qualified nurse devoted to the suffragette cause. She had first arrived when Sarah had been released, weak, delirious, exhausted, from her last stay in prison. The WSPU had wanted to take Sarah to a suffragette rest home in Sussex, quite away from her husband; Jonathan had wanted to keep her in his own house, quite away from all suffragettes. Mrs Watson had been the compromise.


  At first she had seemed a triumph. Mrs Watson was undoubtedly a skilled nurse; under her care Sarah relaxed and grew better day by day. She was also a diplomat; after a few rather prickly exchanges, she had deliberately praised some of Jonathan’s political work, and Jonathan had appeared to like and even respect her.


  Sarah wondered now how much of that was a fraud.


  The day Sarah remembered had been a Monday — two days ago. She and Mrs Watson had spent the afternoon going through a large amount of suffragette correspondence. It was useful work, but mundane — enquiries about membership, ladies wishing to subscribe to The Suffragette, queries about a forthcoming rally, and so on. It was, Sarah realised, part of Mrs Watson’s therapy — work that made her feel part of the movement, without exposing her to any risk or undue physical activity.


  It also kept her inside the house. Although she had seen no evidence of policemen outside, watching the house to see if she was well, it was quite possible that she would be re-arrested, under the Cat and Mouse Act, the first time she stepped out into street. She was only out of prison because she had refused to eat while she was in there, not because she had completed her sentence. She had been released under McKenna’s notorious Prisoners (Temporary Discharge for Ill-Health) Act — nick-named the Cat and Mouse Act. At any time the police could decide her health had recovered and re-arrest her to serve the remainder of her sentence. Then the whole dreadful business of the hunger strike would begin again. Mrs Pankhurst had been re-arrested six times like that, and she was so weak she could hardly stand.


  About halfway through the morning, the second post arrived. Sarah began to open it. Among the standard letters to ‘The Organiser, Women’s Social and Political Union’ and ‘The Women’s Suffrage Movement’ was one addressed to her personally. The writing on the envelope was bold, black, confident: Mrs Sarah Becket, 30 Belgrave Square, London W2. It was a hand she did not know. She opened it curiously.


  Inside was a single sheet of expensive, creamy paper, covered with the same bold black handwriting. Oddly, there was no address at the top. It began:


  Dear Mrs Becket,


  I suppose you know that your friends in the WSPU have recently been poking their noses into things which concern them even less than the vote. They have been troubling several of us young ladies and asking for the names of our gentlemen friends, which is none of their business at all, especially when they stand outside the house where we live and work and try to put men off, so we have to move house. This does no one any good and makes us all poorer. In particular, they have been troubling Dr Armstrong too, who is a decent man and a good help to us.


  Well, all this has got to stop. Tell your friends to stay away from our houses and Dr Armstrong or you will be sorry. Your husband gets the same treatment other men get, and whose fault is that? If you don’t want to read about him in all the newspapers tell your friends to STAY AWAY. That’s all.


  There was no signature.


  What did it mean? She read the letter a second time and this time a rushing noise roared in her ears as the meaning of the letter began to sink in. Young ladies with gentlemen friends . . . the house where we live and work . . . these could only be prostitutes, surely — but what had that to do with her or the WSPU or Jonathan? It was absurd to think that Jonathan had anything to do with women like that! But then, how did they know about Dr Armstrong? For there was a Dr Armstrong — Martin Armstrong. Jonathan had known Martin for years; he went to consult him sometimes for a stomach complaint he had. What had treatment for a stomach complaint to do with prostitutes?


  Sarah’s hand had begun to shake, and for a moment she had thought she was going to faint, but she recovered and held herself icy still. She looked across the table at Mrs Watson. Amazingly, despite the fanfare of shock and alarm in Sarah’s head, Mrs Watson had noticed nothing. She was diligently writing, looking down, her head bent. For a moment Sarah had wanted to scream and thrust the letter under the woman’s nose, but as Mrs Watson’s pen scratched slowly across the paper, she changed her mind.


  If what this letter said was true, no one must ever know.


  Very quietly, she stood up, walked across the room, and stuffed it casually into the back of her writing desk.


  Mrs Watson looked up. She was a good-looking woman of about fifty, with greying hair tied back severely into a bun, and round spectacles that made her look like a governess. Sarah was fond of her and they confided about most things, but this! What had the letter said? Your husband gets the same treatment other men get and whose fault is that? Her face flushed with anger at the thought of what it might mean and she felt a pain deep inside which almost deprived her of breath. But at the same time she felt an enormous sense of shame for Jonathan which said: no one shall ever know about this even if it is true. It is his shame and I shall never betray him.


  It is my shame too . . .


  It was an effort even to stand upright. Very carefully, keeping her poise one step at a time, she pulled the bellrope by the fire, and when her butler came, ordered tea. Then, as she and Mrs Watson sat drinking it, she forced herself to discuss the ordinary business of the day — subscriptions, replies to letters, arrangements for a demonstration next Thursday. The conversation seemed far away, trivial, a discussion between dolls in a children’s puppet theatre.


  All the time the words of the letter echoed in her mind. I suppose you know that your friends in the WSPU have been poking their noses in . . . But Sarah did not know. She knew that such work went on but she had deliberately not involved herself in it, because she thought it would be too upsetting, awake too many memories. Now she needed to find out, without letting Mrs Watson know why.


  Casually, she said: ‘I read the other day that some women are investigating prostitution in the East End. Do you know anything of that?’


  Mrs Watson glanced at her in mild surprise, and Sarah thought: Am I so transparent? Did I shout? But it seemed Mrs Watson’s surprise was only transient and she was quite willing to talk about it.


  For some time, she said, ever since the Piccadilly Flat Case last year, the WSPU had been concerned at the outrageous double standards involved in high-class prostitution. In that case, a woman, Queenie Gerald, had pleaded guilty to keeping a disorderly house — a brothel — in a flat in Piccadilly. When the police had raided the place they had found three young girls there, aged 17, 18, and 19, and a detailed ledger explaining how they earned their money. There were also letters, many from a man who lived in the Ritz Hotel, arranging appointments for his clients. As a result of the raid, Queenie Gerald pleaded guilty and was sentenced to three months imprisonment in the second division.


  Several things outraged the suffragettes about this case. Firstly, the fact that it happened at all. Secondly, the fact that the madam of this brothel got off with three months, whereas Mrs Pankhurst, whose crime was to ask for political rights for women, had been sentenced to two and a half years. And thirdly, the fact that none of the girls’ clients, believed to have been rich and famous men in the public eye, had been named at all.


  ‘I remember it, yes,’ Sarah said, ‘Christabel Pankhurst has written a pamphlet about it, hasn’t she? The Great Scourge. But what has that to do with us now?’


  ‘Well, Mrs Becket, since then, several ladies in the Union — my cousin is one of them — have been watching houses which they believe to be bawdy houses. They want to find out how they are run and who uses them. Very unpleasant work — several times they’ve been approached by men themselves.’


  ‘Yes,’ Sarah shuddered. ‘And?’


  ‘Well, it’s hard to find out much. Most of the girls are uncooperative, and when they think we’re watching them they send their bully-boys out to harass our ladies and drive them away. But we’re making progress slowly. One of the things we’d like to find out is who is making a profit and organising it. And another thing . . .’ Alice Watson hesitated, peering at Sarah cautiously over her glasses.


  ‘Yes, go on. What other thing?’


  Mrs Watson sighed. ‘There is a possibility that young children may be involved. Some ladies were watching a house in Hackney last week when they saw a middle-aged woman go in with two little girls, about thirteen or fourteen. She came out half an hour later with the same children dressed in gaudy clothes and feathered hats — not at all becoming. They got into a cab and our ladies tried to follow but they lost it in Kensington somewhere.’


  ‘Children?’ Sarah sat down weakly. ‘You mean little girls are still involved in prostitution today?’


  ‘So it seems. We can’t tell for certain. The suffragettes went back to Hackney and knocked on the door and asked for the owner of the house. A man came out but he didn’t help, far from it. He told them it was a respectable neighbourhood and called his manservant to throw them out.’


  ‘How awful!’ Sarah shuddered. ‘But why didn’t they call the police?’


  She knew the answer even before Alice Watson confronted her with a resigned, reproving look. ‘Call the police and expect them to take the word of two suffragettes against a male householder? Where would that lead? There was no proof that he had done anything wrong, and in fact very few men were seen going into that building, no more than any other house. So perhaps the girls worked elsewhere and were just brought to that place on the way. We need evidence before we can move, evidence that will stand up in a court of law.’


  ‘Evidence of what, exactly? You say they saw these children come out.’


  ‘Yes, but where did they go? There is no crime in dressing a child in gaudy clothes. We need evidence that the children are actually under age and being exploited; we need to know who is procuring them and how; and then, if we are lucky, we need the names of the men who go to these places, as well as evidence against the madams who run them. If we knew all that, we would have a scandal to shake the streets of London!’


  ‘But what about the little girls? Surely they should be rescued, if possible. What about their parents?’


  Mrs Watson shrugged. ‘Probably most of them are orphans, or the children of criminals. Maybe some of the parents even profit by it. We think the little girls are taken from house to house, to meet the needs of men who are attracted to that sort of thing. I agree it is . . . not pleasant.’


  Not pleasant. It most certainly was not, especially when you had just received an anonymous letter suggesting your own husband was connected with a scandal like this. And Mrs Watson’s story seemed to parallel the letter so closely. But there was one vital detail missing from what Mrs Watson seemed to know. And that, Sarah thought grimly, is perhaps what I have received in a letter. Only it names my husband as an accessory to this crime.


  She felt sick. Perhaps Christabel Pankhurst was right, all men are diseased in their minds. Could Jonathan really . . .?


  ‘Are you all right, Mrs Beckett?’


  ‘What?’ She must have swayed, looked pale for a moment. If I go feeble now she’ll start nursing me again and I don’t want that. I’m tired of that, Sarah thought. She sat up straight on the sofa and smiled brightly. Whatever happens, whatever Jonathan has done, this woman must never know. No one must know, it is too foul, too shameful! Anyway, it may not be true. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘I’m fine. But we’ve talked too much. Let us finish our correspondence, shall we?’


  Now, alone in the police cell, her hand pressed against the cold grimy stone of the wall, she thought: that was the hardest moment of all, to get up and go back to ordinary letters and work through them as though nothing had happened, with the foul secret eating away inside me like a tapeworm all that time, and say nothing at all . . .


  When Mrs Watson left, Sarah went into Jonathan’s study and there they were, quite openly marked in his diary. Appointments with Dr Martin Armstrong. About once a week, regularly, sometimes more. For nearly a year now, usually on Tuesday or Saturday evenings. If it was for his stomach it clearly had not done much good — she had never thought of this before. She leafed her way back through the pages, appalled. Dr Armstrong’s address was, 40, Roland Gardens, Kensington.


  And Jonathan had an appointment for tomorrow afternoon . . .


  As the night wore on, the drunk in the cell down the corridor stopped singing and only made the occasional loud, querulous complaint which ended with a kick against his door. More women had been brought in — prostitutes possibly, Sarah thought, for they cursed the constables with a cheerful, raucous obscenity, and mocked them noisily from within their cells. Sarah didn’t know a lot about prostitutes and she didn’t want to. No doubt they were exploited by men, but it was the class of women she found it hardest to feel sympathy for. Especially when they were assertive, and proud of what they were.


  First her father, and now Jonathan . . . She didn’t want to remember but now, in the lonely middle of the night, there was nothing else to think about. She had to. She thought back to the events of last night. After her conversation the day before with Mrs Watson . . .


  She had only been out of the house a couple of times since her release from prison, and it had been difficult to arrange. She had had to face down Reeves, their butler, who was justifiably anxious for her health, and afraid that she might be re-arrested. She put on her oldest dark coat and a faded, flowery hat, took an old parasol, and slipped out of the side door where the deliveries were made. She had noticed no policemen in the Square, and when she had walked a couple of hundred yards she had hailed a motor taxi for Kensington.


  She had found Roland Gardens without difficulty. It was an impressive street of tall, four-storey buildings, some still inhabited by wealthy families, others converted into expensive flats. Nannies pushed prams down it and ladies of Sarah’s own class strolled on their way back from the park, talking idly. Nothing in the least unpleasant or disreputable or frightening anywhere.


  Doctor Armstrong’s brass plate was on a doorway about halfway down. When she had found it she walked quickly across the road, wondering where on earth she could position herself to watch the entrance. It was difficult, there were no restaurants or shops, nowhere obvious at all. Her only solution was to walk slowly to the end of the street and then, equally slowly, back up the other side. If I do this too often, she thought, people will start to ask questions.


  The hansom cab arrived when she had just begun to turn to go back. A man got out, paid the cabbie, and walked briskly inside.


  Jonathan!


  She knew it was him even from a distance of a hundred yards. She would have known him anywhere — that brisk, lithe figure, the short beard, the casual tilt of the top hat. A gentleman calling for an appointment with his doctor. Nothing unusual about that, nothing suspicious. What could she do now?


  Sarah walked slowly back down the street, thinking. She was not entirely clear why she had come. She had established that he did indeed come to see Martin Armstrong, but that was no secret — it was in his diary, openly admitted. What she really needed to know was what went on inside the house, and that she had no way of knowing. What had the letter said? Treatment — he gets the same treatment as other men? Something like that. But what did that mean? After all, one went to a doctor for treatment. Surely nothing indecent could happen in a proper consulting room, when Jonathan was there with Martin Armstrong?


  What she needed to know was what was being said inside that house. What should she do? Walk up the steps and ring the bell?


  And then go inside and say: ‘Hello, Jonathan, I was just passing and I dropped in to see how your stomach is being treated.’


  The idea was absurd. So was the setting. The street was far too quiet, too respectable, too prosperous. She walked up and down it again, flushed with embarrassment, keeping her parasol between her face and the windows of number 40. She began to think of going home.


  Then, as she turned down the street for the fourth time, a man approached her.


  He was a short, rather stout man, in a business suit and bowler hat. She had seen him leaning against a wall reading a newspaper last time she had come down the street. This time, as she walked past, he fell into step beside her.


  ‘Nice evening for it,’ he said.


  ‘What?’ She glanced at him, surprised, distracted. Just before he had spoken she had seen the door of number 40 begin to open. No one had come out yet but . . .


  ‘I said it’s a nice evening, dear,’ the man said. She glanced at him and saw he was smiling in a way she didn’t like. ‘Got a place near here, have you?’ He offered her his arm.


  What on earth did he mean? Despite herself, the polite gesture of a man offering a lady his arm was so compelling that she moved her own hand automatically towards his elbow, before she realised what she was doing and stepped hurriedly away.


  ‘I think you’re mistaken. I don’t think we’ve met.’


  The man stared at her, puzzled, his arm still raised and the unsettling smile still on his lips. They were rather thick lips, she noticed, and there was a boil on his neck.


  ‘No, we haven’t met yet, petal, but I want to know all about you. How much do you charge?’


  Oh God. Understanding rose like bile in her throat. He thinks I’m walking up and down this street to solicit custom. She wondered whether to hit him with her parasol and then thought no, that will attract attention. And there is a man coming out of the doctor’s surgery . . .


  ‘Get away from me! You’ve made a mistake. I’m not one of those women. Leave me alone!’


  The words sounded completely stupid, foolish, but what could one say? No one had ever approached her in that way before. She walked quickly away down the street and thank God, thank God the man did not follow. She could not walk very fast because she was still not fit, but no footsteps followed. As she went on down the street she came closer to number 40 and she saw the man who had come out cross the road in front of her. He reached the pavement on the other side and walked briskly back up the way she had come.


  A well-dressed, burly man in morning coat and top hat, with thick eyebrows and moustache, heavy jowls, and a hearty confident stride. She had not seen him for nearly a year but she recognized him — it was Martin Armstrong.


  She shielded herself from view with her parasol and walked to the end of the street. Her face was flushed and she was breathing deeply as though she had run a mile. As she stopped and looked back her legs trembled.


  Now what? The man with the newspaper was still there. He stared back up the street at her, then snapped his paper shut and strode angrily away, out of sight round the corner. Dr Armstrong was getting into a cab.


  I can’t stay here, Sarah thought, I can’t face that again. This is all a mistake, I’ll just wait until Jonathan comes out and then I’ll go home. I’ll think about what to say to him later.


  After all, what can I say? I received this letter and then I followed you to your doctor and saw you go in and then waited until you came out, and a man accosted me in the street. What sort of an accusation was that?


  This is all nonsense. It’s just a bad dream.


  The flush faded from her face and her breathing returned to normal. Martin Armstrong’s cab had long gone, and the street looked peaceful and empty. A nanny was pushing a pram down one side, and a little boy was riding a tricycle on the pavement in front of her. The gas lights were coming on in some of the windows.


  Why hasn’t Jonathan come out?


  When you go to the doctor’s it’s never the doctor who leaves first, it’s the patient. Martin Armstrong came out five minutes ago, and Jonathan’s still in there.


  Perhaps it’s a partnership and he’s seeing another doctor. So why did it say Armstrong in his diary?


  Grimly, she walked down the street for a fifth time, keeping her eyes open for the man with the newspaper. She had to see, she had to be sure. When she came to number 40, the brass plate was quite clear, as she had known it would be. Dr Martin Armstrong, M.D. Private consultations. No partner, no one else.


  She stared at the front door, willing it to open, willing her husband to come down the steps towards her, to smile and put his arms round her and tell her it was all right. She thought if he did she might put her arms round him and kiss him on the lips. As she had not done for months.


  Or slap his face right there in the street. She didn’t know which.


  Either way, she didn’t have to choose. Nothing happened.


  There was a light on in the hall but no lights on in the downstairs rooms, which were surely the consulting rooms. There were net curtains in the rooms up above, and window boxes and gaslight, but they were too high to see in. Most of the rooms had gaslight showing and somewhere she thought she could hear the sound of a piano.


  She thought, this is a four-storey building, but there are no other names on the door, no other bells to ring. What does one doctor do with four floors?


  She heard a car drawing up behind her and turned to see a black taxicab. She walked slowly away along the pavement and then stopped as though she were about to cross the road. The taxi drew up outside number 40 and a man got out. A well-dressed man with smart grey suit, top hat and a loud, cheerful voice. He paid the driver and then turned to hand out a young woman. As she stepped out he said something to her and she laughed.


  There was something about the laugh that grated horribly on Sarah. It was high, falsetto, slightly tipsy. As though the girl was slightly drunk and determined to seem more so, to get the maximum amusement out of the man’s joke and at the same time to seem silly, flighty, without a thought in her head but what he put there. As she came out of the cab she staggered and leant against him. He put his arm round her and led her up the steps.


  The man did not need to ring the bell at Dr Armstrong’s consulting rooms. The girl, tipsy as she was, produced a key.


  When they had gone it began to get dark. Sarah crossed the road and looked back at the house. The curtains were drawn now but there were gas lights in every room except those on the ground floor. Although from this distance she could hear no sound, not even the piano, in the gathering dusk the house had an indefinable air of gaiety.


  Sarah waited half an hour until the lamplighter came along the street with his long pole. By that time several men had passed, coming home to their respectable family houses and flats, and two had looked at her hesitantly, as though tempted to say something, before moving on. One other man, a distinguished man in top hat and grey overcoat, had rung the doorbell of number 40 and been let in, but Jonathan had not come out.


  Sarah walked home, feeling lonelier and angrier and more humiliated than she had ever felt since her father died . . .


  She lay on her back on the hard wooden bed and stared up at the ceiling, where a glimmer of light from the street outside made shadows flicker in the gloom. The prostitutes and the drunk in the cells down the corridor were quiet now, and the shouts and laughter in the street outside were few and far between. Her body ached with the cold and she felt alone in all the world.


  It’s true then, she thought, the whole rotten system that men have set up oppresses women and destroys love. We have to get the vote, because that’s the only way we shall ever change these horrors. Though just now she couldn’t quite see how.


  I slashed the picture, anyway, she told herself bleakly. That may do something for the movement but it won’t help me. Because the woman in the picture wasn’t just a whore as I said she was — she was me, myself, the woman Jonathan thought he had married. The woman I once thought I was. If I had stayed like that he would never have betrayed me.


  She had not slept with Jonathan for over a year. It had been her own decision, part of her reaction to the trauma of her miscarriages, to her own political development. A grown man ought to be able to cope with that. If men behave like beasts they don’t deserve our love.


  The words rang hollow, even to herself. All that sleepless night she tried to warm herself with hatred of him but the flame refused to burn.


  If he went to a whore she had only herself to blame . . .


  4


  THE COURTROOM was crowded, but there were no women there at all. Sarah came into the dock up the stairs which led directly from the police cells, and she could hear the murmur of voices as she climbed the steps. The murmur changed to an indrawn hush, and then there she was. One moment in the cold, echoing, whitewashed underworld of the cells, the next in a warm, oak-panelled magistrates’ court, warmed by the breath and bodies of fifty or sixty men crammed together around her on wooden benches.


  She stood in the centre of it all, raised above them in the dock, with only the magistrates and their clerk at her own eye level.


  Her hands shook as she grasped the metal rail on the front edge of the dock. She wondered what she looked like to all these men. A slim, tall woman with a pale face, dark, deep set eyes, and untidy brown curly hair, she supposed. Not very clean or attractive. She had washed and dressed as well as she could — one of the wardresses had given her a bowl of soap and water and a comb, and had helped her to straighten out her hat which had fallen off and been bent in the National Gallery. But the woman had not produced a needle and thread, and Sarah was conscious of several rips in her grey skirt and jacket. The men could not fail to see those.


  Her hands shook, too, because she was already feeling weak after twenty-four hours without sleep or food.


  They had brought her food last night, but she had sent it back untasted. She had resisted again today, though the smell of breakfast had been a much greater temptation than she had expected.


  I am like an animal, here to be baited, she thought. I am their victim. They could tear me apart if it entertained them. But then, that is what all men are like, in the end.


  She saw Jonathan, sitting down below on the benches to the left. Immaculate as ever in morning coat and top hat — tall, bearded, handsome. But the high wing collar only partially covered the medical dressing on one cheek, and the face which looked up at her was tired, drawn and pale like her own. She wondered if he had slept since he saw her, and if he was afraid of what she might say in court this morning.


  They gazed at each other bleakly. When he tried to smile she frowned and he turned away, embarrassed, conscious of the long row of journalists eagerly watching from the side benches, ready to scribble in their notebooks.


  She had prepared a speech, but everything seemed to go so smoothly she thought she would have no chance to give it. Jonathan had produced a lawyer for her earlier this morning, but she had sent the man away. He had suggested she plead insanity, for heaven’s sake! Now, when they put the charge to her, she raised her head and proudly said: ‘Guilty’ in a clear voice which sent a buzz of comment through the court.


  She had thought that would hurry things along, but it seemed that a great deal of time had to be given to the prosecution lawyer to ramble on stating perfectly obvious facts, such as the time of day she had entered the National Gallery and even the knife she had used — he held it up. When he called the manager of the Gallery into the witness box to explain the value of the painting, Sarah lost patience.


  In a loud, clear voice, she said: ‘I do not recognise the jurisdiction of this court.’


  All the heads of the men, who had been concentrating on the oath the manager was about to take, turned her way. the manager’s mouth was actually open in surprise. The clerk of the court scowled.


  ‘Please be quiet, madam. You will be given your chance to speak in due course.’


  ‘But I don’t want to be given a chance to speak, I want to speak now! I have been here many times before and listened to you — now it is my turn. Freedom of speech is not a thing for men to grant to women — we have it of right. And I say here and now that I do not recognise this court, because it is a court composed only of men, granted its powers by a parliament composed only of men, which in its turn was elected by male voters only. Whereas half of the citizens of this country are women . . .’


  ‘Madam! You will be silent!’ The clerk banged furiously with his wooden gavel, and the policeman in the dock moved to Sarah’s side and held her by the arm. But he hasn’t got my mouth, Sarah thought, that still works.


  She raised her voice and spoke louder into the uproar.


  ‘That man there is only going to testify that the painting I slashed was priceless, which we all know anyway. What he won’t tell you, because no one will ask, is that it was a painting of a naked woman lying voluptuously across a bed, which was painted with the clear intention of giving lascivious pleasure to men — the same men who not only deny the vote to women, but refuse to pay them equal wages, live off their sweated labour in laundries and brush factories, and seduce the daughters of the poor into prostitution. I know that happens, and I am quite sure that many men here know that it happens, too. Even my husband knows it is true. He is as bad as the rest . . .’


  Heads turned, swung towards Jonathan. The reporters scribbled frantically. Oh Jonathan, Jonathan!


  ‘And the painting which was exhibited by that man there . . .’


  The noise was so great now that she wondered if anyone could hear. The policeman, embarrassed, began to drag her by the arm sideways out of the dock. But she caught hold of the brass rail and clung on. Perhaps no one would hear her but it was her trial, she would speak when she wanted to! She saw the reporters scribbling away in shorthand below her to the right, and a great feeling of joy and defiance bubbled up inside her. This was what she had come here for! Whatever they did to her later, tomorrow people would read her words in the papers and understand what she had done, and why!


  ‘You men care so much about that painting which is just a matter of canvas and paint, and nothing at all about the real living women that are all around you! What do you have to say about Mrs Pankhurst and all my sister suffragettes, who are locked up in prison and tortured as I suppose I shall be, tortured until they can scarcely walk? Do you care about the damage you do to their bodies? Bodies of real living women, not paintings! We are your mothers, your sisters, your wives — don’t you think we deserve the same right that you have — the right to vote for the government whose laws we live under?’


  The policeman had been joined by a colleague, who managed to prise her hands free from the rail, finger by finger, bending them back until they almost broke. The first policeman wrapped his arms round her waist and lifted her bodily backwards out of the dock. For a moment she struggled, kicking the shins behind her, but it was futile. The bearhug drove the breath from her body, and the second policeman held her wrists to prevent her fighting back with them.


  The last thing she saw as she was carried backwards like a naughty child out of the dock was Jonathan. He was on his feet, angrily shouting from the far side of the court. She wondered if he had understood that she knew his secret. She had shouted it out clearly enough. But even if he had, there was nothing he could say to her now.


  The policeman lugged her down into the bare whitewashed staircase leading to the cells. The walls echoed with laughter from the courtroom above. That hurt her more than anything else had so far. It’s all for nothing, she thought. I’m just a freak, a monster to these men.


  A child who got married and thought she was loved. A doll that thought it was human . . .


  The collecting cell below the court was a long narrow room with wooden benches down either side and a toilet at one end. There were several women there when Sarah arrived, and more appeared throughout the afternoon. Most had been convicted of various petty crimes, and some were merely being remanded in custody until a later trial. There were pickpockets, prostitutes, thieves — several only fifteen or sixteen years old. Some were in despair, others proud and defiant. All, at one time or another, felt the need to use the toilet at the end of the room, in full view of the rest.


  Shortly after Sarah had been brought down, a policeman had come in to tell her her sentence. ‘For cutting the picture — five months. And for contempt of His Majesty’s Court of Justice — one month. All in the third division. Consecutive!’


  He said the last word with malicious relish and emphasis and one of the other women grinned as he went out.


  ‘Must have hurt his pride, dearie, when he had to carry you down. Or did you catch him a good one in the cockles?’


  ‘What? No — no, I don’t think so,’ said Sarah dazedly. Six months! She could never survive that long! But then she wasn’t going to have to. They would let her out because she wouldn’t eat.


  She gazed at the woman vaguely, wondering what such a large, blowsy, motherly-looking woman could be doing here. ‘What are you charged with?’


  The woman laughed, her double chin wobbling up and down. ‘Solicitin’,’ she said, shortly. ‘Picked me up in Piccadilly Circus.’


  ‘Oh, I see,’ Sarah said bitterly. What man could possibly pay to make love to a woman like that? She must be at least forty, and plump in all the wrong sorts of places. Did Jonathan betray me with a woman like that, she wondered. Or with a child? Both ideas were equally grotesque.


  Something in her expression seemed to offend the woman. ‘There’s no need to turn up yer nose, milady. Suffragette, are yer?’


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘Going to starve yourself to get out?’ The rest of the women in the cell were watching with interest now. Previously, when Sarah had been arrested, she had had other suffragettes around her. She had never been quite alone like this before.


  ‘Yes, I am. I shan’t be in here for six months, whatever they say. I’m not going to do anything they tell me.’


  The woman raised her eyebrows. The others in the cell contemplated her with a flat, incurious stare. Not exactly hostile, but there was no sympathy there, either. No sense of sisterly solidarity.


  ‘I wouldn’t like to do that,’ the woman said. ‘Hunger strikin’ an’ all that. They’re pretty bitter about that in Holloway now, you know. Some of the doctors used to be sorry for the suffragettes once, but they left. Governor slung ‘em out.’


  Sarah had no response to this, and for a while the conversation lagged. More women came in as the court continued its process up above, and by midday the cell was quite full. There were women of all ages — a grandmother of sixty with wrinkled face and black teeth, convicted of stealing fruit; a young servant girl with wide, scared eyes and a pinafore over her drab grey dress, who had taken the spoons and a silver teapot from her employer’s house; shop-girls who had stolen from the till or walked out with clothes stuffed under their skirts; a middle-aged woman with a swollen lip and black eye who sat in a corner and glared at a girl with a scratched cheek on the far side of the room, ostentatiously ignoring her.


  And then there were the prostitutes. As well as the fat blowsy woman who had spoken to Sarah earlier there were half a dozen girls aged between about sixteen and twenty-five who had been picked up for soliciting in the streets. Most still wore their finery, splashed round the hems with the mud of the gutters and crumpled after a night in the cells. Most had hard, strained faces, some garishly covered with too much make-up, smeared from the night before. None of them were in the least bit beautiful. The make-up made it worse.


  Two of the older ones were crushed up against Sarah as the cell filled. They glanced at her curiously, taking in her fine, good quality clothes, the plain gold ring on her finger.


  ‘Lady, are yer?’


  ‘Yes. I’m a suffragette.’


  The fat woman on the other side of the cell laughed, a deep, throaty, suggestive chuckle. ‘Not just any suffragette, neither! She slashed the picture in the National Gallery, she did! You mind your manners, Sal — we got a top-notch dafty ‘ere!’


  ‘You may think it’s crazy, but I did it out of principle. You ought to understand.’


  ‘Oh yeah? Go on, tell us, then.’


  For a while Sarah tried to explain. The oppression of women, the low wages, the exploitation, the futility of their lives, the way the whole of society worked to the advantage of men. She was not a great orator, and had only spoken in public once or twice before, but here in the crowded airless cell she provided a welcome distraction. Her audience was captive, but sullen, frightened and cynical too.


  ‘Look at us all here now! How many of you would be in prison at all if you were paid a decent wage by men instead of half what they get? If you had a proper education, if there were women lawyers as well as men — if the laws were made by women? If women had the V . . .’


  ‘Sal would!’


  ‘What?’ Sarah shook her head, confused, as the fat woman’s laughter interrupted her. She was pointing at one of the two women sitting beside Sarah — a slim woman in a blue print dress, handsomer than most of the others, who might have been pretty if it were not for a certain hard strength to her chin, and the plucked eyebrows which Sarah loathed.


  ‘Sal likes doing it, lady! Can’t get enough! She’d be ‘ere whoever made the laws — wouldn’t yer, Sal?’


  ‘You shut your mouth, you old pissbag! If I had a decent flat of me own I wouldn’t need to be ‘ere at all, ‘course I wouldn’t! Just because no one but a blind drunk beggar’s been near you in the last . . .’


  The two women got up, facing each other, and in a moment the cell erupted into conflict, which lasted until two large policemen waded in to restore order. Quite how serious the turmoil had been Sarah was not sure, but it was obvious no one was prepared to listen to her arguments any more. She relapsed into silence, and desultory conversation resumed all around her. After a while she became aware that the two women beside her were discussing children. Sal, the woman next to her, was advising her friend about her daughter.


  ‘I told you, didn’t I? They’ll look after her. She’s a looker, ain’t she?’


  ‘I know that, but not yet. She can show it off if she wants to, but she’s just a kid. Thirteen next July. I wanted something better.’


  ‘Like what? Look, face it. She’s got six months now to fend for herself without you — what’s the choice? She could go into service and get up at five every morning shovellin’ ash out of grates, and then scrubbing floors and polishing silver all day till eight or nine at night — would that make her happy? Or she could get a job wearing the skin off her fingers stuffin’ bristles into brushes ten hours a day for one and six a week — is that what you want?’


  ‘It’s straight, in’ it?’


  ‘Yeah, it’s straight. Straight way to death by exhaustion, I say. I know, I done it, dearie. Look, if Mavis has come and asked you already, your kid must be a looker, mustn’t she? It’s her chance, ain’t it — are you going to stand in her way? That Mavis, she may look like a pig but she gets some of the best clients in the business, she does. Listen, there’s a kid I know, Rachel Hargreaves. Mavis took her on a couple of years ago. Found her in that charity hostel when her ma was in Holloway — Lord knows what Mavis was doing there. Anyhow, she started her out at that place in Hackney, Red Lion Street, the one that doctor owns, Armstrong. Just like your little one she was, couldn’t have been more’n thirteen then, and now I swear she earns more’n I do. In demand all over the place, top hotels, Kensington, the lot — sends her old ma four or five quid a week, never mind the rest.’


  The other woman wavered. ‘I could do with that, God’s truth I could. And my Linda would send it to me, she’s a good girl, she is.’


  ‘Well, there you are then. Play your cards right and you never need work again. And you’ll get a good bonus for her being pure.’


  The other woman sighed. ‘I know, I know. I just wish it could wait a year or so, that’s all.’


  ‘Well, it would have waited, if you hadn’t quarrelled with your Dan and got forced out on the street again. But you’re getting on, dearie, we all are, you got to look out for number one. At least this way your kid has a good lie in, keeps her looks, and has a chance of going somewhere . . .’


  The cell door opened, three more women came in, and Sarah lost the rest of the conversation as she had to move up along the bench. But she had heard enough. There could be no misunderstanding what the two women had been talking about. They were talking about selling a young girl into prostitution through the services of some woman called Mavis. And they had even mentioned a doctor called Armstrong — where was the place he owned? Red Lion Street, Hackney. Could there be two doctors involved in this with the same name? Surely not! It was too much of a coincidence to be a mistake.


  I suppose this is the evidence Alice Watson wanted, Sarah thought. If we could just produce those two women in court, get them to swear on oath what I have just heard them saying, then the scandal would be proven. Or even just tell Alice the name of the street in Hackney and the fact that Martin Armstrong owns a — a brothel there. If it is him . . . All we would need then would be the names of the men who are actually paying to seduce — is that the word?


  Paying to deflower — to destroy — to ruin thirteen year old girls!


  Oh Jonathan, Jonathan! In the overcrowded cell Sarah felt herself trembling, sweating, scarcely able to breathe. She tried to imagine what would happen in a bedroom in that house in Kensington when a man — a mature man, bearded perhaps, distinguished, socially secure, thirty-eight years of age perhaps, my husband! — came into a bedroom with a thirteen-year-old girl. A child who might be his daughter . . .


  It can’t happen.


  It does. Those women were talking about it, just now. Men pay extra because the girl is pure, a child, a virgin. Some of these men must be fathers, with daughters of their own. As that woman is a mother, who is selling her girl.


  Not my Jonathan. Please God, let it not be him.


  Let there be some mistake. Oh dear Father in heaven — why is God a father, would He have done this too?


  My father did . . .


  Sarah sat very still, trembling, her hands clasped so tightly in her lap that her fingers were white and bloodless. She closed her eyes and tried to pray, not knowing what she believed in any more.


  Certain only that hell was all around her . . .


  At four o’clock they were marched out, thirty women together, to the Black Maria. Sarah had been arrested twice before, but for some reason she had always been taken to prison in a cab, never in one of these until now. The Black Maria was a motor coach, a little longer than an omnibus, but with a single deck and no windows. One by one, two policemen ushered the women in through the doors at the back.


  When it came to Sarah’s turn, panic seized her. There was no room inside! The door at the back opened into a long narrow corridor, almost entirely filled by the bulk of the policeman crouching in it. His head was bent because of the low roof, and he was holding open the door to a small cubicle, a cupboard, on the right.


  ‘Here you are, Ma’am. First class passengers step this way!’


  ‘But — I can’t!’ She began to back out. It was too small, too cramped!


  ‘Here, George, catch her back! This one’s leery!’


  The policeman behind caught her waist, and between the two of them they manhandled her through the little door into the cupboard, like grooms dealing with a skittish horse. ‘It’s all right, dear, you’ll get used to it!’


  ‘But I can’t! I can’t breathe! I . . .’


  The door closed in front of her. They had sat her on a small plank, facing the closed door and the corridor she could no longer see. She had to sit, there was no choice. The cubicle was not high enough for her to stand up, or wide enough for her to turn round in. Her knees touched the door in front of her. And it was quite dark. She heard the door at the back of the vehicle slam shut, and total darkness enveloped her.


  There were women all around her, in other cubicles, but she could not see them. One or two were cursing and crying, but several called out mockingly to each other. They have been here before, they are not afraid, Sarah thought. If they can bear it I can — I must. I can’t set out to battle for women’s rights and then not be able to bear what a common streetwalker can.


  It was the darkness that saved her. After a moment’s panic she found it relaxing, comforting even. Do nothing, she thought. Feel nothing, don’t move. And then, as her eyes grew accustomed to it, she saw a marvellous thing.


  On the back of the door in front of her, an image appeared. Very faint at first, a blur of light where there had been utter blackness before, but then it grew clearer. It was round, about the size of her hand, and there were shapes moving in it. As she felt the Black Maria lurch out of the gates of the police station into the street, the shapes of the images in front of her changed, growing one minute dark, then lighter again, and with little blurs of different colours moving this way and that.


  It fascinated her, and she forgot to be afraid. What could it be? The images seemed to be moving along the top of the picture, while the lower part was brown or red, like the upper stories of buildings. Very like . . . In fact, they even had square shapes like windows which moved across them. And below, something blue, like a streak of sky — except that it was right at the bottom of the picture instead of at the top!


  Then something clicked in her memory and she realised what she was looking at. She had seen something like this before, as a child. Her father had taken her and her little sister Deborah to an exhibition of photography, and there had been something — what was it called? A camera obscura — that was it! She had sat inside one with Deborah, he had drawn the curtain, and when their eyes had become accustomed to the darkness the same thing had grown on the wall in front of them — a picture of the world outside, but upside down, because the light came in through a pinhole in the wall behind them and changed places somehow.


  Sarah laughed, and the panic drained out of her like bathwater. She felt clear, clean, relaxed. That was it — the little figures moving busily across the top of the picture were people on the pavement, and there were vehicles bustling past them, upside down! For a while she watched them, entranced, smiling to herself in relief. The discovery had released her from fear, like a children’s story at the edge of night.


  But it was like childhood in another way too. It came back to her now, with the pain of a memory that had not been released for over twenty years, what it had been like in that camera obscura. At first she and Deborah had been fascinated by the tiny figures; but just as now, they had been blurred, difficult to make out clearly. And when you did make them out, they were only ordinary people in the street, after all. So she and Deborah had started to talk, in hushed whispers, about a secret they had learnt about their father.


  What was it, that secret? The memory came back to her with such painful clarity — she could even feel the print dress with ruffled sleeves she had worn, feel the way her feet only just touched the floor from the high seat. How old had she been? Eleven? Yes, she had had her birthday a few days before and Deborah had given her the butterfly brooch she was wearing. She could see it now, so painfully clear! And outside the booth, her father, in tweed coat and flannels, for it was a holiday, and he was trying to be jolly. She could even smell his cigar.


  But what was the secret they had talked of?


  The Black Maria lurched over a bump in the road, and the picture on the back of the door in front of her changed. They were going over the river, Sarah realised. She could see ships. But for the moment it didn’t matter. Her mind made this memory seem immensely important.


  Deborah had . . . met someone, that was it! A woman — the two girls had been watching a woman in the pinhole picture inside the camera obscura, going along upside down in front of them, and she had been wearing a purple coat — that was what had reminded Deborah of it. Deborah had seen this woman a week or so before, and she had been totally mad. Deborah hadn’t actually spoken to the woman — she had been playing with a hoop in the park at the time — but she had seen the woman come up to their father and speak to him. She was rather a poor woman, Deborah could see that, but she had been wearing this gaudy purple coat which made her stand out. And she had called her father by his Christian name — George — just like that, as though she knew him! She had even put her arm through his, tried to walk down the path with him; it was terribly funny!


  And all the time Deborah had been bowling her hoop along between the trees, watching, and seen their father go awfully red, because of course it made him look ever so silly. Then he had given the woman some money and spoken sharply to her, to make her go away. When Deborah had asked him about it he had said she was a poor madwoman, who didn’t know who she was, and ought to be in hospital.


  Yes, that was it! It came back to Sarah now, all in a rush. She remembered Deborah telling her about it in the camera obscura, and the two of them had started giggling. Their father had pulled back the curtain to ask what was so funny and they had danced out, still giggling, linked his arms, one on each side, and dragged him away to the ice-cream stall. They were both pretending to be that silly woman, without letting their father know. What a strange daddy he was! All you had to do was come up to him, link his arm, call him George, and he would give you money. Or ice-cream.


  It was an exquisitely painful memory. Sarah could even see her father — young, as he had been then, with brown hair and slim waist instead of the paunch and bald head he developed later. No sign of that embarrassing rash on his neck which he had covered up with a scarf as he grew older.


  The rash that was the first visible symptom of the syphilis that killed him when she was nineteen . . . The shock had turned her mother into a permanent hypochondriac who always wore black and hardly ever left the house until she died too, nine years later. It had made Sarah fear and distrust all men, until she had met Jonathan.


  The most painful thing of all, was how she had once loved her father. So long ago; she had been so innocent. He had been a jolly man who bought them ice-creams and swung them up on his shoulders and made them laugh, and never looked worried or tired or ill as their mother often did. That was before she had learned what men were really like. Before she had learned what he had done to her mother . . .


  Because he did what Jonathan was doing now.


  The Black Maria stopped in a traffic jam under a railway bridge, and the tiny pinhole of light failed utterly. Sarah Becket sat hunched on the wooden seat in her cubicle, rocking from side to side to calm herself. A thin shabby woman crushed into a box in a coach full of boxes. Some small boys, passing outside, casually threw handfuls of gravel onto the vehicle, and it thundered on the roof like hail . . .


  5


  HOLLOWAY. SARAH knew they had arrived even before the door at the back of the Black Maria was opened and light began to seep in. This time, when the vehicle stopped, the engine was switched off, and in the sudden quiet she heard the distant thud of a heavy gate shutting outside.


  The first of many, she thought with a grim shudder. She pictured the massive, metal-studded gates she had seen when she had been imprisoned here before, and remembered how she had felt then. Hopeless, forgotten, alone. But she had starved her way out and she would do it again. She took deep, steady breaths, to calm herself for the struggle ahead.


  Her compartment door was thrown back with a crash and she was hustled out with the others into the dazzling grey daylight of the prison yard. She stumbled, hands in front of her eyes, blinking, and before she could fully recover she was led through a prison door, down a noisy echoing corridor, to a room where her name was entered in a ledger.


  Here the policemen delivered her, like a parcel, and the prison wardresses took over. She looked at these women curiously, searching for the least trace of sympathy. On her last two visits there had been none. And yet, she thought, wardresses need the vote too. We are all women here, it is the men who are the enemy. But these wardresses did not even look at Sarah or the other prisoners. They stared somewhere above her head, or to the side, and spoke in loud harsh voices as though addressing someone who was deaf, or stupid, and far away.


  ‘Out of the door, turn right, down the stairs to the washroom!’


  ‘Will I be allowed to . . .’


  ‘Button that lip! No one to speak unless spoken to!’


  All this in that rude, harsh, impersonal voice, with no eye contact at all. A shove on the shoulder — from a woman! — and Sarah was out in the corridor. The wardresses seemed worse than she had remembered, harsher, as though those with any hint of sympathy for the suffragettes had been weeded out. There has been a change here, she thought, this place is worse than it was . . .


  In the washroom the wardress took her into a cubicle with a large enamel bath. She turned the taps on with a quick, assertive flick of her wrist and then stood facing Sarah with her hands on her hips. She was a young woman, Sarah noted, not more than twenty-five, well-built, with strong arms and a rather wide, plain face. She was staring at a point slightly to the right of and above Sarah’s head.


  ‘Right then, you. Strip!’


  Sarah considered. She had submitted to this last time but it had left her feeling foul, humiliated. The bath had evidently not been cleaned for some time. There was a grimy ring around the sides and a broad streak of rust leading to the plughole. The water coming out of the taps had a yellowish tinge, and a froth of grey bubbles was forming on its surface.


  If I am going to resist at all this time, this is where I start, Sarah thought. If my maid had run me a bath like this she would have been sacked on the spot. And this surly girl is no more than a jumped-up maid, even if she has power over me. I must win her over. After all, my protest is for women like this, too. She decided to try humour.


  ‘Is this really necessary? It doesn’t look as though I shall derive much benefit from it.’


  The young woman’s eyes flickered for an instant in her direction, then resumed their stony stare at the wall.


  ‘All prisoners wash on arrival. Regulations.’ The wardress stepped slightly to one side and Sarah saw the usual torn, greyish towel on a chair behind her, next to a green chemical-looking bottle. ‘Make sure you wash your hair, too. Nit shampoo.’


  ‘There is absolutely no need for that, young woman! The idea is absurd!’


  The grey bubbles on the surface of the water were now halfway up the side of the bath. Splashes and groans came from some of the neighbouring cubicles, but no words. Sarah did not move. Surely this young woman realised that she was talking to a lady — a Member of Parliament’s wife, no less! Perhaps that was why she was rude and abrupt; it was a sign of nervousness. She looked as though she might have a pleasant face, if she did not scowl.


  Sarah smiled and said: ‘You know I am a suffragette, don’t you? I am only here because of a protest to get votes for all women. You should support me in that, you know. If you oppress me, you only oppress yourself.’


  The wardress glanced at her, briefly, and something like fear or fury flickered behind her eyes. Then she reached down to her belt, raised a whistle to her lips, and blew The sound in the small echoing room was piercing, an assault on the ears. Before it was over the door was flung open and a second wardress appeared. She was slightly older and shorter than the first, with iron-grey hair and the forearms of a washerwoman.


  ‘Yes?’ She glanced at the younger wardress.


  ‘Suffragette. Won’t bath.’


  Without another word, or looking her in the eyes, the second woman strode straight up to Sarah and began to undo the buttons of her blouse. Sarah was appalled. It was like the behaviour of her maid but utterly, horribly different. Did this monstrous woman think she was a doll, perhaps, or a baby? Feebly, Sarah stepped back and raised her arms to push the woman away, but there was a wall behind her and the women were used to this, knew what to do.


  Each of them gripped one of her arms with one hand, and continued unbuttoning with the other. Then the blouse was pulled down, off, thrown on the floor.


  ‘Skirt next.’


  One woman pinioned her arms, the other unfastened her skirt, flung it down. And so on with her petticoat, camisole, corset, undervest, stockings, drawers. The two women were grimly efficient, relentless, swift. They undressed her with hardly a word between the two of them, and never a glance in her face. Just a slight grunt of effort as they pulled and tugged at the fastenings. As though she was just a huge doll being undressed in nursery by — what? Monster children, without words or souls?


  As the clothes came off Sarah felt a sudden enormous urge to laugh. It was so ridiculous — it was not even humiliating, it was absurd! Here she was now, a grown woman of thirty-three, the wife of a Member of Parliament, being stripped quite naked in this grubby little cubicle by two . . . underservants, they might be, if they did not work here. Factory girls, coalheavers! Women whose husbands Jonathan was elected to help. Women she wanted to get the vote. It had the unreality of a dream.


  Her body was limp in their hands, without will, stunned. She lifted her foot like an obedient mare as they nudged her leg and pulled off her shoes, stockings, drawers. It dazed her. Nothing in her social training had taught her how to deal with this.


  The laughter which welled up inside her came out more like a sob. The older woman slapped her smartly across the face, as one might treat a hysteric. Then they both dragged her by the wrists to the edge of the bath.


  ‘You do what you’re told here, first time. Get used to it.’


  Sarah lifted a foot and stepped into the grey, tepid water. They let her go then and she sat down. The grime spread up over her waist to her breasts and she felt grit scratch her bottom and thighs.


  ‘Every time I’ve bathed here I’ve come out more filthy than when I went in . . .’ The mocking, superior tone returned to her voice, despite herself. It was the only way she knew to deal with such a situation. But even to herself it sounded feeble, false.


  ‘Head up!’ The younger woman lifted a large white enamel jug from the floor, filled it with bath water, and raised it above Sarah’s head.


  ‘Oh no!’


  Fingernails dug into her shoulders as she tried to get up. The water did not fall and Sarah stopped struggling. She spoke in the words of a child.


  ‘Please! I don’t . . .’


  ‘Regulations.’


  As the fingers let go the water sluiced down, drenching her hair, getting into her eyes. Then, while she sat shuddering, something cold on her scalp.


  ‘The nit shampoo. Rub it in well. Then rinse your own head in the bath water.’


  Miserably, she did as they said. She understood now. She was quite naked, dripping, a baby in front of them. Covered with shampoo and dirty water in a mockery of cleanliness. And she had to co-operate with the process, wash her own hair. Each movement that she made to wash herself in this grime humiliated her more than when they had pushed and shoved and undressed her.


  After the first grimy rinse, a thin smirk of satisfaction flickered across the face of the older woman, who was still staring away from her at the wall over the taps.


  ‘All for your own good. A clean prison is Holloway. No germs, no diseases. They all learn, in time. I don’t think you’ll have any more trouble now, Miss Harkness.’


  It was always the same, on the first days. They brought you the best food, carefully cooked, to tempt you to break your fast. The porridge was in a clean china bowl on a tray, with a little jug of cream beside it, and a bowl of sugar.


  Sarah had never imagined that porridge could smell so good. Before her first prison sentence, she had scarcely thought of it, except as a solid, reliable food which she had for breakfast on cold mornings. Now, after two full days in prison without food, the steaming bowl of hot porridge filled her cell with a scent like that of the food of the ancient gods.


  She crouched at the end of her wooden bed, her knees clasped to her chin, savouring the memories the smell brought with it. It reminded her of the cold, early spring mornings on holiday in Ulster. Days when she and her sister Deborah would get up at first light to go across the fields to see their ponies. Their breath would steam in the crisp morning air, and frosty grass would crackle underfoot as they ran.


  We were such friends then, Sarah thought. And Deborah is probably walking across her own fields now, at Glenfee, while my bones ache from the cold of this wretched cell. She remembered the little girl who had run beside her, all those years ago. Deborah had always been such a cheerful, obedient child; it had been a pleasure to play with her. She had worshipped that pony, Blaze, which she had had to ride in the holidays. Probably it was then, when she was twelve and Sarah was sixteen, that Deborah had first met Charles.


  Strange, Sarah thought. For a moment a tall, handsome young man rode into her memory — a young soldier with a lopsided smile and a proud new moustache, riding a bay hunter towards them across the fields. If anyone had seen us then, they would have expected Charles to marry me, not Deborah. I was sixteen, but she was only a child — even on her pony her head only came up to Charles’s waist.


  Oh, I wish I could go there again . . .


  The cell door crashed open. A wardress came in and scowled at the uneaten porridge.


  ‘Not eating your breakfast again, I see?’


  ‘No. I told you, I shan’t eat anything until I’m free.’


  ‘We’ll see about that.’ The wardress picked up the porridge bowl and carried it out. ‘It’s a long time, six months, you know.’


  But I shan’t be in here that long, Sarah thought. Three days already. They daren’t let anyone starve to death in prison. They let me out after a week last time. I can last that long.


  If only it wasn’t so infernally cold . . .


  Resolutely, she swung her feet over the side of the bed and began her daily walk. Four paces from the window to the door, four paces back again. Already she had worn holes in the lumpy stockings, but the prison shoes were impossible to walk in — two sizes too small, and stiff as iron. The clothes were little better: a rough serge dress with arrows stamped all over it, and a ragged, yellow-stained apron and cap. Already she felt so grimy she would have welcomed a bath even as filthy as the one she had had that first day. And always she was cold. On the first day she lad huddled on her bed with her blanket round her, but the wardress had taken that away during the day because she refused the ‘hard labour’ of sewing.


  She paced up and down. She had not properly recovered from her previous fast, and her body felt curiously light and weak. But the walking made a little warmth flow through her. By counting the paces she could work out how far she had gone. Three miles this morning, she decided, then she would rest and write another text on the wall. Already there were two. She scratched them on with a slate pencil she had found, and then made them stand out with an ink she made from soap and the grime of the cell floor. On the first day she had written ‘Votes for Women’ and yesterday a text from Joshua, ‘Only be thou strong, and very courageous.’ Today she thought she might quote the Irishman, Wilde: ‘Stone walls do not a prison make, nor iron bars a cage.’


  That’s right, she told herself. This is my morning walk and I have to make myself see the grass, hear the birdsong, feel the sunlight. Perhaps, when I am out again, I will confront Jonathan more calmly with what he has done, make him understand and stop it.


  Make a new start . . .


  There was a clatter in the corridor outside, and the cell door opened again. Two wardresses came in — one of them the big young slab-faced girl like a coalheaver who had forced her into the bath. This girl, Miss Harkness, took Sarah by the arms, pushing her back towards the window so that a man could come in behind them. A third wardress came in behind him, pushing a trolley.


  ‘What do you want now?’


  The wardresses ignored her. The doctor said: ‘You haven’t been eating, Mrs Becket.’


  ‘I refuse to eat anything while I’m unjustly imprisoned.’ The words came pat, she did not think about them. But she had seen the trolley and, despite herself, her thin body began to tremble uncontrollably. This is not supposed to happen. They don’t do this any more. The whole point of the Cat and Mouse Act is to get away from the horror of . . .


  ‘Then we must feed you.’


  She did not look at the man at first; all her attention was focused on the trolley. There was a white enamel jug on it, a bucket, two large mechanical devices rather like clothespegs, one wooden and one metal, a funnel, a jar of what looked like glycerine, and a rubber tube. The tube was about half the width of a garden hose and very long. It lay there, curled round and round and round on itself, like a sleeping cobra.


  If I have to face this, she thought, I will. Maybe it’s only a bluff anyway and when I refuse they will go away.


  ‘I don’t want to be fed, thank you.’


  ‘Then will you eat your breakfast?’


  ‘No.’


  She dragged her eyes away from the trolley and looked at the doctor. He was a well-built young man, not much taller or older than she was herself. He had a solid, square, dependable face, with a luxuriant brown moustache. Sarah could imagine him preening it in the mornings and dabbing at it genteely as he sipped his soup. It was a pleasant, presentable face, like that of thousands of other normal young men.


  The face said: ‘Lay her down on the bed.’


  ‘No!’ Sarah struggled, but the wardresses were ready for her. They each held an arm and backed her towards the wooden bed until it touched the back of her knees, and she sat down. A moment later she was lying on her back. Each wardress held one of her arms immobile with a hand and a knee. She stared up at the young man, who had one of the mechanical clothespeg things in each hand.


  ‘I shall have to use one of these, Mrs Becket. They are gags, to hold your mouth open. The steel one is more effective, but it will hurt, so I would prefer to use the wooden one if you will co-operate.’


  Sarah said nothing. She began to writhe and kick but it did her little good. Miss Harkness, the heavy slab-faced girl, sat on her legs, while still keeping a grip on her arm.


  The young doctor sighed. ‘I’ll try the wooden one first, anyway.’


  The third wardress held Sarah’s head, and the doctor began to try to force the wooden thing into her mouth. Sarah pressed her lips together as hard as she could. Even as she did it, she could feel the lines of tension spreading out from her mouth, all over her face, and the thought flashed through her panic-stricken mind that she must look like a grim, disapproving old spinster. But the young man peeled her lips back with his fingers, and thrust the wooden gag between them. It banged against her teeth. He changed his grip, and with the wardress’s help, used his strong fingers and thumbs to try to lever her lower jaw down. Slowly, horribly, she felt a gap opening between her teeth.


  He thrust part of the wooden gag into the gap, and reached behind him for the tube. But as he did so his grip loosened slightly. Sarah bit the edge of the gag with her teeth, twisted her head violently, and spat it out with her tongue.


  The sudden twist had wrenched her neck. But there was no time to think of that. The wardress gripped her head firmly by the hair and ears. Sarah stared up, helpless, at the young man’s reddening face.


  ‘All right, it’ll have to be the steel one, then, if that’s the way you want it. I warn you, Mrs Becket, the more you resist, the more this is likely to hurt. This thing is just a device to hold your mouth open while I feed you, nothing more. But whatever you do, keep your tongue down when I put it in, or it’ll get trapped. If you behave sensibly, no one will hurt you.’


  ‘You’re already hurting aaaaaauuugghch!’


  It was a mistake to open her mouth. He must have been watching for that, and he was quick — much quicker than she had imagined. The steel gag was in her mouth, filling all of it, hard cold sharp metal forcing her tongue down and her jaws apart, banging against her teeth. She tried to turn her head but the big young wardress held her firmly, immobile. The young man was bending over her, intent like a dentist, twiddling with some knobs or levers that set the thing more firmly in place, stretching her jaws apart to the maximum extent. She tried to spit it out but there was no way. Her tongue was flattened, trapped.


  Satisfied, the young man turned away, back to the trolley. There was nothing Sarah could do — arms, legs, head, all were gripped tightly by the wardresses. She tried to scream, but a high, thin, gurgling sound came out, terrifying her. Even her voice was imprisoned by this gag, and the scream brought saliva into the back of her throat, so that she thought she would choke, drown in her own spit.


  The young man turned back, the tube in his hand. He was rubbing glycerine from the jar around the end of it.


  ‘I’m going to pass this tube down into your stomach, Mrs Becket, and then feed you through it. It isn’t dangerous, but I advise you to lie still and co-operate if you don’t want it to hurt.’


  The tube came towards her, like a black snake in his hand. Sarah’s eyes were wide open, and she screamed again — she couldn’t help it. And then it was in — going in, down into her throat. Despite the glycerine, the end of it scratched, but it went past her throat and on down, more and more and more of it. The tube filled her throat so that she could make no noise, only suffer. She felt herself begin to vomit, but the muscles contracting around the tube had no effect on it so that nothing came up. More and more tube went in. Her wide lidless eyes stared at him as he methodically fed it in and in and in and she thought, that must be two feet, maybe three, nearly a yard of tube inside me, surely he can’t possibly need so much, when will he ever stop?


  Her body tried to vomit it out again and her throat gurgled and she nearly choked. She thought, what if I can’t breathe? They’ll suffocate me and there’s nothing at all I can do. She took great desperate snorts of air through her nose and thought: how thin my nostrils are, how easily they could get blocked. I had a cold last week — please God don’t let me cry because my nose often gets blocked then and I’ll die!


  The young doctor stopped feeding the tube into her. He picked up the funnel and jammed it into the other end. Then he held the funnel and the other end of the tube with his left hand, directly above Sarah’s face. With his right hand he picked up the white enamel jug.


  He looked down at her and smiled!


  ‘Here you are, Mrs Becket. Your breakfast. Best beef broth with egg whipped into it. Just the thing to put strength back into you and bring you to your senses. I’m going to pour it slowly into your stomach through this tube. All right? You’ll feel better afterwards.’


  He began to pour. She didn’t, in fact, feel anything at first. Just a slight warmth and swelling inside the tube as the soup went down inside her throat. Then, as he went on, there was an ache and a bloating feeling inside her stomach. She tried to shift her legs to ease the discomfort, and became horribly conscious of the heavy wardress sitting on them. Please God don’t let that woman move, she thought — if she puts any weight on my stomach, I’ll drown in all this, something will burst and I’ll die . . .


  There was a gurgling sound from the funnel at the top of the tube, and the young man put the enamel jug down with a clang.


  ‘That’s it, then, Mrs Becket. Now, I’ll just take this tube and gag out, and leave you in peace to digest your meal.’


  He began to haul the tube up, hand over hand like a sailor hauling an anchor out of the sea. Sarah became aware that she had a headache, and a rising tide of nausea was flooding through her. Her face, her neck were sweating. Still she could not move. The doctor bent over her and began to fiddle with the knobs of the steel gag, to loosen it from her mouth. As he pulled it out, the nausea became unbearable. She retched, and a stream of brown vomit shot out all over him.


  The wardress let go of her head, and the doctor started back. Sarah was aware of the foul stuff all over her face and hair, and she struggled onto her side, her hands free for the first time. Feebly, she tried to brush the vomit away. It was on her face, her dress, the bed, the floor — everywhere. She saw it was on the doctor’s coat and hands too — he was cursing and mopping them with a handkerchief.


  Sarah sat with her head in her hands on the edge of the bed, wondering if more would come. She wanted to do something about it, clean it up, but for the moment she was too weak to move.


  One of the wardresses took the bucket from the trolley and placed it in front of her. Then she opened the door, went out into the corridor, and came back with another prisoner, a sad, grey-haired woman in a serge dress covered with arrows, who had a mop and bucket of water in her hand.


  ‘There! This prisoner’s been sick. Clean it up, will you, quick as you can!’


  The doctor stood by the trolley, mopping his coat. He glared at Sarah in disgust. ‘Look at what you’ve done now, you stupid woman! Mess everywhere! If you can’t take the punishment, you shouldn’t commit the crime. Learn to eat, or we shall be back again tomorrow, and every day from now on!’


  He marched out. The three wardresses stayed, watching the elderly prisoner slowly, methodically mopping the floor. She did it without comment, never raising her head to look at anyone. Sarah felt immensely sorry for her.


  ‘I’ll clean it up myself next time,’ she whispered. Her voice was so faint that she wondered if anyone could hear it. She looked up at the wardress who had held her head. ‘Do you think . . . I could have a bath, or a wash at least? This stuff is in my hair and on my dress.’


  ‘Bathtime’s six o’clock. You’ll have to wait till then.’ The young slab-faced wardress glared at her, then relented slightly. ‘But I’ll see you get a bucket of water and a towel. Whatever ‘appens, ‘olloway’s a clean prison, we can’t change that.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Sarah gazed down at the woman scrubbing the slimy floor, and shivered. She felt so cold, feebler than she had ever been in her life. It has happened now, she thought slowly. I have suffered, as other suffragettes have done. And I am still alive.


  This is what men do to women. When we protest and stand up for our rights they don’t understand or respect us at all. This is the only way they can fight back.


  Does Jonathan know they are doing this to me?


  When the floor was clean the young wardress sent the elderly prisoner to fetch a bucket of water and a towel. Then they all went out and left her alone.


  For a long time she sat without moving on the edge of her bed. Even to move a finger was an enormous effort. But then the smell and the stickiness of her hair became too much to bear, and slowly, very carefully, she knelt down on the grimy floor in front of the bucket, picked up the cake of grey, gritty soap, and started to wash her hair.


  Much later, she dragged herself to her feet, and, with the towel wrapped like a turban round her head, began to totter the four steps from window to door, and back again.


  Again. And again. And again.


  Three miles a day. Making herself see the grass. Hear the birdsong. Feel the warm sunlight on her back.


  Remembering Glenfee . . .
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  DEBORAH CAVENDISH stood on the verandah at Glenfee, waiting.


  Her home, Glenfee Lodge, was a three storey red-brick building of some fifteen or twenty bedrooms, standing in ten acres of parkland on the edge of Strangford Lough. In front of her the lawns sloped down towards the lough, and in the orchard the apple trees were resplendent with blossom. Away to her right, gardeners were raking out nursery beds in the walled vegetable garden and planting out seedlings from the cold frames; and all around them, birds flitted to and fro, seeking bits of straw and twigs for the nests they were building in the luxuriant creepers that festooned the south wall of the Lodge.


  She was a fair-skinned woman, tall and slim like her sister but with full breasts and a delicate, motherly face that tended to freckles if she was out too much in the sun. Unlike Sarah she had long fair hair which was wound into an elegant coiffure parted in the middle and swept back round the top of her head, like a turban. It was a style that was supposed to be fashionable, but Deborah was not quite sure if it suited her or not. She was never sure of things like that. She only knew that it took her maid half an hour’s careful work each morning to pin it into place, that it made her look very similar to the fashionable ladies in The Times, and that it was very easy to pin a hat on to. She would have preferred to wear her hair long and loose over her shoulders as she had as a girl, but of course no married woman of twenty-eight could do that, it would cause a scandal.


  So Deborah wore her hair up and the hairstyle made her hold her head up too, making her delicate face look rather proud, anxious, on edge. She had a straw hat on and a full-length white dress with a high collar. There were white gardening gloves on her hands, and she was carrying a basket of tulips and late daffodils which she had just picked and was intending to arrange in the house. She had caught sight of herself in a mirror before she went outdoors and thought: I am dressed like a bride today.


  Not that Charles will notice . . .


  But he has to notice me sometime. Sometime soon. If he doesn’t, it will be too late.


  I may look like a bride but I feel like a whore . . .


  Deborah had seen the first swallows earlier in the week, and as she watched, one swooped in under the eaves of the stables to where they had built a nest of mud every year since Deborah’s marriage.


  Nine years, Deborah thought. Which means those swallows must have hatched how many chicks under our roofs: twenty, thirty? But they can’t be the same birds — how long does a swallow live? We have reared generations of swallows while I just have the one son.


  But an afternoon like this was made for hope. She looked beyond the lawns to the sparkling blue waters of the lough, where the brown and white sails of fishing boats bobbed up and down; and then glanced left, along the dusty white coast road to Killyleagh, where two horsemen were riding towards the house.


  She watched as they passed through the gates and rode up the drive. They were a handsome pair — the tall man on the bay hunter and the boy on the dapple grey Connemara pony. As they came nearer the man saw her and waved, and her heart leapt. Perhaps it would really work this time, she thought. It had been a difficult few weeks, these Easter holidays, but now that Charles was back from Egypt at least he had made a real effort to spend time with their son, Tom. And through spending time with Tom he had spent a little more time with her, too — more time than she could remember for many years. She waved back, enthusiastically. Perhaps this time . . .?


  As they came closer her son nudged his pony into a trot. He halted on the drive just below the verandah and looked up, beaming. She smiled down at him.


  ‘Did you have a good ride?’


  ‘I’ll say! Mother, I jumped the three hedges down by the copse, and the ditch! He never stopped once — ask Father if you don’t believe me!’


  She glanced at Charles as he drew up, grinning, beside Tom. Charles Cavendish was a tall, lean man, ten years older than his wife. He had a thin brown face with a hooked, aquiline nose, high cheekbones, and a short dark moustache. Over the years the face had become thinner, more leathery with exposure to wind and sun. When he smiled, as he was doing now, the smile always rose more to the left of his face than the right, giving an engaging, boyish look. But I see it so seldom, Deborah thought.


  ‘Quite true, m’dear, every word! And you needn’t be frightened, either — the boy’s got a seat like a trooper and the pony’s a genuine smasher! We’ll have him out with the hunt this autumn!’


  ‘Well done,’ she said, gamely. The thought of her little boy flying through the woods with the hunt appalled her, but only briefly; she had far too many other worries now. And besides, if Tom was happy, that was the whole point of this holiday. To bring them together as a family again. Before it was too late.


  A stable lad ran up to take the horses, and Charles dismounted. But Tom stayed on his pony.


  ‘It’s all right, Harry,’ he said. ‘I’ll ride him down to the stables and untack him. I can, can’t I, Father? I like doing it, and you always say a good soldier has to be able to do everything for his horse.’


  ‘Yes, of course. Be sure to walk him round until he’s cool, then rub him down. Harry’ll show you.’


  Charles smiled, watched them go, and came up the steps to his wife.


  ‘It seems that the present was a success, then,’ she said.


  ‘Certainly. He’s a grand little pony.’


  ‘I’m glad. Tom will have something to boast of, at least, when be goes back to school.’


  ‘Yes.’ He paused just below the top step, and looked at her, still smiling. I remember he smiled at me like that on our wedding day, Deborah thought. Nine years ago this May, in the church in Downpatrick. Sarah said I was a fool to marry so young but I defied her. We came back here afterwards in a black shining landau and stood on the steps of this house to welcome our guests to the reception. The photographer from the Belfast Times took a picture and printed it next day, saying we were the handsomest couple in Ulster.


  Now the smile looks more like that of a general, a commander. Weighing you up even as he looks at you. Yet there is that haunting loneliness somewhere deep behind the eyes, too. It’s been worse these past two months than ever before. I wish he would let me in to touch that. Ease the pain of whatever it is that gnaws him . . .


  ‘Well . . .’ As she spoke she thought she sounded almost flustered, not quite knowing how to deal with the unexpected intimacy of such a short, friendly moment. He had been away so often in their married life, they had spent so little time together. If I’m not careful I’ll blush, she thought, and that would be really foolish. It’s so important. ‘I’ve spent all the afternoon getting Tom’s clothes packed. I think he’ll find they’re in apple-pie order.’


  It was Tom’s third term at boarding school, and tomorrow she was to take him back for the start of the summer term. It seemed that an eight year old boy needed a quite extraordinary collection of clothes and kit to last him through the next twelve weeks — cricket flannels, house blazer, rowing strip, straw boater, black gown, house tie, house cap, and a complete selection of new shirts, knickerbockers, socks, boots, stiff collars, and suits, to replace those that his wrists and ankles were suddenly poking out of. Deborah had spent most of the last week buying and labelling these things, and was heartily sick of them all.


  ‘Good. Let’s hope he keeps them like that. He can be a scruffy little beggar if he wants to. Not with the pony’s tack so far, but with his own things. Would never do in the army.’ Charles stepped up onto the verandah and strolled beside her into the house. They went up the main staircase together, to the first floor where their two suites of rooms opened one off the other. He said: ‘The fields are looking good, too. If this weather holds we should have a good year.’


  ‘I hope so. We’ve had a good crop of daffodils anyway. And a few early tulips — look.’


  He glanced at the basket she was carrying over, her arm. ‘So I see.’ They reached his bedroom door and he turned to go in. ‘You’ll want to be arranging them, I suppose. I’d better get out of these clothes and change for dinner.’


  ‘Of course.’ He was wearing his riding boots and jodhpurs, and she could smell the scent of leather and horse-sweat on him. As he opened the door she said: ‘Charles.’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Do you — mind if I come and talk to you while you change?’


  As soon as she had said it she felt her hand shaking; it was not the sort of thing that happened between them once in a year, even. But then, it was the sort of thing that other married women must say, all the time; and she had a feeling, growing in her, that today was going to be different, lucky. It had to be, if their marriage was not going to fall apart for ever.


  Charles hesitated, then shrugged. ‘Why not? I have a screen, though I don’t use it very often.’


  As she came into her husband’s bedroom she noticed, as she always did, how bare it was, devoid of almost all the things that give a room comfort. There was a faded Persian rug on the floor, but it only covered a quarter, perhaps, of the floor space. There was a desk and a chair by the window, with a selection of framed photographs of his army career on the wall around it, and one or two of him with elephants and a tiger he had shot; but none of her, or his parents, or even of Tom. There were no other pictures at all; just a couple of crossed African assegais over the mantelpiece. Other than that, there was a bookcase, a wash-stand with a jug and ewer, two leather armchairs, and a bed.


  A small dressing room opened off the main bedroom. Charles went in there, hunted around a moment, and then brought out a faded screen, painted with incongruous Chinese scenes, which he erected in front of the ewer and washstand. Deborah put the flower basket down on one of the chairs and sat on its arm.


  ‘Yes, my dear, what is it you want to talk about?’


  Again the smile, briefly, but now from a disembodied head that glanced politely at her from over the top of the screen. Deborah heard the sound of a belt and buttons being undone, and the head moved out of sight for a moment into the dressing room.


  ‘Oh, I don’t know. Nothing in particular. Just to talk, that’s all.’


  She felt foolish saying it, but there was no rebuff. He grunted, in a way that might have meant amusement, and then there was the sound of water being poured from the ewer into the basin, and splashing.


  ‘Talk away then.’


  Deborah felt nervous, but also determined. There was nothing unusual about such a scene really, she told herself; in some marriages husband and wife must often be together like this. He has been back in Ireland for two months now, training his wretched Ulster Volunteer Force; he must take notice of me sometimes. He has to, if our marriage is to be saved. It’s almost too late already . . .


  She stood up and walked towards the window, suddenly conscious of how her clothes restricted her. She was still wearing hat and gloves, and was encased from neck to toe in a dress with a corset beneath it, whereas Charles, splashing in a basin a few feet away behind the screen, must be stripped — to the waist at least. She wondered what his body looked like. She had not seen it for . . . so long.


  She peeled off the gloves and flung them on the bed.


  ‘It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it? I was watching the swallows — do you know they’re back, building a nest in the stables again.’


  ‘Are they?’ Charles grunted, and there was more splashing. ‘I didn’t look.’


  ‘Well, they are.’ Charles’s windows looked out of the back of the house, across the park to the south-west. Here, too, all the oaks, elms, and horse chestnuts were bright with new leaf, and the crisp spring sunlight sent a gleam of hope over all the world. There were fallow deer in the park, and away in the distance, towards the hills, what must be new lambs dancing madly around their mothers.


  She turned back to the bare room, unpinned her hat. A tress of hair fell loosely down the side of her neck. ‘I was thinking of the day we were married.’


  There was no response. The splashing had stopped and there was the sound of brisk towelling. A tousled head glanced over the screen at her briefly. ‘Oh, were you? Why, for God’s sake?’


  ‘Because — it’s a happy memory, or it should be. I always think of it at this time of year. And especially with Tom being here. Here am I sorting out cricket flannels half as big as yours, and it seems only yesterday he was in nappies and little dresses. I’ve still got all those baby clothes, you know.’


  The towelling had stopped. Charles turned round and leaned over the top of the screen, looking at her. He must still be naked, at least above the waist; she could see his arm and shoulder muscles flexing under the pale smooth skin.


  He frowned and shook his head. His mouth twisted, as though he might smile again. ‘You’re in a funny mood today, Mrs Cavendish.’


  She met his eyes, and hope fluttered inside her. ‘Oh yes, I suppose I am, Charles,’ she said. She took two steps towards him, and put up her own hand, timidly, to touch the hard smooth muscle of his upper arm. For a moment they stood there, either side of the faded Chinese screen. She looked into his eyes and they did not turn away. Something dark fluttered behind them.


  The screen was still between them. With her left hand, she tried to push it aside.


  ‘Charles,’ she said. ‘Let me come in.’


  It was difficult to move the screen. There was a hinge in front of her, and as she tried to drag the screen aside it bent between them, pushing them apart. Then, as she stepped behind it, it tottered and collapsed on the floor.


  She put her arms on his shoulders. He had not begun to dress, he was quite naked. His shoulders felt hard and smooth beneath her hands. She wanted to look at his body but she was too embarrassed, nervous. She was shaking all over with excitement and fear and she did not know what to do next, not at all. They had not made love for over a year and never in his room, certainly never like this in the afternoon. But you must, a voice inside her cried. We have been married for nine years and I need him. If I have another child it has to be his! I want us to stay a family.


  She slid her arms around his neck and put her mouth up to be kissed, and when his lips did not move towards hers she found them with her own and then — thank God! — his arms went around her waist and pulled her hesitantly towards him. The kiss was clumsy, hesitant too, but it was a kiss for all that, and the shaking in her faded and was replaced by a soft, melting sensation throughout all her body and in her loins especially. She pressed her loins against his and there was a slight answering pressure but nothing hard there, not yet, oh but there will be Charles, there must be soon my lover, my husband. She slid one of her hands down his spine, over the firm, smooth muscles of his lower back, down to the rise of his buttocks, and then . . .


  There was a knock at the door.


  Charles jerked away from her as though her dress were full of needles. She stared at him, her face flushing. Don’t answer it, Charles, she thought, please! Just this once, tell whoever it is to go away. Her eyes met his. She saw the doubt in them, and shook her head, ever so slightly. Please.


  The knock came again, discreet, insistent, intrusive.


  Charles hesitated for another long moment, watching her. She saw something fade in his eyes. He picked up a towel, wrapped it round himself, and turned away.


  ‘Yes,’ he called. ‘What is it?’


  A man’s voice answered from outside the door; Charles’ ADC, Simon Fletcher. ‘Telegram for you, sir. It looks as though it’s from UVF HQ. I thought I’d bring it up straight away, in case it’s urgent.’


  ‘Bring it in for me, Simon, would you? I’m just getting dressed.’


  ‘As you like, sir.’ The door opened and a tall, fair-haired young man came in. He wore well-tailored khaki battledress and had a cap under his arm. He came into the room without hesitation, as though he knew it well, and walked straight towards the screen in the corner. Then he saw it lying on the floor, and at the same moment realised Deborah was there. He stopped, and blushed.


  ‘Oh, excuse me, Mrs Cavendish. I didn’t know . . .’


  ‘Never mind her, Simon,’ Charles said irritably. ‘Give me the telegram now.’


  Simon Fletcher held the envelope out and Charles ripped it open. While he was reading, Deborah stood quite still, shattered, staring at Simon. For the moment she could not bear to look at Charles. Simon Fletcher was an unusually fair-skinned young man, whom she had first met two months ago when Charles had returned to Ireland and taken command of the local UVF unit. Simon was unfailingly polite to her, and seemed devoted to her husband. But somehow she had never liked him. He always seemed cold to her, self-centred, like a walking statue conscious of his own beauty. But it was gracious of him to blush, at least, when he walked in on the scene of her humiliation.


  Charles held out the telegram. ‘You were right, Simon, it is urgent. Here, read it yourself.’


  Simon Fletcher took the telegram and pursed his lips in a slow, elegant whistle. It seemed to Deborah an odd, strangely familiar thing for a young man to do in front of his commanding officer. Especially when the commanding officer was dressed only in a towel.


  ‘Yes, sir, I see. Will it be a big operation, do you think?’


  ‘We’ll soon find out. Go down and order the motor, will you. Then come back up — I may. need to send a reply.’


  Even when Simon Fletcher was gone Charles did not look at his wife. Instead, he picked up the screen and began to get dressed behind it.


  She heard the hurried movement of trousers being pulled on, and asked: ‘Why did you let him come in?’


  ‘What?’ Charles glanced at her over the top of the screen, as though he had only just remembered she was there. ‘What the devil do you mean?’


  ‘Charles, when a man and his wife are together in his bedroom . . . you could have told him to leave the telegram outside.’


  His voice was cold, distant, as though the matter was already past consideration. ‘It was important, Deborah. A top priority message from UVF High Command. He was right to bring it to me immediately.’


  ‘It could have waited ten minutes!’


  Charles was nearly dressed now; he had a shirt on and his tie was slung loosely round his collar. He came out from behind the screen and stood very straight in front of her, quite hard and stern, like a commanding officer cashiering a subaltern for theft.


  It was a manner he had which she had never been able to cope with. His eyes did not meet hers; they glanced at her briefly then gazed away over her head, troubled, clouded. He spoke to her like an adult rebuking a child.


  ‘Deborah, whatever came over you just now, it must never happen again. Quite apart from Simon Fletcher, this house is full of servants. If any one of them was to find out how you’d behaved we’d have to replace the lot of them at once! You’d never live it down — never!’


  He was right, she supposed; according to his code of conduct it probably was unseemly for a married woman to behave as she had done. But in comparison to other things — to the way she had behaved at other times, in other places . . . Oh God no don’t think about that not now! She felt at once the cruel, inhuman injustice of it, and a terrible mocking hysteria that would turn the world upside down if she let it. If she once began to laugh it would turn into a scream and she had no idea where that would end.


  She dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands and said: ‘But why, Charles? You’re my husband, aren’t you? And I need you!’


  ‘Not in the afternoon, woman, damn it! If I, as a man, can control my baser feelings, surely you can do the same! When I married you I thought you were at least guaranteed to act like a lady, but it seems I was mistaken. Or is this another of your advanced ideas about how the modern female should behave?’


  For a moment she felt a wild urge to spring forward and sink her nails into his neck, but she never did things like that. Anyway, he was far too strong; it would only lead to further humiliation. Deborah burst into tears instead. He was her husband, so of course he was right, but if only he knew! She was trying to save their marriage, not destroy it.


  But if what she feared was true then perhaps she had done that already.


  If she had it was his fault too. It would never have happened if he had been a real husband to her, the one she had wanted and thought she had married, nine long years ago. Or had she expected too much — things that no respectable woman should ever want? Tears of humiliation filled her eyes.


  ‘But if not in the afternoon then when, Charles? When? You haven’t been a husband to me once since you came home, have you? Why is that? Perhaps you don’t like me but I need you, Charles, sometimes I do! If only to have another child — I can’t do that on my own, can I?’


  She hadn’t meant to say that. But then she hadn’t meant to do any of it. She turned and walked out of the room. He was right; she had lost control and now the results would lie like a sword between them for months, perhaps years.


  When her child was born he would know it could not possibly be his . . .


  When she had gone, Charles Cavendish stood for a moment, rigid, unmoving. He was not a man who liked emotion. He tried to damp it down, and, when he could, ignore it. It had got him into too much trouble in his life already. He walked slowly over to the window, and leant his head on the cool glass, staring out across the park at the trees of his estate.


  She is my wife for all that, he thought, the mother of my son. I should respect her, love her if I can. When we were first married . . .


  It seemed unimaginably long ago. He remembered how he had walked down the gloomy reverberating aisle of the church in Downpatrick with Deborah on his arm, out into the sudden glare of the sunlight where the honour guard of his regiment waited, with an arch of gleaming sabres raised. He had shivered then, and hesitated, struck by the irrational fear that one of those blades held by his brother officers would fall and strike him dead. But of course it had not. His friends knew nothing, they had only grinned and wished him luck. And as he had stood with that young, slender, happy fair-haired girl on his arm waiting to be photographed and the proud tearful smiles of their families around him, he had thought, with a sense of wonder and guilt and hope: I have done it now, and no one knows!


  I can start a new life. Have a wife and family like other men. No one raised any objection at the wedding. No one knows what I was.


  For a few months it had seemed like that. He was not given to dancing but when he had first courted Deborah it was that which had first attracted him. He had asked her to waltz and foxtrot with him and as they proceeded round the floor he had had the impression of a young woman who was lithe, agile, almost boyish in the way she moved. Quite different from the usual soft, scented, simpering girls he so loathed and avoided. With a girl like that he had thought it might almost be possible. And when they were married and he came to her bed he had found it as he hoped; her body next to his was slim, long-limbed, hard, with little fat anywhere and small breasts which she was shy and ashamed of and which he ignored altogether. And so he was able to do as she expected and give her a son.


  But with the baby, her body changed. Her skin bloomed and her breasts swelled and although he understood it was a natural form of female beauty he did not want or dare to touch her any more; and after the baby was born she remained the same. His child-wife had blossomed into a mother, an adult woman with more generous hips, fuller breasts, a softer, looser stomach — and, in the early years, an embarrassing love and admiration for her husband. Despite a most earnest struggle with himself, none of those things, in the end, were what Charles Cavendish wanted.


  And so over the years he had taken every opportunity to be away from home, with his soldiering and his polo and his secret. A secret that, until two months ago, he had guarded more carefully than anything else in his life. Even now, he was sure, Deborah had not the slightest suspicion. Despite my neglect, he thought, the poor woman still appears to be attracted to me. And, Lord knows, she’s right in what she said about another child. Of course it’s my duty. It’s not completely impossible, even now. If Simon hadn’t knocked on the door just at that moment, I might well have . . .


  As though to mock him, the knock came again. Charles jumped, turned abruptly. ‘Yes? What the devil now?’


  Simon Fletcher came in. ‘I’m sorry, sir. The motor’s ready. I thought you said . . . ‘


  ‘Oh, yes, of course I did.’ Charles waved his hand dismissively in front of his face, as though to brush his emotions away. ‘You saw the signal — meeting in Craigavon by six o’clock. You were right to bring it straight up.’


  ‘Yes, sir. I thought it looked urgent. It’ll be about the gun-ship, I suppose — the Clydevalley, won’t it?’


  Charles paused, his tie half-tied, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Now, you’re not supposed to talk about that, Simon, you know.’ So far as Charles knew, only twelve men in the whole of the UVF High Command knew that the Fanny, the ship that was bringing in 20,000 new Mauser and Mannlicher rifles from Germany, had evaded the British Navy and was preparing to transfer her cargo into the coaster Clydevalley, which was due to bring them into Larne tomorrow — the 24th of April. The men on the ship knew, of course, but apart from them only the most senior UVF leaders: Sir Edward Carson, Sir James Craig, and a very small, select committee of officers.


  Charles was on that committee. Simon Fletcher was most certainly not.


  Simon smiled — a peculiarly beautiful, winning smile, which he knew Charles could seldom resist. ‘Yes, sir, I know, of course. Mum’s the word.’ Then, seeing Charles still lost in thought, fumbling with his tie, the young man walked over, took the tie out of Charles’s hands, and fastened the knot for him. ‘There.’


  He stepped back, still smiling conspiratorially. ‘I thought you needed rescuing, anyway.’


  ‘I . . . what the devil do you mean by that?’


  Charles’s voice was friendly, like an uncle addressing an indulged nephew, but there was an edge to it, too, which Simon had not expected. The smile stayed on Simon’s face, and he lifted his chin very slightly, in a way that displayed the smooth line of his jaw to better effect.


  ‘I thought you were being — bothered — that’s all. By your lady wife. I know how you say she fusses.’


  Very suddenly, something snapped inside Charles. There was something about the insouciance of the tone, the self-consciousness of the pose, that hurt him deeply even as it appealed to him. Because it appealed to him, and Simon knew that and was using it.


  He turned away, strode to a chair, picked up his jacket. ‘She is my wife, Simon. Don’t speak of her in that way!’


  ‘But why ever not? I thought you liked me too! Isn’t that why you told her women shouldn’t behave like that, wantonly, in the afternoon? After all, men do, don’t we, sometimes?’


  ‘You . . .’ There had never been, until now, a moment when Charles had hated Simon Fletcher. He had met Simon on the ship returning from Egypt and it was only the third time in his entire adult life that he had succumbed to his attraction for young men. He had been virtually celibate for so long; he was still uncertain how he had fallen for this boy. At times he was appalled by the shocking risks they ran, at others enormously grateful. He had felt emotions he had forgotten he had ever known — tenderness, fascination, lust, extreme love. Exasperation, sometimes, even jealousy. But never, until now, anger. It hurt him more than he had thought possible. ‘You were listening, outside the door?’


  Simon saw it had been a mistake. He had only meant to tease, to flirt a little with his power over this man. The smile faded. He tried to look contrite, but succeeded only in looking devious and unrepentant.


  ‘Only for a moment. You were shouting so loud I could hardly avoid it.’


  ‘I don’t believe that.’


  The two confronted each other, very still, silent. Charles had never said anything like that to Simon before. He felt the house echo round him with the importance of it.


  ‘You’re shouting now.’ Simon’s voice was sibilant, a whisper. ‘If you’re not careful the servants will hear.’


  And that would be the end of everything, Charles knew. Sodomy was not just a social disgrace, but a crime for which they could both be imprisoned. He would be cashiered from the UVF, unable to take up public employment or appear in society again. At school, his son Tom would be mocked, bullied, scorned. His wife could even divorce him.


  An affair like theirs was only worth the enormous risk if there was love, complete trust, mutual respect. If that was gone . . .


  From somewhere outside himself, Charles heard his own voice speaking again. It sounded like an echo from inside a bell; he had no idea whether it was really a shout or a whisper.


  ‘Simon, I think if this is the way you behave, it is time for us to end — what we have had. It has been a beautiful, a very good relationship but we always knew it could not last and this is the time to end it. I will give you good references, you will find a good post . . . ‘


  ‘No!’


  ‘What do you mean, no?’ As an army colonel, Charles was not used to having his orders questioned by anyone, certainly not by a young man scarcely half his age. But then, no one else had ever had such power over him. ‘If I say it will end, young man, that’s what will . . . ‘


  ‘I am not just a toy, you know, to be picked up and thrown down at your whim! What the hell do you think you’re talking about, Charles? I . . . ‘


  ‘I’ve told you never to call me that here! If anyone heard . . . ‘


  ‘I don’t care if anyone hears!’ The whisper was low, but the words were lethal. ‘You think that just because one day you grow tired of me, because that woman flaunts herself at you, you can throw me out in the street? Do you know what would happen if you did that?’


  ‘You would find another job, as I said. A good one, Simon, I promise. And I suppose, in time . . . ‘


  He paused. The vision was too painful. He didn’t even want to think it. Simon was less squeamish.


  ‘Oh yes, in time, another lover, you suppose.’


  Again the silence fell between them, long, terrifying. Had anyone heard them? Charles wondered desperately where Deborah would be at this moment — to say nothing of the butler, the housemaids, his son Tom. Oh no, please not Tom!


  Simon said: ‘It wouldn’t be such a long time as you think, either.’


  The smile had quite gone from the young face now. Simon looked as beautiful as ever, but cold, clean, deadly. He was not blushing. Nothing of what he said embarrassed him.


  ‘There are plenty of other men, you’re right. I met one in Bangor the other night. A journalist, foreign correspondent, can you believe that? Just over from Europe, special assignment, lonely. I could have him any time I wanted. Is that what you want — Charles?’


  Charles flushed. Despite his sense of danger his voice was enormous. ‘You mean you have . . . ?’


  ‘No, no.’ Simon had his finger on his lips, shushing Charles, almost smiling at the outrage he had provoked. ‘Of course not. I’m not a tart, not unfaithful, don’t think that, old boy. I’m just telling you. I can spot them, where ever I go. It’s not hard. And I need it, you know that. I like what we do together.’


  Charles’s anger was beginning to cool into a terrible sadness. Of course he had suspected that Simon might think and behave like this, but he had never seen it before. He never wanted to again. And yet, at least Simon had been faithful. And even now, he was so beautiful. I will never find anyone like this again, Charles thought, so how has it come to this?


  He said, huskily: ‘We don’t talk of it.’


  The sardonic smile had returned to Simon’s face. Tinged, too, Charles thought, with a hint of sadness.


  ‘No, not until now. But if you do send me away, you must know what you’re losing.’ He paused; an idea came into his mind. ‘I can’t help being what I am — I thought you loved me for it. But if it were a journalist, Charles, a foreign correspondent eager for things to tell his readers . . .’ The young man bent his beautiful, Grecian head to one side and tapped it gently with his finger. ‘There are a lot of things in here that I know now, because of you. I wouldn’t want to let them out, by mistake. It could have serious results, not just for you, but the UVF.’


  Another silence.


  Far away, Charles could hear the sound of the car, its engine throbbing outside the front door as the chauffeur brought it round. And the shouts of young Tom on the stairs; he had probably seen it.


  He said, very softly: ‘Are you threatening me now, Simon?’


  Simon stepped towards him. Suddenly, amazingly, the young man’s eyes were shining. Could that be tears in them, after such a statement? If they were he ignored them, met Charles’s gaze without blinking.


  ‘What I am saying, sir, is that I don’t want to go. I don’t want to end what we’ve had, I don’t want to be sent away. If I am sent away I don’t know what I’ll do. It could be anything. But there’s no need for it, no need to think of that. Is there?’


  ‘Yes, Simon.’


  ‘No, Charles! There is not! Please sir, think of me for a moment! I’m not just some guttersnipe you picked up in a bar — I need you, I like you, I admire you! I help you in your work, don’t I? I like being in the Ulster Volunteers, I feel proud! If I . . . if I said something wrong about your wife, I’m sorry, I apologise. I’ll never do it again. I was jealous, that’s all, I didn’t mean it!’


  For the third time that day, someone knocked on Charles’s door. ‘Car’s ready, sir!’ It was the butler, Smythe. Charles heard his own voice saying: ‘All right, Smythe. Thank you. Be down in a jiffy!’


  And then felt his own arms go out, to hold the young man by the shoulders. It was strange: when they were dressed, either in civilian or army clothes, they never touched. Perhaps because of fear of discovery, perhaps because there was no social convention for it. They didn’t know what to do.


  But, as he felt Charles’s hands on his shoulders, Simon stepped forward, and for a moment the two embraced.


  And Charles thought, he didn’t know why, of Christ and his apostles in the garden of Gethsemane. Simon Peter. Andrew.


  And Judas . . .
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  ON THE morning her son was to go back to school, Deborah Cavendish got up early. Young Tom was in the breakfast room before her, hurriedly bolting a slice of toast and gulping a glass of milk at the same time, under the indulgent eye of a housemaid. He had already been down to the stables to see his new pony fed. His fair hair stuck out sideways and there were several wisps of straw on the stained baggy trousers and riding jacket he was wearing. That high, narrow forehead, the hooked nose, the intense proud face: all those things are like Charles, she thought. But not the grey-green eyes, the unruly fair hair, the freckles — that’s me, my side of the family.


  He looked at her apprehensively.


  ‘Please, Mother, don’t make a fuss. Father promised I could have one last ride on Bramble before we go — and there’s acres of time, really there is! I’ll just ride up through the woods past the ice house and then down to the three oaks. I promise!’


  Deborah looked at her only son and sighed. It was a wonder to her how quickly the little baby who had smiled at her from his cot had grown into this gawky, tousle-headed ragamuffin. The older he got the more mess he made, the more energy he had. Only the smile was the same.


  I wonder what the next one’s smile will look like?


  Not today. Forget that now.


  Above all, this morning, Deborah wanted to see her son smile and be happy. Even if that meant she had to deliver him to his school appallingly late, covered in dust and straw. So she sighed, touched his cheek with her fingers, and said: ‘All right. Just an hour now. Mind you keep your word, young soldier!’


  ‘Yes, Mother.’ The light of relief came into his eyes. He dodged away from her caress, embarrassed, and turned swiftly towards the door. But when he got there he glanced back, and she was rewarded with the smile she craved. ‘It might even be less than an hour, you know. Father says he’s the fastest pony he’s seen in the County Down.’


  ‘You just mind you stay on his back, now.’


  ‘Like a leech!’ He gave her a mock salute, and was gone. As he went out of the door she thought: If I lose him, I’ll lose part of myself.


  She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat with it cupped between her hands, her elbows on the table, staring moodily into space. Thinking back over the past few months. About the man, James Rankin, who had made her pregnant . . .


  Deborah first met James Rankin on the back of a cart in Dublin.


  She was there to be thanked in Rankin’s speech. She had been asked to make a speech herself but she had declined because she was too shy. When she saw how many people had come to listen, she was glad she had refused.


  The cart was parked in the middle of Sackville Street. It was surrounded by a sea of people, completely blocking the road. Faces and hats everywhere — workers in flat caps, young men in straw boaters, office clerks in bowlers, a line of officious policemen in the high pointed helmets of the Dublin Metropolitan Police. And women — mostly poor women in shawls with babies on their hips, but others in small round hats, wide straw hats with flowers on, some large ones with ribbons tied under the chin. And under the hats, faces, silent, hopeful, angry, desperate, puzzled, ecstatic, disapproving — listening intently to Rankin.


  Beside him on the cart, Deborah listened too, rapt. She thought he was the most magnetic speaker she had ever heard.


  He was a big man, young, with a huge powerful chest and a strand of long dark hair that fell forward over his forehead and which he flicked back constantly as he spoke. He had thick eyebrows and an unusually swarthy, lean, gypsy-like face. He wore a workman’s flannel shirt, hobnail boots, and trousers tied round his waist with a piece of rope. As he spoke, he radiated an electric animal energy. When she had been introduced to him a few minutes before, he had smiled cheerfully at her, and she had realised that his dark face had the most startlingly pale green eyes she had ever seen. A peculiar shudder had gone through her, and later, when he glanced her way once or twice during his speech, she had the odd feeling that the whole performance was for her and no one else.


  It was in the early months of the Great Lockout in Dublin in autumn 1913. The Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union encouraged their members to call for decent wages, and the bosses locked them out. Rankin was speaking of the injustice of it, the low wages the workers had always been paid, the threat of starvation stalking the streets of Ireland’s capital city.


  Deborah knew it was true. She had come to Dublin earlier that summer, as a delegate from South Down branch of the Irish Women’s Guild, to see what could be done for children in this dreadful situation. In Dublin she saw people crammed into the most appalling tenements — one, sometimes two families to a room, with no sanitation or running water. Barefoot children played in the streets, sometimes paddling in sewage. And yet often both parents were out at work, for ten, twelve hours a day. The father earned perhaps one or two pounds a week, a lot of which he spent on drink, to escape the awfulness of his condition. The mother earned a quarter of that.


  With her own son away at boarding school and Charles abroad in Egypt, there was little to keep Deborah at home. So she offered her help to the women who were working in the Dublin slums. At first they were suspicious of her, because of her wealthy unionist background, but she rolled up her sleeves and overcame that. She helped to run soup kitchens and cheap medical dispensaries for the poor. She visited evening schools which tried to teach illiterate women and girls to read.


  As the dispute went on, thousands of starving men, women and children began to roam the streets of Dublin. Boatloads of food came from trade unions in England, and Deborah herself spent large sums having food brought in from Glenfee. She helped cook it in the strike committee’s kitchens. But the bosses were adamant, and as the starvation worsened she conceived the idea of taking thirty poor children back to Glenfee for a fortnight’s holiday, where they could be fed and well treated and taken off their desperate parents’ hands. She imagined her great house filled with noise, laughter, children.


  She brought her friend Annie Haines and three other members of the Women’s Guild down to Dublin with her. It was then that she met Rankin. The day before they were to collect the children, the union had asked her to share a platform with him, to explain what she was doing and where the children would go.


  But before she was able to speak, the crowd was attacked by mounted police.


  She had seen them gathering at one end of the street during Rankin’s speech. Suddenly, a trumpet blew, and people started to scream. The horsemen began to trot forwards determinedly into the crowd, and a second detachment appeared, too, at the opposite end of the street. Two, perhaps three thousand people were trapped between them. As Deborah stood up someone pushed her and she fell off the cart onto the road. A man trod on her — a heavy hob-nailed boot stamped on the side of her knee. She tried to get up but tripped on her long skirt and fell. Boots kicked and stumbled over her. Her elbow and neck were bruised, her right knee wouldn’t work. Then, as the hooves and batons were all around her, a man bent, put an arm round her shoulders, heaved her to her feet.


  ‘Are you hurt? Can you stand now?’


  The pale green eyes, the dark floppy hair. Rankin. She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, no, I don’t think I can.’


  He pulled her wrist forward, bent, swung an arm behind her knees, lifted her onto his shoulder. Then he pushed and shoved his way with the rest. They were in a maelstrom of hurrying feet and legs and hooves and screams and sticks. Deborah was terrified. Once a policeman grabbed her hair so that Rankin staggered backwards; but he swung round, punched the policeman in the mouth and kicked his shins until he let go. The crowd swirled them apart, and Rankin saw an alleyway and carried her down it, through a maze of sidestreets to a small square. There was a church in the square, and a couple of shops and a pub and a boarding house — and a blessed absence of noise. He lifted her down. She stumbled, and leaned against a wall.


  ‘Are you all right now?’


  ‘Yes, I think . . . thank you.’ She put her hand gently to her head and tottered sideways.


  ‘You’re not, though. You’re white as a sheet. Look, I’m staying in that boarding house over there. Come inside and have a sit down. Will I carry you across?’


  ‘No, it’s all right, I can . . . ‘


  But he picked her up all the same. More gracefully this time, with one arm behind her back and the other behind her knees, so that she had no choice but to put her arm behind his back and look up into the dark face that was so close to hers. He looked tired, strained, with beads of sweat on his forehead and down his cheeks; but although he had already carried her half a mile he was not breathing heavily. His arms and chest were so strong, she felt like a child again. He smiled at her briefly as he pushed open the door with his foot.


  ‘Not how you go home usually,’is it?’


  ‘No.’ Charles had never picked her up once, in all their married life. Only her father, long, long ago, before he died. But she was not a little girl with a hoop now.


  Rankin took her into a living room, set her down carefully on a sofa. ‘Now let me look at you. Where is it you hurt?’


  ‘It’s my knee, I think. I can’t let you see that.’


  ‘What? Modesty is it now? Stuff and nonsense! A knee is only bones and skin, we all have them, don’t we? Where do you keep yours now, let me take a look.’


  Abashed, she lifted her skirt for him, and there was the bruise, red already and turning purple on the side of her right knee. She felt embarrassed and ashamed of it, but his fingers were surprisingly gentle for such a big man. He flexed it carefully to see if it would move.


  ‘You can bend it, that’s something, so I doubt it’s a break. But you’ll not be walking on that for a few days. Where are you staying?’


  She told him. Annie and the other women were in a church hall away on the other side of town, past the streets they had just escaped from. They were due to collect the children there tomorrow morning and take them north by train later that day.


  ‘You’ll never get to them now, with the peelers all over the town and your knee wrenched like that,’ Rankin said. ‘You’d best stay the night here. Mrs McCafferty’ll find you a bed.’


  ‘Oh, but I can’t . . .’


  ‘You can’t do much else, as I see it. Or is this place too poor for a fine English lady like you? Is that it, now?’ He looked at her more carefully than before, and she felt he was seeing her for the first time. Hearing the upper-class twang of her accent, seeing that even the drab, everyday clothes she wore had been sewn by a skilled seamstress. Deborah blushed. It was the sort of implication she came up against often in her work with the poor; it was important to knock it on the head at once.


  ‘No — of course I’d be honoured to stay if Mrs McCafferty can have me. It’s just that I must get a message to my friends, and — I don’t want to cause any trouble.’


  He laughed, his teeth gleaming unexpectedly bright against the dark skin of his face. ‘You have already. It’s not every day I pick up a pretty English lady in the street and carry her home. You’ll be breaking my heart next, Lord save me!’


  And that, of course, was the moment when she should have crushed him. Turned a cold shoulder, shown that any kind of innuendo from a working man to a fine married lady like her could not possibly be tolerated. Only — she did not want to. His smile was so open, friendly; those pale green eyes twinkled in such a cheerful, mischievous way that she wanted to laugh instead. For a moment the laughter bubbled up inside her and she struggled to hold it down. But she was so unused to men flirting with her — or even paying her any attention at all of that sort since she had been married to Charles — that she did not know what to do. It seemed wonderful, a blessing.


  ‘That’s what I like to see.’ The smile on Rankin’s face widened as he saw her lips twitch. She allowed herself to laugh with him, and felt enriched.


  ‘Well, I’m afraid I’m not much of a fine princess for you,’ she said. ‘With a torn skirt, grimy hands and a sprained knee. But I can offer you my thanks, if nothing else.’


  ‘Sure and that’s all I want, for now. In a way I saw you more as a sort of female pied piper, come to take ragged children to your country home. Is that the great plan?’


  ‘Yes. Why not?’


  He frowned and said: ‘I don’t know. Sounds a bit like the bountiful lady of the manor, to me. I hope the little chiselurs are properly grateful to you. Will you be teaching them to doff their caps and drop a curtsey before they come home?’


  ‘Of course not!’ She glared at him, offended. ‘What do you think I am? I want to help these children, make them happy. Put a little good food in their bellies for a week or two. Is that something to sneer at?’


  ‘Perhaps not,’ he said slowly. ‘Though they may not be as grateful as you’d think, that’s all I’m saying. And you’d best watch out for the Catholic priests. Splitting up families, they’ll call it. Taking the little beggars away from their loving homes to a world of sin.’


  ‘The more fool them. My house, a world of sin?’


  He smiled at that, and sent a boy across the city on a bicycle with a message for Annie Haines. But by the time Annie arrived the knee was so stiff that Deborah could not bend it at all. They called a doctor who advised bed rest with no movement. So the two women decided it was best if Annie and the others went on north with the children, and Deborah followed when her knee was strong enough for her to be of some use.


  Mrs McCafferty gave her a comfortable bedroom with a sitting room overlooking the square, and ministered kindly to her needs, so in the end she stayed for a week, that first time. Rankin was frenetically busy, out early doing what he could for the strikers and their families, and meeting committees late into the night downstairs, but nonetheless he contrived to spend an hour or two with her every day. In that time she told him, gradually, the story of her life.


  For that was what it became. She did not stop when she had explained her presence in Dublin. She went on to talk about her childhood in London, her holidays as a young girl in Ulster, her sister Sarah and the terrible year they had had when their father died, her time in India when Tom was born, her dislike of living as a soldier’s wife, her loneliness in her marriage, her desire to fill her big, empty house with noise and laughter and children. He seemed genuinely to want to learn about her.


  He sat on a chair beside her bed, sometimes flexing her knee with his big gentle hands to see how far it would bend, or letting her lean on his arm as she learned to hobble across the room. She was flattered. She was unused to talking about herself to anyone, and certainly not to a handsome, vibrant, powerful young man. All the time he watched her with his lean dark face and pale green twinkling eyes. Even when she was serious they seemed to sparkle with some inner amusement.


  ‘Are you laughing at me, James Rankin?’ she asked him once.


  ‘Me?’ He feigned surprise. ‘Not a thought of it, woman. There was never a more serious moment in all my life.’


  She didn’t know how to take that either, but she was aware that she was playing with fire. It was a most improper situation, especially for a married lady like herself, to have a young man, a working class trade union leader, sitting alone with her for hours on end.


  As he listened to her story, a tremor of excitement and fear went through her. I am in this man’s power, she thought. I do not have to tell him any of this but I want to. I have never had any man ever listen to me like this before — and I like him!


  Rankin laughed easily, an infectious chuckle resonating deep in his chest, and she liked to hear it so much that she was always searching through her childhood for amusing stories to tell him. When he laughed, she laughed too, and it was an enormous release to her, something she had not done so freely and openly for years. She longed for it like a medicine.


  She had forgotten life could be funny. She had not known a man could be a friend.


  When she could walk a few yards with a stick she said she ought to be going home to see how much of Glenfee the children had wrecked, and whether the week had given her butler grey hairs. That night Rankin asked if she would mind if Mrs McCafferty served them supper together, at the table in Deborah’s sitting room. It was to be a celebration, he said, to mark the end of a notable week in both of their lives.


  When Deborah agreed, she knew it was wrong. It was a quite improper, daring suggestion. But she knew that if she refused, she would regret it for the rest of her life.


  Whereas if she agreed . . .


  They went out for a walk together while Mrs McCafferty set the table. James had put on his best clothes — tweed jacket and waistcoat, flat cap, leather belt round his trousers, polished boots, a bright green silk scarf round his throat in place of a tie. He had three scarves like that. They were his one luxury — something that set him apart from the other trade union leaders. They made him instantly recognisable when he stood up to speak.


  Deborah limped beside him, leaning on his arm for support. Her knee was still stiff, so they moved slowly, to avoid further slips or damage. The square was not far from the Liffey, and they made their way carefully down to the quays. The sun was setting behind the tenements to the south of the river, and some seagulls were squabbling over some rubbish a boat had thrown in the water. There were barefoot children in flat caps and ragged oversize clothes trying to beg from passers-by, and on the far bank a boy of about twelve was scavenging in the mud by the river, looking for money or cans of food or scrap iron to sell.


  They sat on a bench and watched him. ‘He was here yesterday and the day before that,’ Rankin said. ‘He works hard at it. He must find something, sometimes.’


  ‘It’s admirable,’ Deborah said. ‘But it’s a disgrace as well, that a child should have to do that to live.’


  ‘One day he won’t,’ said Rankin thoughtfully. ‘If we win this strike then we’ll have forced the transport owners to give us a decent wage, and that’ll make all the other bosses afraid as well.’


  ‘Do you think that’ll happen, really, James?’ They had had many discussions like this. She thought of the industrialists she had met at dinner parties in Belfast. Some of them determined, thick-necked, stubborn men with big bellies and loud voices. Others better bred, casual, lean, arrogant, intimidating as Charles was. But both groups equally certain that the world belonged to them. Not to ignorant, uneducated workers.


  James turned to look at her. They were sitting very close, and he had his arm casually along the back of the old wooden bench behind her. The setting sun tinged the dark skin of his face a rich rose colour. The pale green of his eyes reflected the darker green of his neck scarf, and as always, a lock of his dark hair flopped forward over his forehead. It’s the passion in him, his naive enthusiasm that makes him different, she thought. This is a man who wants to set people free, not control them. If he chose to write instead of speak he would be a poet.


  ‘Men may be born in the gutter but they needn’t die there,’ he said, passionately. ‘I have to believe that. Even if we don’t win this strike, we’ll win the next one. It’s going to happen, it’s got to. One day there’ll be justice and wealth for all. In our lifetimes. You wait and see.’


  ‘You speak as though it were a religion.’


  ‘It’s better than a religion for me. I’m talking about heaven on earth now, for all men — and women too. So we can have what we want and truly deserve.’


  He smiled at her and she felt, as so often before, the magnetism that flowed from him like an electric current. Her lips went dry with sudden terror, and she thought, with awful clarity: it does not matter really what he says or thinks. It is the man himself I want. And even to think that is a terrible, dreadful sin.


  Please God let him dare to ask me.


  Later, as they ate and drank in her room at Mrs McCafferty’s, the conversation drifted between them more quietly than before, as though they were both waiting for something which it was not time to mention yet. Mrs McCafferty came to clear away and bring them coffee, and they sat in the old armchairs on either side of a small crackling fire. They talked about the strike, the prayers suffragettes were offering in church for Sylvia Pankhurst in Holloway prison, the war in China, the parade of the Kaiser’s troops and the flight of a huge new Zeppelin airship in Germany. As they talked, the light gradually faded and the room grew dark, shadowy, mysterious. The lamplighter went past outside, rattling his pole. Rankin bent forward to light a spill from the fire and carried the flame to a small cigar. As he flicked away the spill and exhaled they looked at each other, silent for once, like two old friends sharing a secret joke.


  She said, only a little nervously: ‘I am glad we thought to celebrate our time together like this. You may not believe it, but I have never had a man as a friend before.’


  He smiled, his teeth flashing white in the semi-darkness. ‘Sure and isn’t a good man the best sort of friend to have, for an independent lady like yourself?’


  ‘Perhaps. But there are certain rules of propriety, you know, even in these modern days.’ It was after eleven o’clock. There was another long silence. Slowly, she stood up, listening to the sound of her dress rustle as she moved. It was her last attempt to resist what she knew was going to happen — and wanted. It was the sign that the evening was over and that he, as a gentleman, should leave.


  But he was not a gentleman. She had known that from the very beginning. He put down his cigar, stood up, and faced her. Please, she thought.


  He did not touch her. Instead, very quietly, he said: ‘I will go if you want me to, now.’


  So the choice was to be hers, after all. She knew very well what she ought to do; but she did not do it. It is my life, she thought. And for once, I do not care.


  ‘No,’ she whispered, very softly, like a sigh. ‘Don’t go.’


  She lifted her hand to his cheek, and she remembered, long after, how surprised she was at the roughness of it, where the bristles were. Then, only then, he kissed her. And although he was not rough he was so big, his chest and arms so strong from the years he had spent as a boy heaving bricks, that when they were naked in bed together she felt smothered and crushed by a giant. Without his clothes he was a bear of a man, with broad, powerful shoulders and a deep barrel chest covered with a cross of dark soft curly hair which went down in a thin pointed line across his hard flat stomach to where she was too shy at first to look. There was fine downy hair on the back of his neck too, and on his buttocks and thighs. His skin was much darker than hers. He was like a great woolly bear with soft dark hair, pale green eyes and bristly scratchy cheeks which he rubbed against her face and between her breasts — and he sucked her breasts too! No one had ever done that except her baby, Tom, for the first few desperate, disappointing days before she gave him to a wet nurse in India. Now, she gasped and then cried out because of the force with which Rankin did it and the pleasure it gave her. Charles had scarcely looked at her body and had ignored her breasts — this young giant wanted to kiss and rub her and stroke her all over, as though each and every part of her were soft and beautiful to him. At first she was shocked, then overwhelmed. His delight in her body made her feel beautiful. Waves of pleasure flowed through her, and as she looked down at his dark arms and legs entwined with hers, she thought: he is beautiful for me and I am soft and smooth and pale and beautiful for him too, and I have dared to do it and we are both here, alive, now.


  And then, as he moved gently inside her, something began to happen which had never happened with Charles and which she did not know could happen to a woman except secretly, alone, by herself. She wanted to resist but he was kissing her and inside her at the same time and it was so good — and then she gasped and cried out aloud and it was too late, far far too late to be ashamed now.


  Then to her dismay and amazement he rolled off her and lay beside her stroking her gently with his hand, there between the legs where she was still so damp and tender — something which she had thought no man could possibly know about, ever, but before she could push his hand away she came again, better than before. He laughed, lying next to her, kissing her breasts, and, after a while, he began again but this time she pushed his hand away and said: ‘No, please, I can’t!’ and snuggled up to him, amazed and exhausted and utterly, totally relaxed.


  It was cold in the bedroom. He rolled on to his back and she wrapped herself round him. She was overwhelmed with terror and joy and gratitude. All week she had secretly wanted him, but she had had no idea it would be like this. In bed with Charles she had always felt ashamed, confused, embarrassed. Sex was an animal function he wanted to get over quickly and have done. She had always known, secretly, that there was more pleasure to be got from her own hand, but had felt intensely guilty about it. Now — now she was in bed with a man who not only knew her secret, but laughed and loved her for it.


  She had her head on his shoulder, her leg with the stiff, bruised knee laid carefully over his, her breasts nudging softly against the smooth skin under his arms. Her fingers played with the curling hairs of his chest and she said, timidly: ‘I used to dream of men like you when my father read me fairy-tales, you know. The prince who would kiss me awake.’


  She felt the laughter resonating in his chest beneath her arm. ‘What’s so funny?’


  ‘Well, now. I’ve been called many things in my life but never a prince before. I’m a barrel-lifter, that’s all, a worker with a big mouth who joined a union.’


  ‘What does that matter?’ She raised herself up on her elbow and looked down at him, smiling, her hair loose, drifting in his face. ‘I’m a lady. I know about these things. If I say you’re a prince you are a prince to me!’


  His smile flashed up at her. ‘Sure it’s nice of you to say so then, ma’am. But a great ignorant lump like me mostly feels like one of them goat fellows in the classy pictures, a satyr, when he thinks about it. Though you ladies seem to like it.’


  You ladies.


  A thin cold needle of jealousy pierced her. She had come so far, risked so much. Don’t betray me now, please!


  ‘What ladies?’


  ‘Oh . . .’ He frowned, and put on a deliberately broad accent to make a joke of it. ‘Sure I thought there was six of ye in here at least, with all the gasping and moaning you’re after doing.’


  It was meant as a joke, she saw that; but it was clumsy, it hurt. Not a prince after all but a peasant. Oh God, what have I done?


  ‘Don’t!’ she said. ‘James, please, don’t laugh at me.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’ He saw his mistake at last. As she tried to turn her head away, he held it between his hands, forced her to look at him. ‘There’s only one woman in this room and she’s the most beautiful I’ve seen in years. Deborah, believe me.’


  I want to believe you. I have to now, she thought. It’s too late for anything else.


  ‘But there have been other ladies?’


  Of course there have, she told herself. How could he possibly have known how to make love like that if I was the first? And didn’t I like it?


  His fingers stroked her face. ‘I never said there hadn’t, now did I? Though they weren’t all what you’d call ladies, exactly. But why talk of them? They’re all past and gone, over, finished with, done. We’re here, you and me, now. That’s all that matters, today.’


  ‘Yes.’ She smiled and kissed him, and the film of tears cleared from her eyes. She saw him clearly now. Not a prince after all. Just a big, beautiful man, who had charmed his way to her bed and blessed her, more than she had thought it was possible to be blessed. But a man who would leave her, one day, as he had left all the others.


  Over, finished with, done.


  After all, who was she to be jealous, a married woman who had invited him to her bed of her own free will? Whether she had been right or wrong it had been a blessed gift, this night. She would not wish it undone if she could. Whatever the future might bring, it had changed her, changed her utterly. She would never be the same woman again . . .


  Deborah returned to Glenfee and saw the slum children in her husband’s house. Her servants looked scandalised and exhausted, Annie and her other women friends triumphant but harrassed. Six windows had been broken, five chickens and two ducks killed, and there were muddy paths all over Charles’s carefully planted lawns and through the vegetable gardens. But the children themselves had filled out. Their faces were flushed, excited — and some, at least, had made valiant efforts to mend the things they had broken.


  The next few days were filled with large, disorganised games of cricket, drives to the beach in the dogcart, huge noisy meals on trestle tables in the main dining room, and stories in the evening in the library, when thirty children sat round her on the floor, their eyes glittering in the candlelight, while nightjars shrieked in the dusk outside and bats flittered across the lawns. And then the last, exhausting struggle to pack them all off to bed and plan more activities for tomorrow.


  At the end of that fortnight she returned with the children to Dublin. Annie and her helpers had decided they could not keep the holidays going non-stop, it was too exhausting. They would allow themselves a week’s grace in between each group, to tidy up and prepare for the next.


  And so Deborah was able to see Rankin again. For three blessed days of that week she returned to Mrs McCafferty’s. Days full of guilt, passion, and laughter.


  Passion made her bloom. As the weeks went by she returned a third time, and a fourth. Their bodies became accustomed to each other, the pleasure greater, more protracted. Afterwards she lay in his arms, relaxed, purring like a cat. She walked along the streets singing to herself, she looked in the mirror and saw her skin smoother, softer than before. Almost as soon as she left him she began to ache, and when she had been home in Glenfee for a few days her skin became tender all over and she longed for his touch. And that was part of the pleasure, too.


  Best of all was the laughter. From the first day she had seen him, James had laced the passion of his political speeches with wicked mockery of his opponents. It was one of the things that made audiences love him. Now she found herself saving up little anecdotes about the children to tell him, so that he would reward her with that deep-chested laugh she so loved. He was not embarrassed by anything they did, not the sex or the secrecy. He was liable to find any of it amusing at the most inappropriate time, so that more than once she found herself naked in bed and laughing helplessly on top of him.


  And then the laughter would fade and they would come together seriously, the more relaxed because of the previous release of tension.


  She had not thought she could ever be so happy.


  In November the Catholic priests brought an end to the children’s holidays at Glenfee. As Rankin had predicted, they saw such things as sinful, dangerous, a threat to the family. Poor families were afraid of the Church and refused to send their children any more. Deborah was furious.


  ‘If there is one part of society more than another dominated by men,’ she said, ‘it is the Roman Catholic Church. The priests pray to the Virgin Mary and have no idea, none, what it means to be a poor young mother with a starving family.’


  ‘No more have you,’ said Rankin quizzically, watching her through his cigar smoke as she paced up and down her sitting room in Mrs McCafferty’s boarding house. ‘Not really now, have you? With your big house and fine clothes and rich husband.’


  She stopped pacing, turned, glared at him, her head slightly on one side like a sparrow. She had been unpinning her hair and was brushing it as they talked. It hung in a shining rope over her left shoulder, lovely in the lamplight. She wore a pale pink ruffled blouse and light blue ankle-length skirt. Her face was flushed, her eyes alight with anger.


  ‘Of course I understand! I’m a woman, aren’t I?’


  ‘Sure you are that. It was the first thing I noticed about you, so it was, now you come to remind me of it.’


  She giggled, and stepped out of his reach. ‘And that means, James Rankin, that I understand more about bringing up children than any priest in black skirts ever will. Or you, come to that. Don’t you laugh at me, now.’


  ‘Never in life would I dream of it, ma’am. Surely not.’


  At Christmas her son Tom came home. For three weeks she devoted herself entirely to him. Because of the love James had given her, she felt better able to be a mother to Tom than she had for years. She took him to the theatre and the pantomime, rode in the woods with him and cooked sausages on fires of driftwood on the cold winter beach. She invited his friends round for the day to play rugby in the grounds, hide and seek in the dozens of rooms of the house, and cricket with a soft ball in the library when it rained. She listened to his stories of school and marvelled at the lanky, freckled, confident youth he had become at eight years old.


  Charles sent presents from Egypt for Christmas — a jewelled necklace and bracelet for her, a complete boxed set of lead soldiers in the livery of the Egyptian army for Tom. She watched him play with them on the carpet by the fire in the library, with shoeboxes and logs under the rug for hills, and thought: will Tom grow up cold and distant to me too, like Charles? Or if I give him love and attention now, will that change things?


  Deborah tried, sometimes, to explain to Tom what she had been doing for the strikers’ children. He listened and nodded but showed little real interest, and she wondered: does he think his mother is mad? Or is he just polite and bored because it is too far outside his own range of experience and interest? I wonder what he’ll think when he’s older.


  What would he think if he really knew . . .


  Stop it! Don’t even think that, ever.


  If you make a mistake he’ll have to know.


  I’m discreet, I won’t make a mistake. Ever.


  Perhaps you already have.


  Of course not. I’m careful. I do what the book says, don’t I?


  Since that first time, when she had taken herself by surprise and been lucky, Deborah had been most careful to avoid the chance of becoming pregnant. In her work for the Women’s Guild she had realised the crucial importance of the forbidden idea of birth control, and had bought and read Charles Knowlton’s book on the subject: The Fruits of Philosophy, or the Private Companion of Young Married People. At the time it had seemed to her ironic that she should spread this knowledge, discreetly, among poor girls who seemed to have no trouble having babies, while she herself, after nine years of marriage, had only one. But since that first night in September she had obtained a sponge and used it carefully, every time, without a word to Rankin.


  Who had not asked.


  So I am careful. We’ve been making love for three months and I’m still not pregnant, she told herself that December. And if I’ve fallen in love that’s not a mistake — it’s a blessing. I know it won’t last but I’m in control, no one is going to get hurt. It’s my life and I know what I’m doing.


  Don’t I?


  Towards the end of the Christmas holiday there were moments when her body began to ache for him unbearably. Her breasts became hard and tender when she thought of him and when she was alone in her bedroom she ran her hands down her stomach and remembered what Rankin’s hands looked like, felt like . . .


  When Tom had been back at school for some weeks she had a letter from Charles.


  It was dated 28th January 1914. From Cairo, where he had been for the past year and a half.


  My dear Deborah,


  You will no doubt be surprised to hear that I am resigning my commission in the Army forthwith. This is not through any disgrace or conflict with senior officers here, but simply out of a fundamental disagreement with Liberal government policy. A number of the Irish officers here have been following the Home Rule affair with considerable concern, and we have come to the conclusion that we can no longer stand aside when the government itself is intent on destroying the Union which is at the heart of our Empire. General Richardson has been kind enough to offer me a commission as colonel in the Ulster Volunteer Force, and I shall be returning to Glenfee on the next available boat.


  I shall, of course, expect to find you by my side, doing such female work as will best help to assist the Union.


  Your loving husband


  Charles.


  When she got off the train in Dublin, she was shaking with nerves, and guilt, and desire for comfort. She met Rankin outside the station and shook hands with him, smiling, as they always did, so as to give nothing away to anyone who saw them. But the touch of his hand made her tremble, and their fingers caressed each other as they parted.


  She took Charles’s letter from her bag and showed it to him as they walked west along Eden Quay. He laughed.


  ‘Well, what are you going to do then? Go home, like a good little woman, and iron his army shirts?’


  ‘Don’t be silly, I can’t do that! Anyway, I don’t care one way or the other about the Union.’


  ‘Well, you could always defy him. Forbid him entry to the house unless he changes his politics.’


  ‘He is my husband, James. It’s his house, not mine.’


  ‘Your husband . . . Yes. So he is.’


  He sighed and put his arm round her, and for a moment, indiscreet though it was, she leant against him. Perhaps it was her own tension, but she felt that his flippancy disguised some change within him too, something not quite as she had expected. After twenty yards she broke away and said: ‘James, is there anything wrong?’


  ‘No.’ The sparkling green eyes met hers briefly, then looked away, into the distance. ‘Why should there be? Other than the fact that this strike is ending, and we have been beaten.’


  ‘I know.’ She saw the lines of strain around his eyes, and thought of the hundreds of speeches he must have made, the weeks and months of committee meetings, marches, pickets, food collections. All for nothing, in the end. He looked thinner than before and there were streaks of grey in his hair. She wanted to take him home to Glenfee, give him a week of decent food, hot baths, warm bed . . .


  Not now. Not with Charles coming home. She could never have done it anyway because of the servants.


  ‘I’m so sorry, James. But you did your best; no one can do more than that. There’ll be another chance, another time.’


  For the transport workers’ union, at least. Not for us.


  ‘Oh yes.’ That wonderful, magnetic smile came again, almost as she had remembered it. But a little fainter, more weary than before. ‘Always another chance. And there were good things that came out of this time too. Like meeting a fine English lady with a generous heart . . .’


  He took her hand and they walked through the quiet streets to Mrs McCafferty’s boarding house. On the way it began to rain, and by the time they got there her hat and coat were dripping, and they were splashing through puddles on the cobblestones. Inside, a fire was already burning. She took off her hat and coat and hung them behind the door, then stood facing the fire, spreading out her skirt and watching the steam rise from its hem. She thought: I have a week here at least. A week until Charles’s boat arrives.


  He slipped his arms round her, kissed her under the ear. ‘Come to bed, my lovely.’


  She laughed, turned, looked up at him. ‘What, so early, James? We’ve only just arrived!’


  ‘Yes, I know. I need you.’


  And looking into his face she could see it was true — and it was the same for her, more urgent even than it had been the first time. So they kissed, and he unfastened her damp skirt and blouse and laid her back on the bed straight away, with no precautions, like two strangers meeting in the night. And that is what he is going to become, she thought, starkly. Now Charles is coming home I will have to bring this to an end. This is one of the last times. Soon the smell of his skin, the rasp of bristles on his cheeks, the taste of his lips, his hands on my breasts, his penis swelling there inside me will be all gone, memories, dreams in the night.


  Over, finished with, done.


  Afterwards, they took off their clothes and got into bed and he lay with his head on her breast, asleep, while she listened to the rain rattling the windows outside and the crackle of flames from the coal fire. It was late afternoon; somewhere downstairs Mrs McCafferty was preparing the evening meal, and there was the murmur of talk from men in the bar.


  When he awoke, they made love again, slowly, leisurely, unspeaking. Then he got up and began to wash in the basin in front of the fire. She lay back on the pillows, watching him. Sad, motherly, content. A lake of grief filled slowly inside her, with the thought of what she had to say.


  She thought: I can’t do it. I’ve changed my mind, I won’t tell him. I’ll run away from home and stay with him forever.


  The idea flooded through her like a revelation. It would be simple, terrible, permanent. It was a huge relief to her. The problem of how she would deal with Charles receded, became tiny, insignificant. A ship hull down on the horizon. This is where I belong, she told herself. Here, now, in this room with the only man who has ever loved me. How could I ever have thought of leaving him?


  As he pulled his trousers on he stood quite still and looked at her. The skin of his deep, hairy chest glowed rosy in the firelight. His face was dark, lean, his jaw shadowed with the afternoon’s growth of stubble. His hair was still tousled by their lovemaking and the firelight flickered softly in his eyes. She thought: he is like a beautiful savage. A Celtic chief from long ago.


  He said: ‘I shall always remember you like that.’


  ‘Me?’ She had not considered her own appearance. ‘Why?’


  ‘Warm and happy like that in bed.’


  She smiled sadly. ‘And I you. Why do you talk of remembering, James?’


  ‘Ah well, you see. That’s because . . .’ He came and sat on the side of the bed, took her hand. For a moment he stroked it, thoughtfully.


  Then he said: ‘I have to go away.’


  Five words. Once when she was a little girl she had been bitten by a snake. It was a very small snake, an adder only eighteen inches long with fangs like tiny needles in a jaw no wider than a man’s thumb. Her arm had swollen like a balloon, her heart had thumped like a trip-hammer and she had been unable to move for hours. She had nearly died. Afterwards, her father had shown her the dead snake and she had thought: all that pain and paralysis came from a drip of venom half the size of a raindrop. She thought now: he means for ever.


  ‘Away? Where?’


  ‘To England. London, at first.’


  ‘Oh!’ Relief flooded through her. ‘Then I can come with you.’


  ‘No, Deborah.’


  ‘What do you mean, no? Why not?’


  He bowed his head, stroked her hand in his. ‘It wouldn’t look right. There’s a big dispute blowing up in the docks there and I’m to help, if I can. Some of the boys in the union, they see affairs like ours as a — well, a diversion — but there are others with strict moral standards. The two of us coming would just create scandal. They would hold it against me and I’d never get started.’


  She understood that. ‘I didn’t mean I’d get off the train on your arm, of course not. But soon, when you’ve found somewhere to stay.’


  ‘Maybe. I don’t know.’ He paused and looked up. She felt her heart beat fast, as it had when the snake had bitten her. ‘Listen to me, Deborah. The Dear knows we’ve had a fine time together and I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. But I hope you’ve not imagined . . . it can’t last for ever, you know.’


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘Of course you’re right.’ Her mouth was quite dry, the words did not come out as they should. She slipped her hand out of his and sat up straight in the bed. ‘James, I came here tonight to tell you the same thing.’


  He stood quite still. ‘The same thing? What do you mean, woman?’


  ‘That we can’t go on. My husband is coming back and — it is foolishness what we’re doing, as you say. Only . . . I wasn’t going to say it, because . . .’ Tears overcame her. She shook her head for a moment to be rid of them. Then looked up and said: ‘Like you, I wouldn’t have missed it for the world, my lover.’


  There was a silence. Some workmen’s boots clattered on the cobbles outside and there was a laugh from downstairs in the bar. Deborah waited, her eyes blurred, smiling nonetheless.


  He said: ‘You were going to leave me? To go back to your husband?’


  She nodded. ‘Please don’t be angry, James. But I can’t.’


  He picked up his vest and pulled it on, over his head. It was nothing, but the action seemed callous, unconcerned, as though she did not matter to him any more.


  ‘You have to accept it, Deborah. I know it’s hard at first but it’s . . . for the best in the end, believe me. You must have known. You’re a fine lady with a house to keep up and a husband coming home, and me — what have I got to offer? A series of rented, secret rooms, the chance of prison or being beaten up in a strike, a scandal in the end. It’s foolishness, Deborah! Plain foolishness, what we’re doing!’


  ‘And you have other women?’


  ‘No!’ His back was to the window so she couldn’t see his face clearly, and she was glad of that. She didn’t want to know what he looked like when he lied.


  There was a silence. Deborah waited, her eyes quite dry, weeping. She felt like a woman turned to stone.


  ‘Well, yes, of course there are one or two.’ He shuffled, turned back on her, to stare out of the window. Then whirled round again, defiant. ‘We’re adult people, Deborah. I never made any promises, did I? We both knew what we were doing.’


  ‘Did we?’ Deborah spoke with an immense weariness, like one already dead. And I would have given up everything for you, she thought. Pointlessly, she asked: ‘What did you think you were doing, then, James?’


  For answer, he came and sat down again on the bed. A faint trace of a smile crossed his face. Magnetic, gleaming, as before. Its insincerity terrified her. Under the covers, she moved her legs aside, to avoid any possible contact with him.


  ‘I thought I was making love to one of the most beautiful, generous women I had ever met.’


  ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ She flung the covers aside and got out of bed, naked. Took her coat off the hook behind the door and wrapped it around her.


  Rankin continued, stubbornly. ‘A beautiful, generous, rich woman who needed an affair because her husband was away and unkind, but who knew what the rules were and would not make a fuss when it ended.’


  ‘Rules, James?’ She whirled round and glared at him. ‘You, a man who wants to turn society upside down, talk to me of rules? I thought you believed in the freedom of people to make their own choices in life, to become what they really want to be! Haven’t I heard you say that, ten or twelve times a day?’


  ‘Of course. But . . .’


  ‘But what? But you’ve changed your mind, you don’t like me any more, is that it?’ Even as she said it she thought: I sound hysterical. But it doesn’t matter, I don’t care, if he leaves me now there’s nothing left at all.


  ‘But I want to be free to go away to London, that’s what I’m saying. I want the freedom to go there without feeling obliged to you or any other woman. That’s the freedom I need in order to lead the workers properly. Don’t you understand? Deborah, I’m not a husband, I could never be that sort of man. For me the sort of freedom I was talking about means just that. Freedom from any permanent ties.’


  Silence. A coal fell in the fire and Deborah noticed it was mostly smoke now, rather than flame. She shivered inside her coat.


  ‘And what about my freedom?’


  He sighed. ‘That’s a matter for you. But the world’s not perfect, we both know that. Think what you have to lose — a husband, a son, money, a place in society. One day you may be grateful for what I’m saying now.’


  It was true, she thought. The cruel truth she had come to tell him. But even more true if he didn’t want her. Numbly, she asked: ‘When do you go to London, James?’


  ‘Tomorrow. There’s a ferry to Holyhead at seven.’


  She could still be hurt. ‘So you knew that all along and you still brought me here to bed before you told me. Is that it?’


  ‘So we had something good to remember from today. Yes. Why not?’


  ‘I see.’ There was a dressing table in the corner of the room, where she kept a hairbrush and a few items of makeup. She sat down on the stool in front of it and began to brush her hair, mechanically, like an automaton. As though her own face in the mirror was of paramount interest to her suddenly, and he was of no concern at all. If I concentrate on small things, now, I will not break down, I will get away with some surface pride, at least.


  ‘Look, James, I want to get dressed now. On my own. So if you don’t mind, I’d like you to put your clothes on, go downstairs and tell Mrs McCafferty I won’t be staying to dinner. Then send her boy out to call me a cab. I’ll be going straight back to the station tonight.’


  Like a whore, she thought. That’s what they do, isn’t it? Go to an hotel with a man for an hour or two in the afternoon, then take a cab on to their next appointment. Only I have nowhere to go.


  Nowhere in the world that matters, any more.


  When he had gone she stared into the mirror hard. Defying her eyes to mist over, refusing to let the tears come.


  Not in front of him, she thought.


  Not in the cab, or on the train.


  Not until I get home, to Glenfee.


  8


  ON THE night she had left Rankin and come home to Glenfee Deborah had shut herself in her bedroom and cried herself to sleep. For the next few days she lay in bed until noon, staring at the ceiling, numb, unweeping. Then she got up and wandered through the grounds, or rode out on lonely bridleways by the lough.


  It had been a wet spring, that year of 1914, and she had stayed out longest on those days when a cold east wind howled in across the sea from Scotland, chilling her to the bone and making the great elm trees roar above her head in the storm. When at last she came home, shivering and drenched to the skin, she sat up alone in her bedroom and drank, for the first time in her life, a whole small bottle of gin each night until the room swam around her and she could scarcely stagger to bed.


  Perhaps her body had known why she was doing this, but her mind had not. Not then, not yet. She had just wanted to dull her mind of all thought, so that she would remember nothing, grieve for nothing. The third time she did it, she caught pneumonia, so that when Charles came home, brisk and bronzed and full of energy for his new post, he was confronted with a wife who shivered in an overheated room and stared at him like a stranger. Mercifully, he paid no attention to her feverish mutterings; once the doctor assured him she would live he ignored her, and got on with his work.


  Not until Charles had been home for three weeks did Deborah first suspect she might be pregnant.


  Even then, she could not be sure. She had been delirious for too long to be certain if she had had her last period or not, and she dared not ask her nursemaid. Only, she felt different: her breasts heavier, her skin, despite the fever, richer, smoother.


  It must be an illusion, she thought. No foetus could survive an illness like that. I’ll find out in a few days, a week at most.


  Then the morning sickness began.


  If Charles had been the least bit interested in her he could not have failed to notice, and for two weeks she was convinced that he knew and was avoiding her for that reason. Then one evening he said: ‘You look blooming, my dear. It is good to see you fully recovered,’ and she realised he had noticed nothing, nothing at all. After all, they slept in separate rooms, and he was usually up before her in the mornings, off to his soldiering.


  It was then she realised she had to seduce him.


  At first the idea disgusted her. This is what it means to be an adulteress, she thought; to behave like a common whore, slinking from one man’s bed to another. From the man you love to — but she clenched her mind tight, shut Rankin out. After all, he had not loved her either, that was just a delusion. He had used her for a while and left her with this child — and it was the child, now, who had to be protected. It was her duty to find it a father.


  But the only possible father, Charles, refused to be seduced.


  She ordered tempting meals for him, and dressed attractively: he returned late, tired and dusty from soldiering, ate quickly and went straight to his bedroom. She tried talking to him about their early years, about his campaigns; he answered briefly, with impatience, as though forced to explain difficult things to a child. She walked into his room late one night in a silken nightdress and he asked her, irritably, to leave. She did not know what to do. They were out of the habit of making love; they had not done so more than a dozen times in the last six years. She had thought this was because he was abroad so much, but the truth was, he intimidated her. He was ten years older than her and had always been cold, distant, superior.


  Now, when she needed him most and loved him least, he terrified her. Even to touch him set off an earthquake of fear.


  Yesterday afternoon she had tried again, one last time. And failed, because Simon had interrupted them. That was my last chance, she thought bitterly. I don’t think I could bear him to touch me now even if he wanted to, which he doesn’t. If it wasn’t for Tom I wouldn’t care.


  Now it’s only a matter of time. The very fact that I can face breakfast today means that the morning sickness is passing. In a month or two my belly will start to show and then even Charles will realise. Almost certainly he will divorce me.


  When he does it will be in all the papers. Unionist Officer’s Wife Gives Birth to Trade Union Leader’s Bastard. What will Tom think of that? How will he feel? Probably I won’t be allowed to see him again, anyway, to find out.


  It’s Rankin’s baby but he won’t want it either. He almost told me so. ‘I want freedom from all permanent ties,’ he said. It’s so easy for men. Just make love and walk away. Or in Charles’s case, just walk away.


  None of her thoughts were new or helpful. They just went round and round in her mind endlessly, like flies trapped in a jar. She sipped her second cup of coffee and stared gloomily at the wall.


  Tom clattered by outside the window on the grey Connemara pony, waving happily. Deborah lifted a hand to wave back, tried to smile, and Charles came in.


  He was wearing his UVF uniform. He had just shaved and his hair was neatly brushed and slicked back with oil. He glanced at her briefly, as though surprised to find her there. Then he took a plate from the sideboard and helped himself to kedgeree from a silver bowl that was kept warm over a spirit lamp. He sat down opposite her and poured himself some coffee.


  ‘Tom gone riding, has he?’ he asked.


  She sipped the dregs of her coffee before answering. I suppose I should be grateful he speaks to me at all, she thought.


  ‘Yes. If we’re to reach the school by two we don’t have to leave before eleven, at the earliest.’


  Charles frowned. ‘You’d better not start too late. Something’s come up — I shall need Simon and the motor early this evening. Top priority.’


  ‘Oh yes?’ Deborah did not feel particularly sympathetic. ‘More important than taking our son to school?’


  ‘Different.’ He frowned again. ‘You know military priorities have to come first.’


  ‘Oh yes. Always,’ she said.


  If there was irony in her tone he did not seem to notice. As usual, his manner was calm, brisk, energetic. As he forked the kedgeree into his mouth she watched the way his lips moved, clean, quick, precise, never spilling a grain of rice or fish. She tried to remember when those lips had last kissed her, before yesterday, and failed. I wonder if he has a mistress somewhere. Is that it? If so, the woman must be made of stone.


  As Charles ate he scanned the newspaper swiftly, turning to the centre pages of The Times for the main news. Deborah got up and strolled to the window. The ash tree at the end of the drive was just coming into leaf. She could see the tiny figures of Tom and Bramble three fields away, trotting towards the lough. I’m going to lose all this, she thought . . .


  Behind her, Charles said, ‘My God!’


  ‘Sorry?’ She turned slowly, mildly surprised. He sat with his fork suspended in the air, halfway to his mouth, while he pored intently over an item in the paper in front of him.


  ‘This,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe it. She must be a madwoman!’


  ‘What on earth are you talking about, Charles?’ She walked to his side, looked over his shoulder. Usually he would have resented such intimacy as an intrusion, but this time he pointed, jabbing the page with his forefinger. ‘Look there! It’s your wretched sister, damn it!’


  As she read, Deborah’s mouth went dry. She bent closer, holding on to the table for support.


  SUFFRAGETTE OUTRAGE IN NATIONAL GALLERY


  ROKEBY VENUS SLASHED


  MP’S WIFE ARRESTED AGAIN


  She read the rest of the article, transfixed. It was Sarah all right — her sister. How could she do such a thing — take a knife in her hand, a great meat cleaver from the kitchen, and walk into the National Gallery and slash . . .


  She sat down weakly on a chair. ‘But why?’ she said. ‘What a dreadful thing to do. Sarah . . .’


  Charles gave a short, contemptuous laugh. ‘I always said the woman was deranged but look at this! It’s the act of a savage, a Hottentot!’


  Deborah tried to collect her thoughts. ‘It’s not savagery, Charles. I don’t agree with it but there’s reason behind it. It says in the article, it’s a protest against the imprisonment of Mrs Pankhurst.’


  ‘And that’s what you call reason? It just goes to show what lunacy this suffrage business is. Give us votes or we’ll tear the place to pieces. Even you show more sense than that.’


  Anger flooded through her. She thought: Sarah wasn’t really free even before she did this. She could have been rearrested at any time under the Cat and Mouse Act, to complete a three month sentence for breaking a window in Regent Street. And now this! The poor brave fool. What have I been doing all this time, while she has been risking her life for her beliefs? Getting myself pregnant like any stupid servant girl. While my husband, this man, dares to mock . . .


  She glared at him. ‘It’s no different to what you do, is it?’


  ‘Me? What are you talking about, woman?’


  ‘Marching up and down in your UVF uniforms defying the government. Saying that if a law is passed through Parliament you won’t accept it, you’ll fight instead. Where is the difference between that and what Sarah does?’


  ‘All the difference in the world.’ He shook his head in wonder. ‘Deborah, you don’t know what you’re talking about.’


  ‘Of course I do. Listen, Charles, I’m not saying I approve of what Sarah did; I don’t. Picking up a knife and slashing a painting like that — of course it’s wrong. I agree women should have the vote but we should convince people by speeches and demonstrations. But I understand why she did it. When we put our arguments forward reasonably no one listens to us. Whereas you men, you say if Parliament passes a law you don’t like you won’t accept it. You wear uniforms and march up and down like soldiers, and because you’re men everyone listens to you. We can’t do that.’


  He was actually smiling, as though what she said was patently absurd. ‘The UVF is a disciplined military force, Deborah. We don’t go round slashing pictures or setting fire to pillar boxes, for heaven’s sake!’


  ‘But still . . .’


  ‘Nonsense! It all goes to show how absurd all this suffrage talk is. You don’t understand politics and no one expects you to, Deborah, because it’s not your business. Neither does Sarah, it seems.’


  There was a silence. I suppose the man of the house has spoken and that is the end of the matter, Deborah thought. But she was not prepared to go on with it. This is the first real conversation I’ve had with him since he came back. And all it’s going to do is drive us further apart . . .


  He pushed the newspaper away. ‘Anyway, I can’t stop here talking about this. I have to be at local HQ by nine. Sir Edward Carson is coming here tomorrow and I have to plan all the troop dispositions for his escort, for one thing.’


  ‘Tom will miss you if you go now.’


  ‘I’ve got to ride the way he’s gone. I’ll meet him on the way to the three oaks and say goodbye to him there.’


  ‘Good,’ she said softly. ‘He’ll like that. The boy worships you, you know, Charles.’


  A strange expression crossed his face. A mixture of emotions, it seemed to her — part anger, part pride, part guilt. He said, irritably: ‘So he should, damn it! Boy’s got a soldier for a father, he ought to be proud. I hope one day he’ll join a good regiment, as I did. He’s got the makings in him.’


  That’s why we send him to a boarding school at the age of eight, she thought. To knock all the female nonsense out of him. It’s as though men and women are brought up as different tribes.


  Her mind still full of the appalling daring of Sarah’s action, she said: ‘I just wonder if you’re setting him the right example, that’s all.’


  She hadn’t planned to say that. But, now that it was said, she did not regret it. It was too late for regret and tactfulness now. She had tried all that.


  He put down his cup of coffee softly, and glared at her. ‘Just what the devil do you mean by that, woman?’


  The look frightened her, as his anger always had. But she was too tired, too weary of trying to please and entice him over the past two weeks, to care any more whether he was upset. The way he had spurned her yesterday had hurt and humiliated her more than anything he could say now.


  She said. ‘I’m not your woman, I’m your wife. Remember? We’re supposed to love, honour and respect each other. And what I meant was, that I don’t see how you can be a proper father to the boy, because you’re never here.’


  ‘Never here? I’ve been here almost every day of his school holidays, haven’t I?’


  She nodded. ‘Yes, you have. And that’s the first time for the past four years, isn’t it? For most of that time you were in Egypt. So it may be that he sees you as a hero but he hardly knows what you’re like. Neither do I, if it comes to that.’


  For once, she thought, I have astonished him. The dark eyes in Charles’s lean, aristocratic face stared at her. For a moment the mouth under the carefully trimmed military moustache was open in shock. Then he said, sharply: ‘I don’t know what you mean. As a soldier of course I am away a lot. It’s part of the conditions of the service. The boy understands that and respects it, as I respected my father. As for you . . .’


  He hesitated, perhaps unwilling to hurt her. But contempt, it seemed to Deborah, was the only response she could get out of him these days. At least it was a sort of recognition, better than being ignored. So she said: ‘Yes, Charles? As for me?’


  He got up from the table, clasped his hands behind his back and strolled to the window before answering. Like a man searching for the right words to lecture a platoon of soldiers, Deborah thought, almost amused. Perhaps I should stand to attention.


  At the window, Charles swung round abruptly to face her.


  ‘As for you, Deborah, from what I hear you have hardly been at Glenfee yourself, for most of the past year. Instead of attending to your duties as Tom’s mother and mistress of this house, you have been running away to Dublin, involving yourself with this ridiculous notion of feeding the children of illiterate strikers and filling the house with street urchins who smash the windows and uproot the trees. That is scarcely better than your sister! Certainly not the sort of conduct that qualifies you to criticise me, I would have thought. When we married I had hoped for better from you.’


  When we married. The cruel arrogance of the man. As though I am a child, a servant in this house. Deborah was sure her face had gone white. She said: ‘You had hoped for what, exactly?’


  ‘A mother who would not embarrass my son, at least. How do you think the boy feels, when he hears of these foolish antics? A mother who spends her time in the slums of Dublin and fills the house with paupers. Whose sister slashes pictures in London. What do you imagine Tom thinks of that?’


  ‘Nothing very much, I suppose. I have tried to explain it to him, and he seems to understand.’


  ‘Oh, does he indeed?’ Charles shook his head. ‘Well, let me tell you, madam, the boy is deeply embarrassed. He tells me so on our rides. What do you think his schoolfriends would say, if they found out the way you behave?’


  Very coldly, Deborah said: ‘I am sorry if he feels like that. But if he does it is a failure in his friends, not in me. I only do what I think right and just.’


  And look where that lands me, she thought. Making a gift of myself to a beautiful handsome devil like James Rankin, who cares for the future of all mankind but doesn’t care to commit himself to any one woman in particular. Men always win.


  Charles said: ‘Well, if you think such foolish behaviour is just, that only goes to show how far women are from understanding the world of politics. I suppose we should be grateful you don’t actually perform these unwomanly acts of vandalism yourself.’


  Deborah’s hand shook on the table in front of her. She felt a surge of anger welling up inside her, changing as anger so often did with her, to tears. To prevent herself from crying she stood up and gripped the back of a chair.


  ‘So what exactly would be womanly behaviour as far as you are concerned, Charles? You seem to know so much about it and yet take so very little interest. What would make me a proper wife again, for you?’


  For a second he flinched, as though something had struck home. Perhaps because of the desperate appeal underneath her shaky façade of anger. But he recovered quickly. He looked away from her with a mocking, dismissive laugh.


  ‘I should have thought that was obvious. Take care of this house — it is large and complex enough to absorb your energies, surely? Be a mother to Tom, without embarrassing the boy. And, if you really need any other interest, support the Union. That is the really important question in politics these days. If you knew anything at all you should know that.’


  He glanced at his watch, as though the conversation was over.


  Suddenly it came to Deborah what she had to do. There was no point staying here, having fruitless arguments like this. Brooding, waiting for her stomach to swell and her life to disintegrate around her. Sarah is in prison; she needs my help.


  And Rankin is in London, too.


  She said: ‘I shall have to go to London, Charles.’


  ‘London? What the devil for?’


  ‘To see my sister, of course. Give her what support I can. And Jonathan. He’ll be dreadfully upset about this.’


  He considered her without answering at first. As though weighing up, quite coldly, the advantages and disadvantages of what she had said. Perhaps he wants me to go, she thought. He can’t like having me here.


  ‘You feel it is more important to help them, then, than to stay here and give your support to me?’


  Those cold blue eyes, watching hers. Bitter, clouded, distant. ‘Do you really want my support, Charles?’


  ‘It would be the proper, decent thing. What a wife is expected to do. Support the Union.’


  He didn’t say it with anger. She thought, for a fanciful moment, that it sounded a little like an appeal from somewhere far away. So she waited, to see if he would say any more. Even now, if he would come to her, their marriage might be saved.


  Nothing.


  ‘Charles, I don’t give a fig for your Union.’


  She hadn’t meant to say that, either, or known it was coming. But as the words came out they sent a strange thrill through her. As though they were not about the Union of England and Ireland at all, but about her own union with Charles.


  As though she had slashed a picture herself.


  ‘I see.’ Charles stood quite still in the doorway. Like a man who knows he is wounded, but is not quite sure yet where he has been hit. Her odd, defiant words echoed in their ears.


  Will he forbid me to go? she thought. At least that will show that he cares.


  ‘Then you will not be here when I get back?’


  ‘No, probably not. I shall catch the first ferry tonight after I’ve taken Tom to school. If there’s time, I’ll ask Simon to drive me to the harbour.’


  ‘Very well. I wish you a good journey, though I fear you will find it a wasted one. If Sarah’s sent to prison you probably won’t even be allowed to see her.’


  ‘I shall see Jonathan, anyway. And he may find a way. He is an MP, after all.’


  ‘Much good may it do him!’


  Charles turned on his heel and walked away without saying goodbye. As the heels of his riding boots clicked away down the corridor, Deborah thought, is this how it all ends, then? I may never meet him again.


  She walked upstairs to the tall window on the landing to watch her husband ride away down the drive. As he had promised, he met Tom in the five acre field and the horses stood together for some minutes while their riders talked. She wondered if they were talking about her.


  As she watched, she repeated the words softly to herself. They had, she found, an almost sensual taste on her lips, like sharp, bitter chocolate.


  It’s true what I said.


  I don’t care a fig for his Union.


  Tom’s school, St Andrew’s Preparatory, was on the banks of a small river flowing down to Lough Neagh. It was in a rambling, shabby Stuart manor house, with a number of stables and cottages round it, and a sixteenth century Protestant chapel. Simon Fletcher drove Deborah and Tom towards it down a long twisty rutted drive, full of potholes which threatened to destroy the Lancia’s suspension at any minute. As the chimneys of the old house came in sight beyond the cricket fields, Tom pointed eagerly ahead.


  ‘Look, Mother! There are some boys already practising in the nets! I think that’s Randall — yes, it is! Randall and Carter. They’re in my house team. We’re going to win the cup this year, I bet you anything!’


  Deborah looked — not at the nets, where several youths in white flannels were queueing up to bowl or bat, but at her son, whose face shone with excitement. She felt at once glad and empty. Glad that Tom was so excited, that he liked the place and seemed so eager to return here; but empty, sad and lonely for herself.


  All the way, on the two-hour car journey, she had tried to talk to him. He had shown great excitement when talking about the school, or his friends, or his pony, or his father. But when she had tried to sound him out about what he really felt about the things Charles had mentioned — her activities in Dublin, the holidays she had arranged at Glenfee for poor children — the curtains had come down behind his eyes. He said little, he lost interest. It was obvious he did not want to talk to her about these things. This had happened before, and she had always assumed that it was just because he was too young to understand. But perhaps Charles was right, perhaps he was embarrassed or ashamed. Once she asked him.


  ‘Tom, when you’re at school, do the boys ever talk about the sort of things I’m involved in? Working for poor children, things like that?’ She had not dared mention Sarah.


  He looked at his hands, then glanced away over the fields, where a herd of cows was making its way slowly down to a ford by a stream.


  ‘Sometimes,’ he said. ‘Not much, though.’


  ‘What do they say?’


  ‘I don’t remember. Silly things, really. Oh, look, there’s a heron!’


  She looked, saw the big grey bird flying laboriously up, away from the cows, along the line of the stream. She said, softly: ‘Am I an embarrassment to you?’


  For a moment she thought he was not going to answer. He followed the bird with his eyes, ignoring her. It was a silly question, she thought, unfair to him. Then he said: ‘Carter said something once, but I punched his head. He won’t do it again. Look, there! It’s going down, into that pond!’


  And with that she had to be content. So he had stood up for her, after all! She felt a sudden urge to hug him, thank him for his loyalty, but she resisted. That would have embarrassed him surely. Instead, she talked about the heron, and cricket, and the difficulties of Latin prep, and the mice they fed with breadcrumbs in the dormitory, and secret midnight fishing trips down to the river, until the school came in sight along the dusty track and they were there.


  They met the headmaster, Dr Duncan, on the front doorsteps where he stood with the matron to welcome returning boys. He was a beefy man with a round, genial face and imposing mutton-chop whiskers. He bowed to Deborah, ruffled Tom’s hair, and shook Simon Fletcher by the hand. He seemed impressed by Simon’s military uniform, which, as always, was immaculately pressed, despite the long journey.


  ‘You gentlemen are well organised then, from what I understand?’ Dr Duncan said.


  ‘Oh yes, sir,’ Simon answered. ‘We do our duty and the Ulster Volunteers are well prepared. At least in County Down.’


  ‘Glad to hear it. Though perhaps I shouldn’t say so.’ Dr Duncan met Simon’s eyes for a moment, then winked at Tom. ‘Ticklish business, this politics. But if men don’t stand up for law and order and the United Kingdom when it’s threatened, then we don’t deserve to live here. That’s what I expect your father says, eh, young Cavendish?’


  Tom smiled proudly. ‘Yes, sir, of course. Father’s a colonel in the UVF now, you know, sir.’


  ‘Jolly good show! Excellent.’ Dr Duncan beamed at Deborah. ‘Which probably means that Mrs Cavendish is kept busy as well, if I know anything. Eh, what? But I expect you’ll want to be away up to your dorm.’ He turned to Simon. ‘Can you manage that trunk, young man?’


  ‘Just about, I think so, sir,’ Simon said, unstrapping it from the back of the car. Deborah marvelled at him. He had been silent for most of the journey, but now he seemed so suave, polite, more at home here than she felt herself. But then it is a male institution, she told herself. Mothers are an embarrassment. Even those without advanced views.


  ‘Splendid! House assembly at four o’clock then, young Cavendish, with high tea immediately afterwards. Till then you’re free to meet your friends and swap stories of the hols, eh, what!’ Dr Duncan beamed again, then turned to watch a pony and trap which was approaching with another pupil up the drive behind them.


  On the return journey Deborah sat beside Simon in the front of the car. At first neither spoke much. Deborah was thinking of Tom’s face when she had left him. He had been standing in the middle of a group of his friends, his grey-green eyes alight, cheerful, not apparently concerned at all that she was leaving. Anxious for her to be gone, in fact, so that he could immerse himself into a world of boys. And so she had kissed him, very lightly, on the forehead, knowing that even so small a display of affection was an embarrassment in his boys’ world. And now she would not see him for at least a month.


  Perhaps longer, Deborah thought. Perhaps much longer. If I stay long in London the baby will start to show and there will still be no agreed story with Charles. When he finds out, poor Tom’s world will absolutely fall apart and it will be entirely my fault.


  ‘He seems happy there.’ Simon’s words broke in upon her thoughts. She glanced at him. He sat quietly beside her, his eyes on the road, his handsome, classical profile smooth in the afternoon sun. She wondered that he had spoken at all; he was normally so quiet, reserved with her.


  ‘Yes. Yes, I think it’s a good school.’


  ‘He’ll be better off there, with all the trouble at home.’


  Simon’s tone was quite neutral, but Deborah felt a blush spread across her face. Did he know, then, about the argument she and Charles had had this morning? About the other disagreements between them, and her reasons for going to London? And if he did know, was he actually going to have the insolence to discuss these things?


  As coldly as she could, she said: ‘I beg your pardon? What trouble do you mean?’


  He took his time answering. They left the rutted track and came on to a metalled road. ‘The UVF, of course. What else? The conflict with the Liberal government and the British army.’


  ‘Oh, that.’ Her blush faded. ‘Why, do you think there’ll really be fighting?’


  ‘It’s possible, yes, of course. Why else would we be doing all this training?’ Simon glanced at her, a faint smile on his thin lips. A rather mocking, patronising smile, she thought. As though to imply, this is something you don’t know anything about, because you’re only a woman. And then — was there something else, behind that?


  ‘Let’s hope both sides come to their senses first,’ she said. ‘It won’t do anyone any good, to have loyal Irishmen and Englishmen fighting each other.’


  ‘No, of course not,’ Simon agreed.


  It seemed a banal enough conversation. Deborah thought: I was a fool to blush, I’ve misjudged this young man again. He’s a decent enough young boy, polite, helpful, well behaved. I’m just jealous of him because he broke in when I was trying to seduce Charles, and because he always has Charles’s attention when Charles is playing soldiers and I’m shut out.


  Then Simon said: ‘It’s rather like a marriage, isn’t it?’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘A marriage. The Union between England and Ireland is like that, don’t you think? Two unequal partners linked together by law. So long as both sides want the same things, everything’s fine. But when they don’t want the same things they quarrel and things fall apart. Sometimes, one partner even goes off with someone else. Then there’s dreadful trouble.’


  She stared at him, her heart beating quickly. There was a superior, knowing smile on Simon’s face. Surely he was not just making conversation now — he was dangerous, after all! But what did he mean? He couldn’t know about her and James Rankin , that was impossible. So . . .


  The answer ran through her like lightning. Charles must have a mistress — and this young devil knows about it! He’s gloating — trying to tell me without saying so in so many words. The smooth little swine!


  The car rattled on past fields of cows and sheep, through a village. Neither of them spoke, but twice Simon glanced at her, smiling coolly. At last she said: ‘You’re not talking about politics at all, Simon, are you?’


  ‘I beg your pardon, Madam?’ This time it was his turn to try to look confused. But it was definitely there, Deborah thought. Behind the smooth face and raised eyebrows, a smile of deep inner amusement. Mocking. It’s true, he’s patronising me, she thought.


  ‘You’re trying to tell me something about my husband, aren’t you?’


  Simon’s frown was almost a parody of concern. ‘No, Mrs Cavendish, of course not. I was only trying to discuss the politics of the Union. No more.’


  It was an utterly miserable situation to be in. Deborah could not prove the young man was lying, laughing at her. If she went on and challenged him he would only act as though she were deranged, and yet she could not retract what she had already said. Nor could she order him out of the car or drive it herself; she did not know how to. She had to sit beside him for the next two hours.


  ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Have it your own way. I don’t believe you, but in any case it’s none of your business. I’d appreciate it if you would keep your thoughts to yourself for the rest of the journey.’


  And that, at least, he did. But nothing she could say or do could keep the cool, knowing smile off the young man’s lips, or the look of mocking contempt out of his eyes . . .


  9


  IT WAS half an hour before the speech, and the streets of Newtownards were already so crowded that it was almost impossible to move.


  Werner von Weichsaker sheltered in a bank doorway and watched the hordes of people flowing past. He was a tall, angular, bony man, wearing a long belted raincoat and a flat tweed cap. The face under the cap was lean, hungry, alert — like a wolf sniffing the air for prey. He had a prominent nose, strong clean-shaven jaw, thin lips, slightly sunken cheeks, and eyes of a pale, unnatural shade of blue. Many people were fascinated by those eyes, but few could meet their gaze for long. The blue was so pale, and there was a strange white ring within it, around the iris; when he became angry this widened, like the sun burning through mist on a midsummer’s day, and people tended to look away, lest they were burnt also.


  Now he was not angry, merely amused and observant. He surveyed the crowds of Ulstermen and women in front of him, and thought, this must be the strangest form of loyalty the world has ever seen.


  The street was like a river, with waves of cloth caps and bowler hats streaming up and down in swirls and eddies between banks of low, grey, slate-roofed houses. The faces of the men were solid, heavy, rural, reddened by the endless wind they met every day in the fields. Dour, heavy-featured farmers for the most part, with big noses and solid jaws. They wore thick, serviceable suits, broad leather belts, and strong hobnailed boots. Grey clouds blew briskly over the smoky rooftops, but no one seemed downcast by the weather. Everywhere there was laughter, shouting, the hum of anticipation.


  Werner heard the sound of music further up the street, and immediately the current of people began to flow towards it. He stepped from his haven in the doorway and went with the stream, letting it carry him where he wanted to go, into the main square.


  Here he saw the band. It was composed entirely of men and boys in the soberest and most respectable of clothes imaginable — black suits, bowler hats, shining polished shoes. Their faces, too, were straight, solemn, unmoving. Yet beneath this sobriety was something fervent, powerful, messianic. Over his dark suit each man wore an embroidered sash of brilliant red, white, or orange; gleaming silver fifes made piercing, defiant music; and the shattering boom! of the great Lambeg drum throbbed through the crowd with enough force to make the bricks dance in the walls.


  Every building in the square was bright with Union Jack bunting, and the platform behind the band seemed composed of nothing else. Werner smiled ironically to himself. These men are rebels, he thought. Every one of them. Rebels whose first thought is to pledge loyalty to their King!


  ‘Come along now, move back there, sir, will you?’ There were very few police in the square, but Werner was shoved firmly backwards by a line of men who were clearly soldiers. Few of them wore uniform and most held wooden staves rather than rifles, but their military bearing was unmistakable. Their sergeant was a short, solid, bullet-headed type recognisable anywhere, and behind him and his corporals, the whole operation was directed by a mounted officer.


  But it was not the sergeant Werner had come to see. It was the officer. Werner saw him, and knew him instantly. As he stared, the pale, hot ring widened in his eyes.


  A lean, athletic individual, the officer sat with one hand on his hip, coolly surveying the scene. He had that air of unconscious arrogance so natural to the British army, and clearly assumed that all matters in the square were completely under his control. From time to time a runner pushed his way up to him, saluted, and ran off again with fresh orders; and once the officer urged his horse forward into the crowd, pointing at something casually with his swagger stick. Immediately a file of soldiers rushed past him and made a space for two elderly ladies who were in danger of being crushed.


  That’s the man, Werner thought. That’s why I’m here. Charles Cavendish, colonel in the Ulster Volunteer Force. Once soldier of the British Empire, an officer trained at Sandhurst. And before that again, head of house at Eton, captain of cricket, senior prefect, the prototype of the English public schoolboy.


  The sort of man Werner hated now, but had once longed to become.


  Even now, as a grown man, the memories made him blush and shake with rage.


  Long ago, Werner’s father, a German diplomat, had convinced himself that the English public schools were the finest educational institutions in the world. It followed, therefore, that his son should have the benefit of going to one. So, when he was thirteen, young Werner, wearing the high top hat and stiff collar of a freshman, had walked proudly with his father through the medieval gates of Eton College, the finest public school in the world.


  And there, Werner’s hell had begun.


  In the first place, his English, although carefully nurtured by six months of private lessons from his English governess, Miss Brinton, proved woefully inadequate. His accent was ludicrous and he didn’t know the right name for anything — words like ‘tuck’ ‘fag’, ‘skive’, ‘creep’, and ‘Pop’ meant nothing to him. He had not been to a prep school, so he knew nothing of their traditions, either. He couldn’t play cricket or rugby, he had hardly even been away from home before. And, worst of all, he had an innate conviction of his own superiority.


  That conviction was both the one thing that kept him going, and also, if only he’d realised it, the main cause for all the cruelty he received. The English boys might, perhaps, have tolerated a foreigner with all Werner’s manifest shortcomings, if only that foreigner had had a sense of humour and a willingness to laugh at himself and try to learn; but Werner had none of these virtues. When the others mocked him he stiffened; when they ragged him and tried to teach him to hold a cricket bat he lashed out and hit them with it. One boy was quite badly injured and had to spend a week in the infirmary, but Werner, even when ordered to by the housemaster, failed to apologise. From that moment, his fate was sealed. He had rejected the boys’ crude attempts to teach him, insulted the English national game, and spurned the advice of authority. He was on his own, an unrepentant hyena in the lions’ den.


  It did not take him long to realise how lonely his fate was to be. It is not pleasant to get into bed at night and find that your pillow crackles and is full of snails, to feel woodlice creeping out of your nightshirt pocket as you sleep, or to get up in the morning and step in a dog turd inside your own shoe. There were other games too, such as being tossed in a blanket, roasted in front of a dormitory fire, trussed with your elbows to your knees and made to cockfight, which had a long history in the British public school. Werner suffered every one.


  There was a day when the senior prefects found young Werner, with his hands tied behind him, his head jammed in the bottom of a sash window, and his trousers around his ankles. The boy’s face was weeping bitter tears into the quadrangle, but the prefects didn’t see that, because his head was outside the room; what they saw, as they came into the room, was the boy’s smooth, wriggling buttocks. On each buttock an eye was painted — an eye with fetching long lashes. The eyes were painted so cunningly that they appeared to wink at the prefects as the owner of the buttocks struggled and strained to get free.


  And so the prefects’ first response was to laugh. That laugh mortified Werner to his core, for these were the very type of young men, only a year or so away from a commission in the army, whom Werner had so far worshipped. One day, he hoped, he would become one of those godlike figures himself. But after this . . .


  Of course, the prefects had released him, and officially disapproved, but not before one — the head of house, Cavendish — had placed his large hand on the wriggling buttocks in a casual, intimate, patronising gesture that was somehow worse than anything that had gone before. And when Werner was free, and they saw who he was, they showed scant sympathy.


  Especially when he spat at them.


  For although Werner could not prevent these things happening, his spirit was never quite broken. That was the one thing he had to hang on to, and the thing that ensured that the torments continued. He even struck back once, arranging for a dead snake to rot slowly in his principal tormentor’s mattress. But that only made things worse.


  It led to the incident, finally, when they broke his hand. The day when they pegged him out on the grass, below the bank at the far end of the cricket pitch where no one would find them, and put ants in his hair and slugs up his nose in an attempt to make him say foul things about his mother. When he would not, and insulted their own mothers instead, they brought the big cricket roller, the one that weighed half a ton, to the top of the bank and held it there, poised above him, insisting that if he defied them it would be the last thing he would ever do.


  The boys holding the roller had all been tense, sweating; it was a threat bigger than they had ever made before. Werner, pegged out on the ground below them, had realised suddenly that it was a moment of crisis. If he defied them this time they would never be able to threaten him with anything so awful again; he would have won.


  So he had looked up at them, shadowy figures blocking out the sun at the top of the bank, and sneered; and the sneer had driven them wild. They realised what it meant, just as he did.


  Now, or never again.


  Their leader, Rickman, had screamed: ‘I warned you, Kraut!’ and told the others to let go. Perhaps he meant, as he afterwards said, that only those at his end should let go, so that the roller should go near Werner’s head and give him a fright; or perhaps he thought he could let it roll a few yards and then stop it.


  Whatever Rickman thought, he was wrong. Once released, the roller was unstoppable. Standing in the doorway of the small Ulster town of Newtownards, Werner saw it again now as he did in nightmares; the sheer vast metal bulk of it trundling slowly but with inexorably increasing speed down the bank towards his head . . .


  He always woke up then, in dreams. At the time he had shut his eyes. So he was never quite sure how Rickman and the others had managed to lug the lumbering monster to the side, so that the ton of smooth iron missed the thin bones of his skull, and only crushed the bones of his right arm instead, pegged out as it was above his head.


  His right hand had never worked properly again. He flexed it now in front of him. Shrivelled, weakened fingers that could never fully bend or straighten, a thumb that could not be persuaded to touch his palm. The legacy of an English public school.


  But at least his broken hand had been the last of the torments. There had, of course, been a scandal. Rickman and two other boys had been expelled. When Werner had returned from hospital, he had found himself treated with a wary caution. Most of the boys had heard the story of how Werner had defied his tormentors, and that gained him some respect, even among those who disliked him. And the whole school had had some very strong warnings from the headmaster. Werner was placed under the specific protection of the head of his house, Charles Cavendish.


  That, for a while, had been Werner’s dream. Cavendish then seemed just the type of English gentleman he himself longed to become. Tall, slim, good-looking, with a casual grace that made him naturally good at all sports. The school had an army cadet corps, and Cavendish was a leading light in that — a marksman in the shooting team, a skilled horseman, clearly officer material. Werner became his personal fag, shining his shoes, cooking his toast, lighting his fire, cleaning his study — duties he would have resented doing for anyone he had not so admired.


  At first Cavendish was kind to him. He took an interest in the boy’s welfare, made sure he was bullied no more. He helped him with his Latin, watched him encouragingly as he painstakingly practised the skill of writing with his undamaged left hand. Werner glowed as the tall young man leant over him, his hand on the back of his chair, passing friendly comments as the clumsy letters formed. Sometimes Cavendish would put his hand on Werner’s shoulder. Once he held his hand to help him shape the letters.


  One evening, when he had locked and bolted the study door, Cavendish ran his hands through Werner’s hair, and kissed him . . .


  It became a nightmare for Werner, worse even than what had gone before. Because he liked and admired Cavendish, he did, at first, the things that the elder boy wanted. They were not painful, they were done and asked for in a friendly way, they seemed to give pleasure. But the more Werner agreed the more Cavendish demanded, and so the study came to seem to him like a trap, in which his former hero lurked with soft, insistent lips and hands that stripped off his clothes and touched him everywhere, in places that no one should ever want to go, and . . .


  Werner had been terrified. He had felt dirty and powerless and utterly invaded, and still he smiled at Cavendish and consented because the elder boy to him represented power and protection. He knew what they were doing was wrong, but he thought that if he complained to the Headmaster he would be disbelieved and sent back to Cavendish to be caned. Either that, or the Head would believe him. And then they would both be expelled, and Werner would be sent home to his father with a letter that said . . . Great God, he would endure anything in the world other than that! So he went every night smiling to the Spartan study of his casual English sporting hero, and shut his mind and allowed his body to do things and have things done to it that he never, ever, wanted to remember again.


  Until the summer came and he returned to Germany. There, for the first time, the father saw the full extent of what had happened to his son’s hand and was stricken with guilt. If he had not sent the boy to such a school, he thought, it would never have happened. He praised his son for his courage in the face of adversity and tried to make it up to him in any way he could. He bought the boy a pony — which Wemer’s hand made it hard for him to ride — took him everywhere with him to military revues, let him fly in one of Zeppelin’s new balloons. But all the time he saw the grief in the boy’s eyes. So when he asked Werner what he really wanted and the boy said simply ‘to leave that school’, the old man was uncharacteristically sympathetic. Werner was enrolled in a Prussian military academy near his home, and for the next five years, forgot all about England.


  Until, at the age of eighteen, he tried and failed to achieve his lifelong ambition — a commission in the Imperial German Army. Predictably, he was turned down because of his hand. But then, a wise general had offered him a chance to put his education to some use, in gaining revenge on the society which had maimed him.


  Officially, he had been appointed a foreign correspondent for a Swiss newspaper, the Neue Zuricher Zeitung. Secretly, he had also been awarded a commission as a lieutenant in the Army Intelligence Service. It was not what he had hoped for, but at least it was in the service of the Kaiser, with military status of a sort. And it was something at which, to his surprise, he had proved unusually good.


  So good, in fact, that a couple of weeks ago he had been invited to meet two of the most powerful men in Germany.


  General Eric von Falkenhayn was Minister of War to His Imperial Majesty Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany. General Helmuth von Moltke was Chief of the Imperial General Staff. Werner had been summoned to see them to discuss a report he had written about the possibility of civil war in Ireland.


  Werner’s report explained the British government’s intention to radically alter the Union of Great Britain and Ireland, by establishing a Home Rule Parliament in Dublin. This parliament would take over responsibility for most Irish affairs and would, inevitably, be dominated by Roman Catholics. The majority of Irishmen supported this idea but a vociferous minority, particularly concentrated among the Protestants of Ulster, vehemently opposed it. Home Rule, they said, would mean Rome Rule. No Protestant could be expected to accept that.


  So their leader, Sir Edward Carson, had stated publicly that if the Home Rule Bill were passed, the Unionists of Ulster would not accept it. They would form their own Provisional Government of Ulster, loyal to the King, but not to his Liberal government, which, they said, was betraying the Union. They would defend themselves with their own army, the Ulster Volunteer Force. 237,368 of them had signed a Covenant to this effect, several cutting a vein in their arm to sign so that they could sign in their own blood.


  ‘Being convinced in our consciences that Home Rule would be disastrous to the material well-being of Ulster as well as of the whole of Ireland, subversive of our civil and religious freedom, destructive of our citizenship, and perilous to the unity of the Empire, we … men of Ulster, loyal subjects of His Gracious Majesty King George V … do hereby pledge ourselves in solemn Covenant … to defeat the present conspiracy to set up a Home Rule Parliament in Ireland.’


  Andrew Bonar Law, the leader of the Conservative Party, had spoken in support of this Covenant, and General Wilson, the Chief of Military Operations at the War Office, had signed it, as had many other prominent members of the British Establishment, including Lord Milner, Rudyard Kipling, and Edward Elgar. The commander-in-chief of the Ulster Volunteer Force had been recommended to Sir Edward Carson by one of Britain’s greatest military heroes, Field-Marshal Lord Roberts of Kandahar.


  An even larger number of Ulster women had signed a shorter covenant, in support of their men:


  ‘We … women of Ulster … desire to associate ourselves with the men of Ulster in their uncompromising opposition to the Home Rule Bill now before Parliament, whereby it is proposed to drive Ulster out of her cherished place in the Constitution of the United Kingdom, and to place her under the domination of a Parliament in Ireland.’


  ‘So when the Home Rule Bill is passed through Parliament later this year,’ Werner had told the two generals, ‘it is quite likely that there will be civil war.’


  ‘So I understand,’ von Falkenhayn had answered smoothly, staring thoughtfully at the pale blue eyes of his intelligence officer. ‘But, Major von Weichsaker, I am less clear about the timing of this civil war, and its likely outcome. You state in your report that it will come soon, I believe?’


  Werner nodded. ‘Within the next few months, Herr General. The Home Rule Bill has been through the Commons and rejected by the Lords twice; it is due to be introduced in the Commons for the third time in the next few weeks. The Government of the Realm Act states that the Lords can only reject a Bill twice. So unless the government loses its nerve, the Bill will become law before the summer.’


  ‘And the government shows no sign of losing its nerve?’


  ‘Not at present, Herr General. On the contrary, they are becoming more aggressive. The day before I left, the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, spoke in Bradford. He called the Unionists “sinister revolutionaries”, and “anarchists”, as I recall. He is believed to speak on behalf of the Prime Minister.’


  Falkenhayn smiled. ‘I read that speech. It seems Mr Churchill has a longing for war, and if he cannot fight Admiral Tirpitz, he will fight the Ulstermen instead. But . . . do you really believe this Ulster Volunteer Force can offer serious resistance?’


  ‘I believe so, Herr General, because of the moral force on their side. They are, so far as I have seen, very well disciplined, but lacking in military equipment. Many of them drill with sporting rifles and shotguns, even wooden guns. I saw one machine-gun only. So in any full-scale conflict they would undoubtedly be defeated. But equally, there is great reluctance among the British Army to fight them, and they have enormous support among the Protestant population in their province. So I believe that the regular army will fight half-heartedly and the Ulstermen will resist with passion, making the struggle a more equal one.’


  ‘And how long will it last?’


  ‘That is much harder to say. It depends on moral as well as military force, as I said. If the Ulstermen were better armed, it would last several weeks. A month even.’


  Von Moltke had spoken for the first time. Ten years older than von Falkenhayn, he was a blunt, crusty soldier of the old school. Werner had the impression that he regarded undercover intelligence work as an unnecessary evil, and wondered if he had even bothered to read the entire report.


  Moltke scowled. ‘Surely we can arm the rebels, Major? Isn’t that what one normally does in situations of this kind? Ask Tirpitz to organise a shipload of machine guns? A few free gifts to friendly natives — why don’t you go ahead and organise it, man?’


  Werner smiled. ‘I have indeed thought of that, Herr General. It is mentioned in my report. A consignment of 25,000 rifles and two and a half million rounds of ammunition is due to leave Hamburg within the next week. The Ulstermen believe, of course, that they have organised this all on their own, but with General von Falkenhayn’s consent, my colleagues and I have, er, taken a few steps to clear the way.’


  Moltke beamed; he was genuinely delighted. ‘Excellent! Excellent! And are there more on the way?’


  ‘Not so far, Herr General. This is the maximum the Ulstermen believe they can handle at present. And it remains to be seen how they can land them. After all, we cannot be seen to help them openly. They may behave like rebels, but they regard themselves as loyalists; they distrust Germany as much as the Liberal government does. As I say in my report, any suggestion that we were openly involved would be likely to unite both sides against us.’


  Moltke nodded, convinced but disappointed. Falkenhayn picked up Werner’s report from the table, and leafed through it thoughtfully.


  ‘It seems to me, Major von Weichsaker, that what we are discussing is a situation of enormous potential for the Empire of His Majesty Kaiser Wilhelm. I fully appreciate the detailed study you have given to it, and both General Moltke and I accept the point you raise that it is politically impossible for us to be seen to interfere openly in this conflict. But . . . I think perhaps General von Moltke would like to explain to you why this civil war is so crucial to the fortunes of Germany.’


  Moltke had lumbered importantly to his feet. It was not the first time in the interview he had done this; it was as though the constriction of a chair and a desk were too much for him, and he yearned to be back in the saddle at the head of his troops. He strode to the large map of Europe on the opposite wall, and slapped it emphatically with his riding crop. The end of the crop landed on the Belgian border.


  ‘You see this, von Weichsaker, don’t you? The weak point in the French defences. All along the French border with Germany the French Army are prepared — perhaps to attack us. It would take millions of men to overcome them. But if we sweep around the outside, through Belgium, there will be no resistance, none. The French have no fortifications at all on their Belgian border. We shall be in Paris within a month, and the French will be annihilated. Then we can regroup and concentrate our forces on our destiny, which is in Poland and Russia, to the east.’


  Werner had smiled, perhaps a trifle too complacently. ‘Yes, Herr General, I realise that.’ It was not only he who knew about the Schlieffen plan; knowledge of it was so widespread amongst senior army officers that Werner would be surprised if the French did not know of it also. Even if they hadn’t found out, they ought to have been able to work it out for themselves. They had maps in France, after all, didn’t they? That was why the French had been so keen to get the British to sign a guarantee of Belgian neutrality. And to get the Germans to sign it, too.


  Moltke waved his hand again, imperiously. ‘You realise it, Major, yes. But you do not think about it enough. You do not realise its importance. Whereas I, who will have to implement this plan, think about it day and night.’


  Werner had sat back in his chair. It was the first indication he had had that he had been summoned to discuss matters far wider than Ulster. What has this got to do with my report, he had wondered.


  ‘Over a year ago, in December 1912, I wanted to implement this plan.’ Moltke continued. The army was ready, we could have crossed the Belgian border and smashed the French in a few weeks. I recommended action, but the Kaiser overruled me because of the navy — Tirpitz told him they would not be ready for another eighteen months, when the Kiel Canal would be opened. That will be in June of this year — 1914. That gives us just two months from now — do you understand me? Then, if there is the slightest pretext, I shall recommend that we move — through Belgium, into France. You follow me so far, Major?’


  ‘Perfectly, Herr General.’


  ‘Good! And as an astute intelligence officer you will know that the neutrality of Belgium is guaranteed not only by the French, but the British.’


  And ourselves, Werner thought. Poor Belgians.


  ‘So, when we invade Belgium, we shall find ourselves fighting not only the French, but the British Empire too, unless . . .’ Moltke scowled ferociously at Werner, as though to ensure his full attention. Werner watched him with his pale blue eyes and thought, this is it. This is why they are so interested. A pulse of fear and excitement began to throb urgently in his throat.


  Moltke thwacked his riding crop across another part of the map — the British Isles, where the coast of Scotland reached out towards Northern Ireland. ‘Unless this civil war that you talk about has begun before we move. Preferably by the middle of May. In which case the British will be too preoccupied with killing each other to be able to send any effective help to Belgium at all.’


  Werner nodded, and stretched his aching right hand carefully across his thigh. ‘I see, Herr General. But . . .’


  ‘But nothing!’ A grim smile crossed von Moltke’s face, a smile of almost boyish enthusiasm like that of a hunter who has seen his quarry. He returned to the desk, and thumped his open palm down hard on it, flat on the top of Werner’s report. ‘The answer General von Falkenhayn and I want begins with ‘so’, not ‘but’! That is why we have summoned you here. It is obvious to us that we should do everything in our power to foment this civil war, in the interests of the German Empire! It is less obvious to us that the man Carson will be foolish enough to begin such a war on his own. So what I want from you, Major von Weichsaker, are constructive suggestions as to the best ways in which we can act! What plans do you have for this?’


  Werner had paled. His right hand had been aching badly by then, and a pulse was beating irritatingly under his arm. He felt like a young recruit being bawled out on the parade ground by the sergeant-major. Only these were the two most important sergeant-majors in Germany.


  Feebly, he said: ‘None at the moment, Herr General. As I said, we have helped them with the purchase of arms, and beyond that there are many difficulties . . ‘


  Von Falkenhayn frowned and tapped a pencil irritably on his desk. ‘There are always difficulties, Major. But the world does not belong to men who can point them out. It belongs to men who can overcome them.’


  ‘Yes, Herr General.’ Werner remembered admiring his father when he had said something like that, years ago. But to start a civil war, all on my own . . .’


  ‘I am glad to hear you agree,’ von Falkenhayn continued. ‘You can have all the resources you want, but I want a coherent plan worked out, and the details back here on my desk a week from today, do you understand? The civil war in Ulster must begin in the summer of 1914, so that the German Army is free to march through Belgium without interference from the British. From now on, as far as you are concerned, this has priority over everything else. That will be all, Major. Dismiss!’


  Werner got to his feet, saluted, pushed his chair carefully to one side, and turned to the door. His hand was hurting him abominably, and he was sure his face was pale.


  As he reached the door, Falkenhayn spoke again. ‘And, Major?’


  Werner turned. ‘Yes, Herr General?’


  To his surprise, Falkenhayn had been smiling; a bleak, ironic smile. ‘If you do provoke this war, Major, then you may consider it the crowning success of your career.’


  And if I don’t?


  Hemmed in by a crowd of loyal Ulstermen, Werner remembered the approval his slim plan had met with when he had presented it to von Falkenhayn a week later. Now he wondered if it could possibly succeed. Can one man, all on his own, push these people over the brink into open armed rebellion?


  Perhaps I won’t be needed. The guns are on their way, the soldiers are well-drilled. They might do it all on their own.


  A clergyman had mounted the platform behind Cavendish and begun speaking. Werner let the familiar phrases about religion and loyalty roll over his head, and concentrated instead on the faces of the people in the crowd. Dour, heavy-featured farmers for the most part, with big noses and solid jaws. Most of them wore flat caps or bowler hats, they had heavy, serviceable suits, broad leather belts, strong hobnailed boots. They listened to the preacher earnestly, in silence, taking in every word.


  Hardly the sort of people one would want to take to a concert of chamber music, Werner thought irreverently. But in truth he liked the Ulstermen. They took life and religion seriously, they meant what they said. Not the sort of people you would want to get into an argument with, if you could avoid it. As soldiers, fighting for what they believed in, they would be unbeatable. What was it the leader of the Conservative party, Bonar Law, had said? ‘Ulster will fight, and Ulster will be right.’


  The UVF soldiers, in particular, impressed him. Cavendish had deployed them well, in positions where they could guard the platform and the entrances to the square. They were relaxed, proud, and well-drilled. It was clear that no one in the crowd resented being controlled by them. They obeyed orders quietly, quickly, without fuss. Cavendish has them eating out of his hand, Werner thought. Just as he organised the prefects and monitors at school.


  If these people knew what he was really like they would tear him to pieces in seconds.


  Werner heard cheering approaching from a distance. Hoove rattled in South Street; the UVF soldiers sprang smartly to attention; and Sir Edward Carson himself came into the square.


  Sir Edward Carson, the MP for Dublin University who wanted to save Ulster from an Irish Parliament. The brilliant lawyer who had been offered the job of Home Secretary, and turned it down. The puritan advocate who had demolished the Irish wit Oscar Wilde in court, and put him in an English gaol for homosexuality. The leader of the Ulster Unionist Council, who proclaimed that Ulstermen were so intensely loyal that they would set up a Provisional Government of their own, rather than accept the decision of Westminster.


  The man who could, if he wanted, plunge the United Kingdom into civil war.


  He was sitting in an open coach, waving and doffing his top hat to either side. The coach stopped, the soldiers presented arms, and Carson got out and returned their salute. Werner noticed the pride on Charles Cavendish’s face as he nudged his horse through the crowd to clear a way for the great man to the platform, and he nearly laughed aloud at the irony of it.


  Carson, the scourge of Oscar Wilde, with a guard of honour commanded by Charles Cavendish!


  What would he say, if I told him?


  In the centre of the platform, Carson turned to face the crowd. The noise was deafening. Werner watched, open-mouthed, pretending to cheer with the rest. What was it about this man, he wondered, that appealed to these people so much? Clearly it was not physical beauty. Despite his expensive, well-tailored clothes, Carson was a big, burly, truculent bull of a man with a huge, heavy, pugnacious jaw and a solid, square, lowering face. Like a bare-knuckle prize-fighter in top-hat and mohair suit.


  It was the conviction in him that set the man alight. Carson believed in himself utterly. He had accepted his role as these people’s Messiah. He held up his hands and bade them be silent, and the cheering stopped. The huge Union flag behind him rippled in the wind as they waited, attentive. It was so silent that Werner could hear the sound of a rooster crowing half a mile away in a farmyard. An inner light of belief and happiness burned under Carson’s heavy features. The man is a prophet, Werner thought — a prophet at home amongst his own people.


  The voice was as big as the man. It filled the square and echoed down the side streets. He reminded his listeners, first, of their history. ‘We are the people who made this land,’ he said. ‘It is ours, and we will hold it. Our ancestors came here three hundred years ago, from Scotland and England, to keep this country loyal to the crown. They were threatened; sometimes they were attacked and murdered and massacred; but they survived. They survived because of the strong Protestant character that was in them — a character of godliness and thrift and self-reliance and courage and the knowledge of right and wrong — those were our ancestors’ virtues! And when they were betrayed by an unjust Catholic King, it was not the Protestant people who were cast out, but that traitor king: James II. You know the story well. At the siege of Derry and the Boyne and Aughrim — did our forefathers surrender then? Did they listen tamely to a discredited ruler from Whitehall, who planned to hand over our land to Rome? Or did they gird up their loins and march with King Billy to smite the unbeliever hip and thigh, banish him to the wilderness? Answer me that!’


  A wild burst of cheering filled the square. Werner glanced around him curiously. He had been here often enough to know how those words — ‘Derry’, ‘Boyne’, ‘King Billy’ — could excite the Protestant people of Ulster, but he still found it curious. So long ago, and yet for Carson and his audience, it seemed, so closely remembered . . .


  As close to their hearts as the Bible. Part of it, almost.


  Carson surveyed his audience, smiling grimly. When the applause had died down he continued, his voice strong, steady, hypnotic, telling them that they faced the same choice today, of an unprincipled government which schemed to deprive them of their rights without even daring to put the issue before the people in a general election or a referendum. He told them of the great rallies there had been in support of the Union, in Hyde Park, and at Blenheim Palace.


  ‘I tell you this, my friends. We will maintain our fundamental rights as British citizens under the crown — and no maimed Parliament or corrupt Liberal government will take them away from us!’


  He glared round the square at the hushed crowd, right hand raised, his great jaw thrust out pugnaciously. A man would have to have a death wish to challenge him, Werner thought grimly. Carson’s great fist swept down, and smashed expressively into the palm of his left hand.


  ‘Not today, not tomorrow, not ever! All of us here have signed a solemn Covenant to say that we will never, under any circumstances, submit to Home Rule!’


  He held his hands out in front of him and tapped the fingers of his right hand against his left wrist. ‘I signed it in a silver pen, some of you cut your wrists and signed it in your own blood! Half a million of us, men and loyal women, signed it! And there will be no backsliding, no shabby compromises with the words of that Covenant. Men like Colonel Cavendish and his fine soldiers in front of this platform will keep us from that. Their discipline and resolution has already called the bluff of this immoral, unprincipled government. We are prepared to take control of Ulster tomorrow and make no mistake, we will if we have to — and with your support we’ll hold this province loyally for His Majesty the King, until this madness of his ministers has passed away for ever!’


  Carson took a deep breath, filled his lungs, and raised his already powerful voice to a new crescendo of defiant thunder.


  ‘The Liberal government has erected a boom between Ulster and the British people, as King James did before them at Londonderry. I promise you one thing, my friends! We will burst that boom just as our fathers did before us! There will be No Surrender!’


  There was a brief, echoing silence. Then the mighty throb of the huge Lambeg drum signalled an explosion of cheers and applause.


  All around Werner men were shouting, waving their caps in the air, cheering until their faces were red and the veins stood out on the side of their necks. Carson watched, impassive, his big hands thrust into the pockets of his coat. His face glowed with grim resolution and pride, accepting the burden of their trust.


  It was magnificent, Werner thought, and quite terrifying. How could any government tolerate a man like this? But then, how could any government dare to arrest him?


  Werner felt his crippled right hand shaking, and grasped it with his left to steady it. He thought of the plan on von Falkenhayn’s desk and shivered at the lunacy of it. It was all very well to report on events, gather information about them, learn secrets about the background of some of those involved. It was quite another to try to use his knowledge to begin a war.


  It’s impossible, he thought. I wish I’d faced Falkenhayn down. Carson is far more frightening than von Falkenhayn could ever be. Not to mention his UVF bodyguards.


  The trouble is, Moltke and von Falkenhayn were right in a way. Carson may be frightening but he is too intelligent to begin a civil war himself. All this talk of a Provisional government and the UVF fighting the British army is just a gigantic bluff. He won’t start a war because he’s not strong enough. He’d be bound to lose. He just wants it to seem as though he’s ready to fight. So that the British government are afraid to attack him.


  This could never happen in Germany. The government would simply arrest him. But in this country the government are too feeble, they’re afraid to try. Anyway it would be too difficult.


  Werner smiled to himself as he imagined half a dozen policemen trying to push their way through the crowd and arrest Carson here. The idea was ludicrous. In a town like this, the crowd would wrench their limbs apart in seconds, and feed their fingers to the seagulls.


  The smile stiffened on Werner’s face, and his spine crawled as though a spider was on it. He remembered the three sailors von Falkenhayn was sending to meet him in Belfast ten days from now. I must have been drunk when I wrote that plan, he thought. It was a bad idea. I’ll just turn the sailors round and tell them to go home.


  If Carson were arrested or kidnapped, what tremendous, uncontrollable fury would be awakened! The whole province would run around like a bear with its eyes put out, smashing and rending anything it could find.


  Including — and especially — the British Army.


  There would be civil war.


  Definitely. No question.


  I don’t want to have anything to do with this, Werner thought. I wish I’d never thought of it. It’s impossible and far too dangerous and bound to go wrong. I’ll stay here for a few weeks and then write another report to Falkenhayn. It’s a bad idea that couldn’t possibly work.


  And I shall never become a Colonel.


  I’ll go back to Germany and become a small town reporter for the rest of my life. Much safer. Let the British organise their own civil war . . .


  It’s only the impossible that’s really worth trying for, Werner’s father had once said, when he was trying to encourage his son. Werner had scorned such talk then. After all, if it hadn’t been for his father’s foolish ambitions he might have had a sound arm and a full army career.


  But if I fail . . .


  There’s that bastard on the horse over there, smiling calmly as though he owns the world. Charles Cavendish. He’ll have beaten me again.


  He watched as Carson got back into his coach, to loud music from the band and cheers from the crowd. As the coach left the square, the crowd began to follow, and Werner went with them, walking light-headedly, without seeing where he was going. He laughed, and the people around him smiled back, thinking he was as elated by the speech as they were. But his mind was far away.


  There’s only one good thing about an idea like mine, he thought.


  No one would ever expect anyone to try it.
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  ON THE ferry, Deborah Cavendish leaned on the rail, staring out into the night. The ship was just beginning to rock slightly, as it came out of the shelter of the Belfast Lough and headed east across the Irish Sea, but it was not a rough night and she had come up onto the deck for a breath of fresh air.


  She thought about Rankin, making a similar journey from Dublin to Holyhead the morning after she had left him. Had he stood on the deck like this and thought about her at all? Or was he glad to be rid of her? She had heard nothing from him since then, not even a single letter to tell her his address. Even if she looked for him in London it was not at all certain that she would find him.


  But first she would have to visit Sarah, if she could. She wondered if she would be welcome. They had been close as children, but always on Sarah’s terms and, in the past few years they had seen each other less. Sarah had become obsessed with the suffrage movement, and though Deborah sympathised with the aim, the methods of the militants terrified her. She could not imagine herself speaking in public, being barraged with tomatoes, starving herself in prison. But if her sister’s health was in danger, Deborah had to help.


  That was how they had always been, since childhood. Sarah would try to jump her pony over some impossible wall, and Deborah would bandage the bruises.


  She wondered how long she would be away. She had said nothing to Charles about this, and he had not seemed to want to know. He himself was used to being away for months, even years on end — probably he imagined this as a separation of at most a few weeks or a month, scarcely worth talking about. And yet how could she ever come back, with the baby beginning to show? She could never face that.


  She thought of Tom leaving her that morning at school, and wondered if she would ever see him again. The memory was slightly blurred because there had been a film of tears in her eyes at the time. None in his, of course. He had been in a crowd of other boys, all eager to swap stories of their hols, desperate to be rid of the embarrassment of their mothers. He had endured her final, brief kiss on the forehead with a polite, pitying expression, and had waved perfunctorily as Simon drove her away. By the time she had looked back from the main gates, he was gone — just one amongst a horde of gawky, chattering, scuffling boys. All without mothers until halfterm.


  If I go and live with Rankin now, that’s the end, she thought. Charles will never allow me to see Tom again. But then, if I stay and he finds out I’m pregnant it will be the same. I’ve lost my son whatever happens . . .


  She looked out over the dark sea towards the lights on the shore. That must be Holywood, behind them there — and Bangor, close at hand. The hills behind were black, silent, empty. This place is my home, she thought, but it gives me nothing. Not now. I have a husband who has spent half his life on the other side of the globe and yet is prepared to fight and even die for Ulster, but he cares nothing about me. He even seemed glad to see me go. Can he really have a mistress? I felt so sure this morning, with that odious young Simon Fletcher smirking at me, except that it’s so hard to imagine Charles unbending with any woman. He’s so prim, so correct, so cold. When I go to touch him he shies away as though I have some plague. Lord knows I don’t expect him to be a wonderful sensitive lover like James but he is a handsome man for all that, and he is my husband. He ought to make love to me if only out of a sense of duty.


  What’s wrong with the man?


  Perhaps Sarah’s husband, Jonathan, will be able to help me.


  At least he’s a man who can talk. But that’s foolish, he won’t have time to think about me. Not with Sarah starving herself in prison until she can hardly walk. I used to think those two were so lucky, but now it seems there’s tension there too. Oh, the world is full of miserable marriages.


  The wind was quite strong now, as the ferry came out of the shelter of Belfast Lough, and turned south-east towards Liverpool. Deborah lifted her head to let her hair blow out behind her in the cold, damp breeze of the night. The coast was a distant, dark line, receding under the stars.


  London will be a place of decision, she thought. What to do about Rankin, Sarah, Charles — most of all about the baby. I couldn’t make any of these decisions here in Glenfee, alone. I wouldn’t need to come back here ever again, if it wasn’t for Tom.


  I hope someone needs me in London. If I’m not wanted there, where on earth is there left for me to go?


  Charles Cavendish rode his bay horse at a slow walk up the drive towards Glenfee. It was dark, but the animal knew its way, and whickered softly with pleasure. There was a gas light spluttering dimly at the corner of the stables. Harry the stable boy would be there, ready to rub the horse down and give it a warm bran mash and fresh hay.


  No doubt cook will have a meal for me, too, Charles thought, but there will be no Tom. He had enjoyed his son’s company over the past two weeks much more than he had expected. The boy was becoming a person at last — an identifiable individual with a taste for riding and cricket and the ability to maintain a conversation and listen to his father’s stories. I will miss him, Charles thought. Deborah was right, I should make the effort to visit him at his school more often.


  He thought how Tom would have enjoyed the parade at Carson’s speech earlier that day. It had gone off well — his predecessor had drilled the UVF unit to an efficient, disciplined body of men, they had done him credit. And if only the guns could be landed safely from Germany, they would be well armed.


  He had spent the last part of the day at a tempestuous, anxious meeting of senior staff, discussing the landing of the guns. The ship carrying them, the Fanny, had been spotted leaving Bremerhaven two weeks ago, but since then it had disappeared. Frantic messengers had been sent east across England, and north to Scotland, to make contact with it, so far without success. Several officers had argued that a message should be sent to Crawford, the man in charge of the ship, to abandon the mission because it was too dangerous, but Charles and a number of others had argued forcefully that they should go ahead. And, thank God, Carson had supported them.


  Without that man, Charles thought, we would be lost; and without guns, we can do nothing.


  And if the Union is lost, the heart of the British Empire will be destroyed.


  He thought back to the argument he had had with Deborah earlier that day, and realised that she would be on the ferry now, crossing the Irish Sea. It was unusual for her to be so determined — her sister’s imprisonment must have affected her more than he had thought.


  It was even more unusual for her to defy him openly. She was usually so quiet, compliant. Unlike her termagant sister.


  As the horse picked its way past the windows of the great house and lengthened its stride towards the stables, Deborah’s words came back to him clearly.


  I don’t give a fig for your Union.


  Whatever could have possessed the woman?


  The freshening wind drove Deborah in from the deck at last, but she couldn’t sleep. Her cabin was small, comfortable, intimate; the rocking and creaking of the walls exciting. It was like being in a treehouse, she thought, as a child — or under the canvas awning of a small boat they had had once, on holiday. Places you could hide in, while voices searched for you, far away. Places that were safe for secrets.


  She didn’t want to go to bed. She sat in a chair in her cabin, enjoying the ship’s motion. She watched the oil lamp overhead sway to and fro. The yellow light from the lamp moved on the wall opposite. Up and down, up . . . and down. It was pleasant, restful, dreamlike.


  For a while she tried to think about Sarah, alone in her prison cell. Deborah had never been in a prison, but she imagined that, even there, Sarah would make her presence felt. Deborah had great respect for Sarah’s forceful, impulsive character. Often it could solve problems, though equally often it could create them. As children, Sarah would always shout and try to bully their parents into giving her something because it was her right; whereas Deborah would smile and snuggle up to their father and try to wheedle things out of him because he loved her.


  Which has got me into even worse trouble than her, Deborah thought. If only people knew, they might pity me, instead of always talking about my virago of a sister.


  No, they wouldn’t. They’d despise me as a whore.


  She took a letter out of her bag.


  Sarah was a poor correspondent, but Jonathan, her husband, wrote to Deborah several times a year. In part this was due to the increasing interest of the political events which both were on the fringes of, in their different ways, either side of the Irish Sea; but it was also, sadly, to do with a loneliness they had both come to feel. Deborah’s husband was frequently abroad; Jonathan, it seemed, had a wife in whom it was sometimes hard to confide. So he wrote to her sister instead.


  The letter had been written several weeks ago, long before Sarah had been arrested again. Part of it was about a debate Jonathan had attended in Parliament after the debacle of the Curragh Mutiny. Deborah only remembered those events vaguely. Charles had just returned home, and she had been at the height of her misery about Rankin. The British Army had been ordered to move into Ulster in force, occupying all major barracks and public buildings, in an attempt to overawe the UVF. The First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, had sent ships of the channel fleet steaming north to Belfast to support the soldiers and the government was rumoured to have signed warrants for the arrest of 200 leading members of the UVF — Charles undoubtedly among them.


  The operation had been meant to be secret, but Sir Edward Carson had learnt of it somehow. After denouncing the government in the Commons, he had hurried to Belfast, where Charles had been among those detailed to meet him at the docks and escort him to Craigavon. For three days Charles had been away, and Deborah had been almost sure he would be arrested. Then the news had broken that the British Army officers in the Curragh, near Dublin, had refused to obey orders, and offered to resign rather than act against the UVF. The Minister of War and several senior generals had resigned, and the operation had blown up in the government’s face.


  Charles had returned home, triumphant, and Deborah had scarcely known whether to laugh or cry. Of course she was glad that Charles was safe, but she took no joy in the UVF’s triumph. Neither, it seemed, did Jonathan.


  My dear Debbie,


  What in the world has your husband been up to? You will not be surprised to hear that the UVF has been the talk of the town these past few days, the more so since Churchill’s speech in Bradford when he called Carson and the UVF ‘treacherous conspirators’. There was uproar in the House after that, as you can imagine — I couldn’t hear a word that was said, sometimes for five minutes at a go! But all the time, Debbie, I was thinking of what all this must have been like for you. Alarums in the night, no doubt, and no knowing when Charles would be home at all, or indeed I f. . .


  That was true enough, Deborah thought. But she had cared little about it. She had been glad, in fact, that Charles was so busy. She skimmed down the letter, seeking the paragraphs she had found most interesting. The letter had been written after Sarah had been released from her second term in prison, and was supposedly convalescing at home, under constant danger of rearrest under the Cat and Mouse Act.


  Like you I seem to be saddled with a marriage partner who is obsessed with something higher than her duty towards me. Your sister has talked and thought of nothing else, I believe, but the women’s suffrage movement this past two years. If she is not actually in prison, starving herself, there are always meetings to attend, newspapers to sell, garlands and ribbons to adorn their stalls— the Good Lord alone knows what she does with her time! She is constantly with these women who seem to take a delight in excluding men. I know I can say this to you, but there is no contact any longer, none at all!


  Of course you will say I encouraged her in this, in the early days. She and I used to share so much of our work together in the East End, producing surveys to show the squalor and poverty the poor wretched people lived in. I thought her so fine then, such a noble young woman taking on these great matters by my side, and I was proud to be a supporter of a Liberal government which was actually doing something about these things. But now she has abandoned all that for a single issue — and one that, if it does succeed, is likely to give the vote to women of property only — most of whom will vote Tory and bring back a Conservative government who will oppress the poor worse than ever, even! But she cannot see that. She even talks, God help me, of the nobility of smashing windows and setting fire to pillar-boxes — as if that will do anything but harm! If you had seen ladies, Deborah, as I have done — respectable women like yourself and Sarah — screaming and prodding at the Home Secretary outside Downing Street — one even kicked him! Can you believe that? To tell you the truth, Debbie, it filled me with laughter at first, but then anger and a terrible grief, mixed.


  It is absurd, frightening, to know that my own wife has now twice been arrested for taking part in such a degrading pantomime. And then, when she is arrested, to find her starving herself until she looks gaunt and bony like the skeleton of the woman I once loved. She is at home just now, with a passable nurse — a Mrs Watson, a raging suffragette herself, I regret to say — and I have done a deal with the Home Secretary, McKenna, which I hope will keep her out of prison if she behaves herself, but there are no guarantees.


  So you see, Deborah, when I sit alone and write to you like this I realise a little of what life must be like for you. The difference is that when Charles’s UVF defy Parliament, it is seen by all the world as manly, respectable, dignified. He is threatening to plunge the nation into civil war — and why? To retain his hereditary right to oppress the poor Catholic Irish peasant! But if he is arrested, society won’t make you feel ashamed, whereas with Sarah . . . Lord, Debbie, you are so lucky to have Tom. If only Sarah had not lost those babies, we should be a family like you, instead of two individuals who scarcely speak to each other for days on end. And if she had children she would surely never dare risk herself as she does. It is so sad. But perhaps when she is recovered . . .


  The ship, meeting a freak wave, gave an unusual lurch, and Deborah stretched out a hand automatically, to catch a glass of water before it slid off the table. She let Jonathan’s letter fall into her lap. Now it has happened, she thought. Sarah has done something worse than even he feared. He will be destroyed by it.


  But we are all destroying ourselves. If he knew about my child . . .


  She stared at the pool of lamplight swaying across the opposite wall, lost in thought. I suppose I could have predicted this, she thought. Years ago when they got married . . .


  When Jonathan first appeared in their house Deborah met him at the door. She was seventeen, he was twenty-seven. She saw a tall young man, rather gawky, with a short dark beard. He wore a blazer, straw boater, white trousers and shoes. He looked at her intensely with eyes that were a pleasant brown, alight with interest. Then he took off his hat, and smiled. The smile was quite dazzling. She felt her cheeks flush with the warmth of it. He said: ‘You must be the younger sister.’


  ‘Yes, that’s right,’ she said. ‘I’m Debbie. Have you come to see . . .?’


  ‘Sarah? Yes. We’re going boating on the river. Why don’t you come too?’


  ‘Well, I’m not sure. I . . .’


  ‘It’s all right. We’re not going to spoon or anything like that. We won’t embarrass you.’


  And so it was settled, quite simply, with a charm that Deborah found enchanting. The three of them spent the whole afternoon on the river, taking it in turns to row, and trail their hands in the water, tying the boat up at a little island to eat their picnic out of the hamper. He talked at times intently of the social conditions of the poor, and how he was studying to become a lawyer to help them remedy it. Then, when he saw Deborah was becoming bored, he laughed and recited comic poetry instead. They came home tired and happy in the late June evening to reassure their worried and hypochondriac mother that they had not drowned. It had been one of the finest summer days that Deborah could remember.


  There had been other days like that, but not many. Deborah had made the mistake of speaking to Sarah about her enchantment with the young man, and Sarah had said she should not get silly ideas, she was just a child, he was only being polite to her because they needed a chaperone, that was all. Jonathan was a rising young lawyer from a good family, with aspirations to go into politics. Often he had taken Sarah out to political meetings, where people talked about trade unions and income tax, and Deborah had only been allowed to a few of those. But then there had been other excursions — walks or visits to concerts or bicycle rides — when Deborah was allowed to come along. Sarah tended to monopolise the conversation with Jonathan, but Deborah enjoyed the excursions nevertheless, even though the others often left her for an hour at a time to pack up the hamper or read by herself. Jonathan was always charming and full of fun when they returned, Sarah flushed and rather quiet.


  Deborah could still remember the unusual embarrassment of one particular afternoon. They had found a picnic spot by the river, and she had been left to guard the bicycles while the other two went off to walk or spoon or recite poetry or whatever it was that young couples did. On the way out Jonathan had been unusually charming, and Deborah, lying on the grass by herself, had been trying to imagine what it would be like to be kissed by him. It must be strange to be kissed by a man with a beard, she thought. Perhaps it would scratch, you might get bits of moustache in your mouth. But perhaps it would be nice. Other young men’s faces looked a little rough in the afternoon, she had noticed, like sandpaper with the bristles coming through. She began to experiment with a tuft of horsehair from her bicycle saddle, stroking her own cheeks with it gently. It was nice. She closed her eyes. ‘My sweet darling,’ she murmured, ‘my sweet love.’ Then suddenly she heard a giggle, and the crack of a stick.


  She had opened her eyes, and to her horror, Sarah and Jonathan had been staring down at her.


  Sarah asked: ‘Debbie? What on earth are you doing?’


  ‘Oh, nothing. Just reciting a poem I learnt at school. It’s nothing really.’ She felt her cheeks flush hot, but luckily Sarah was too full of her own news to be very interested.


  ‘How strange. Well?’


  ‘Well what?’ If Deborah hadn’t been so embarrassed she would have noticed that her sister, too, was blushing. She dropped the horsehair surreptitiously on the grass.


  ‘Aren’t you going to ask why we’ve been so long? Weren’t you worried?’


  ‘No. Should I have been?’ Deborah’s daydream had been so intense, she had no idea how long the others had been gone.


  Jonathan smiled — that radiant smile he had in those days which somehow warmed her all through. ‘Debbie was too engrossed in her poetry to think about us, my dear,’ he said. ‘But I think . . .’


  ‘No, let me tell her, Jonathan,’ Sarah said, in her impulsive, forceful way. ‘She’s my little sister, not yours. What he is trying to tell you, Deborah dear, is that Jonathan and I are going to get married. And we would like you to be our bridesmaid.’


  Deborah could never remember the rest of that afternoon. She knew that she had burst into tears, and that Sarah had looked shocked and a little angry, but whether she had recovered herself and congratulated them, she was not sure. Presumably she had, since her next memory was of following Sarah down the aisle. She had been holding Sarah’s train, and feeling utterly hollow and desolate inside. When Jonathan had put the ring on Sarah’s finger, Deborah drove her nails into the skin of her own ring finger so hard that the marks were still there the next day.


  But that was all the fantasy of a girl of seventeen. Two years later, Deborah had a husband of her own, a handsome army officer whom she had known since she was twelve — just the kind of man Jonathan liked least. Jonathan had become a successful barrister and a Liberal Member of Parliament. The year after that Sarah had her first miscarriage, and Deborah gave birth to a son, in India. Even when she returned home, they lived on opposite sides of the Irish Sea, meeting once or twice a year at most. They were responsible married people.


  So responsible that Sarah had just slashed a picture in the National Gallery, and Deborah was pregnant by an Irish trade union leader. And Jonathan sat up late at night in his house in Belgravia, writing to Deborah because he could not talk to his wife. At a time like this, Deborah thought — he might even be writing to me now!


  She knew she would have to go and see Sarah, but somehow, the thought failed to touch her. Most likely she would receive a defiant lecture, find her offer of help despised. Instead, Deborah felt an intense yearning to talk to Jonathan. Part of it was protective, maternal almost — a desire to help him in his loneliness. But also it was a desire for understanding, comfort for herself. She wondered if she would have the courage to tell him about Rankin, and what he would say, if she did.


  She smiled, and smoothed the letter gently against her dress, as though it were a child.


  As for Charles, well, Jonathan is right. No doubt he will behave very well if he is arrested or has to fight. Young Tom will believe his father is a hero. And if anything happens to Charles he will have brought it on himself.


  As, no doubt, Charles would say about me.


  Deborah shivered suddenly, put the letter back in its envelope, and stood up to get ready for bed.
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  ‘LONDON EUSTON!’


  The train door slammed behind Deborah and she stood in a vast, grimy cathedral with iron vaults overhead, and pigeons flying through gouts of escaping steam. The shouts and whistles of guards and porters filled the air. A donkey, blinkered, pulled a line of Royal Mail trolleys along the platform.


  ‘Carry your bags, lady?’


  ‘Thank you, yes. These — and this one here.’ An old man, bent, fifty, white moustache and broken veins all down his face, hurrying away at surprising speed with her bags, his gammy right leg swaying to the side and back again as he pushed the trolley. Gracious — he’d almost gone! Quickly, she wormed her way between a flag-waving guard and a bowler-hatted clerk, and saw him pushing through a crowd outside W.H. Smith’s newspaper stall. People — so many people everywhere! She bumped into a portly man in a tweed coat and top-hat, dodged some boys larking by the hot-chestnut stand, and emerged, breathless, hat slightly awry, at the taxi rank.


  ‘Belgrave Square, please.’


  London overwhelmed her. After Glenfee it was so big, so crowded, so full of energy. She had always wondered how Sarah could bear to live here, but perhaps it suited her aggression, her impulsiveness. Deborah felt that if she stood still or hesitated she would be ignored, knocked over, pushed to one side. She felt at first panic, then exhilaration. It was a place where she didn’t matter. Where she could do what she liked with no one to watch or complain.


  Where she might solve the problem of her baby. Or find Rankin, and disappear. But then she would lose Tom for certain. Or was there a way around that, too?


  Oh, there has to be!


  But first, she had come to help her sister. And her brother-in-law too, if he needed it.


  In the taxi she gazed curiously out at the fashions. Hats, she saw, were larger than ever; even quite ordinary-looking girls sported hats wide as bicycle wheels, laden with flowers and fruit and feathers. Several others, in Oxford Street especially, carried parasols. Nearly all the dresses she saw were gathered in with a belt or a sash at the waist, and those she liked most descended in several layers of frilly taffeta to the ankle. One or two women still wore the hobble skirt, tied with a bow just below the knee, but most, she was glad to see, had abandoned it. She had tried one once but thought it absurd. It was impossible to walk in it; she nearly fell over.


  So much attention we women pay to the surface of things, she thought, while so much horror goes on underneath. And yet, if I had time, I would like to come back here and buy something for myself. Even bring Sarah with me. She might like that. It would take her mind off her militant protests, make her think of pleasing Jonathan, for a change.


  But that’s foolish. She won’t be out for six months, unless she starves herself out, and then she’ll be too weak to do anything except lie in bed for days. As for me, in a few months no fashionable clothes will fit me, whatever I buy.


  Sarah’s house was a four-storey terrace in a square in Belgravia. It was in a prosperous area; Jonathan was a successful barrister as well as a Liberal MP. As Deborah’s taxi drew up she saw a large, shiny limousine parked outside. Several other cars were parked haphazardly along the street, and a horsedrawn milkfloat was trying to edge past. The milkman was engaged in heated debate with the chauffeur of the limousine. Several men in cloth caps stood around with notebooks in their hands, watching the door.


  Deborah got out and persuaded the taxi-driver to carry her bags to the foot of the steps. As she was paying him, the front door opened and Jonathan came out.


  She had not seen him for nearly a year, but he was little changed. Pale, perhaps, his face thinner under the beard, but she would have known him anywhere. Not as tall or as strong as Rankin but still a handsome man. To her he seemed scarcely to have changed from the smiling young man for whom she’d opened her mother’s front door, all those years ago.


  He did not notice her at first; and that was normal, too. He was as tall and wiry as ever; his face slightly more lined, perhaps, but not a trace of grey in the short black beard. He seemed to have cut himself, shaving perhaps — there was a small white plaster on one cheek. His eyes, even at this distance, were bright, intense. He wore a frock coat, pinstripe trousers, and had a top hat in his hand; and he was clearly in a hurry. He saw the reporters waiting at the foot of the steps, and stepped down quickly towards his chauffeur.


  ‘Excuse me, Mr Becket, could you say a few words?’


  ‘Have you heard anything from your wife, sir?’


  ‘Is it true that you are going to resign from Parliament?’


  He reached the car door and turned, his hand held up firmly. She remembered he had worn a wedding ring once. No longer. It chafed his skin, he had said.


  ‘I’m sorry, gentlemen. I have nothing to say — no comment whatsoever. I am going to make a statement in the House; you can come and listen to me there.’


  ‘Hello, Jonathan.’


  ‘What?’ He was within a yard of her now and had still noticed nothing. She had spoken so quietly, she thought her voice might have gone unheard. He glanced at her, almost irritably she thought — a strange woman among the reporters. Perhaps she shouldn’t have come.


  Then he recognised her and the smile transformed him. It was all right, he was pleased to see her. It was just as she remembered it. Radiant, warming her with its power. But she saw, too, the lines of strain around the eyes, the pallor under the skin.


  ‘Deborah! Great Scot! How did you get here?’


  ‘By train, of course, Johnny. How do you think?’


  He bent forward and kissed her, gently, on the cheek. His beard brushed against her softly, like a wisp of horsehair. As though the reporters, the men around them, did not exist. A family reunion. His sister-in-law, come up to town.


  ‘But why are you here now, of all times? Do you know what’s happened? Sarah . . .’


  ‘Is in prison again. I know. Jonathan, I have come to be of help, if I can.’


  He took her hand in his and held her fingers lightly, without pressure. If only Charles could behave like this, she thought. But then, Jonathan had always had good manners, even as a young man.


  ‘Thank you, Deborah, that’s kind. How very like you. But my dear, you must be tired. And I am off to speak in the House, about this wretched business.’


  ‘About Sarah, you mean?’


  ‘Yes.’ She saw how drawn he looked, anxious, now that the smile had gone. ‘Some members will laugh, no doubt, but mostly they will pity me, and that is the worst. But no matter, she has forced me into it. Some things have to be said. If you go inside, my butler Reeves will take care of you.’


  Deborah looked at the house, confused. She hadn’t come all this way to hide in there, alone.


  ‘No, let me come with you! Please, Jonathan — I am not tired and I would like to hear what you say!’


  He was pleased, she could tell that. He thought for a moment, then stood back and handed her into the car. ‘Yes, why not? I suppose I can get you into the Ladies’ Gallery. Come, and welcome.’


  It was a nightmare. No one could survive six months of this, Sarah thought. No one.


  Lots of women have.


  It was true. She remembered reading how Sylvia Pankhurst had been force-fed for five months, how dozens of other nameless women had endured it, how Emily Davison had thrown herself over the top balcony of a prison walkway in protest against forced feeding.


  Emily Davison. She had been killed later, catching hold of the King’s horse in the Derby, in protest against the government’s treatment of Mrs Pankhurst. She hadn’t just endured, she’d died for the cause.


  Up till now, Sarah knew, Mrs Pankhurst herself had not been forcibly fed. She had been tortured by the government’s alternative, the Cat and Mouse Act. Sarah had thought that was what would happen to her, too, but perhaps government policy had changed. Perhaps Mrs Pankhurst was being forcibly fed here now, in the same prison as her.


  Sarah had no way of knowing.


  Sarah only knew that she had been force fed again, twice, and she had never felt so dirty or frightened or helpless in her life.


  She had no way out. Only rarely was she allowed out of the cell, and she met no one. Her only exercise was to hobble from window to door, and back again. Her hands shook, her throat was scraped raw by the tube, her teeth battered by the gag, her dress stained by vomit.


  And this could go on for six months.


  She wondered if anyone outside knew, if even Jonathan knew what was happening to her. Probably not. Probably he was still blithely going to visit his whore. Could a man do that? Life is so unfair, she thought, it is a cruel joke. Not only is society organised to serve the needs of men, they are also born with a greater need for sex than us, and a lesser need for love. Perhaps they can divorce the two. How could God make a world like that?


  Is that what my husband is really like?


  He wasn’t once. People said we were a handsome couple. Women admired him, not just because of his appearance but because he was kind, sympathetic, understanding. He used to listen to people, make them laugh. I remember once Alice Watson said to me: you are a lucky woman, Mrs Becket, to have a husband like that, so distinguished and good-mannered. Who even votes for women’s suffrage in Parliament. There are so many ladies whose husbands let them down and I have seen them destroyed by it . . .


  And then I get a letter from a prostitute telling me to keep suffragetes away from Dr Armstrong because my husband gets the same treatment as other men and I see him going into Armstrong’s house and not come out. So I have the information to destroy this foul pimp and I daren’t use it because it would destroy my fine distinguished well-mannered husband at the same time . . .


  A terrible thought struck Sarah, so sudden and painful that she flushed, and got up to walk up and down the tiny cell to calm herself. What if Mrs Watson and the other women in the movement knew all about Jonathan? If they knew, but didn’t tell me, to spare my feelings because I am his wife?


  If that was true, she thought, then I would be an embarrassment to the whole movement. Perhaps they want to expose this Dr Armstrong and his wretched prostitution racket but are holding back because my husband is one of his customers. So they have done nothing about it and the evil goes on.


  Would they do that?


  They might. Mrs Watson is a kind sensitive woman and so are most of the others. They might easily hold back from something that might hurt me because they thought I was still weak from last time in prison, and they thought it might break my heart.


  Oh God! Perhaps I have embarrassed them all.


  The doctor and the wardresses came once a day with their trolley. Each time they asked her, before they began, if she would agree to eat. Each time she refused, as vehemently as she could. Today, for the first time, she experienced the torture as a punishment, as though it were in some way deserved for her own foolishness.


  And yet it is Jonathan who is at fault, she thought later, as she lay sore and trembling on her vomit-stained bed. Why should I blame myself? That is just another wretched male trick. I shouldn’t have just scratched him in those police cells, I should really have torn his eyes out.


  Those pale blue eyes I used to love. I couldn’t do that, I’m not a monster. He is. I wish he loved me. Why can’t I think clearly any more?


  If only I knew someone, she thought. If only I had a friend. Someone to talk to, who could help me get my thoughts in order. Once she had looked out of the window and seen other prisoners, subdued, walking in a ring. At least, she assumed that was what it was. The exercise yard was blocked from her view by a wing of the prison that jutted out, and she could only see a couple of square yards of gravel. Every few seconds a different woman in a grey, arrow-striped prison dress had shuffled into view, head bowed, hands clasped in front of her, and then disappeared. None had looked up. Sarah had been taken out for exercise like that once or twice in her first prison sentence, before she had begun her hunger strike. Women walked in a ring for the allotted time, in silence. No one was allowed to speak or look at the others.


  Nonetheless, it was in the open air. This time, because Sarah refused to eat, she was denied even that.


  ‘Slops out, now! Hurry it up!’


  ‘What? I’m sorry, I don’t . . .’


  The heavy wooden cell door opened suddenly, almost striking Sarah in the face as she staggered on her endless walk to the window and back again. A wardress stood in the doorway, the same sturdy, slab-faced young woman who had bathed her on the first day. She had her hands on her hips and a big bunch of keys at her belt. The one whom Sarah had thought of as an underservant, a coalheaver. She scowled at Sarah.


  ‘Time to slop out, yer ladyship! Pick up the bucket from under the loo, take it down the corridor and pour it away. You know the routine. This is a clean place, ‘Olloway!’


  ‘Oh, yes, I know.’ The intrusion, after so many hours of solitude, was devastating. Sarah felt herself sway, and hung on to the edge of the door to stop herself falling. Then she sat down, abruptly, on the edge of the bed.


  The wardress waited a moment, then sighed, with something that might have been interpreted as sympathy. ‘I see. A little bit tired are we, yer ladyship? You might not need yer mid-morning rest, my dear, if you was to see sense and eat the food provided for you. Or is it all pigswill, to a fine lady like you?’


  Sarah’s head suddenly hurt terribly, and red spots were moving to and fro before her eyes. She heard the exasperation in the woman’s voice, and thought, of course, she probably eats things much worse than this prison food every day. She thinks I’m proud.


  ‘It’s not that,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing wrong with the food, it’s a protest . . .’


  ‘D’yer think I don’t know that? But you’re wasting your time refusing the food, Becket. You’re too much of a finickity lady, you’ve not got the strength for it. Can’t even lift a bucket yourself, can you?’


  ‘Of course I can,’ Sarah said. She thought, that’s another thing I’ve learnt here. At home my maid takes the chamber pot out from under my bed every morning and thinks nothing of it. But why should I expect someone else to do it? ‘It’s just that — I’ve hardly used it, really.’


  ‘I’m not interested in that. Regulations. It stinks the same, anyhow — even a little bit. Probably you can’t smell it, but it does.’


  ‘Yes, I’m sure. I’m sorry.’ She dragged herself to her feet, fumbled under the wooden seat, and lugged out the bucket. There was a small amount of urine in the bottom. As she walked past the wardress in the doorway, she looked the woman in the face, and was gratified when the narrow disapproving eyes met hers. It was the first time any of the prison staff had looked at her, or talked to her directly, since she had come.


  ‘Thank you. Miss Harkness, isn’t it?’


  ‘Down the corridor on the right. And no talking to other prisoners.’


  ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’


  For a moment Sarah felt almost happy. The freedom of the long corridor — nearly twenty, thirty paces without stopping or turning — that was a walk to be enjoyed! She went along it like a little girl swinging her bucket on the beach. There were half a dozen doors on either side of the corridor. She wondered if there were any other suffragettes in there. They must be in here somewhere — possibly even Mrs Pankhurst herself. But how could she find out?


  She began to sing:


  ‘And did those feet in ancient time


  Walk upon England’s pastures green . . .’


  ‘That’s enough of that!’ The wardress behind her shouted, but Sarah took no notice. What can she do now, anyway, she thought. Anyhow I like singing. If only my voice was not so cracked and feeble!


  ‘I shall not cease from mental fight


  Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand . . .’


  She stopped. Her throat hurt abominably, and the wardress’s hand was on her shoulder. But as she stopped, another voice took up the refrain. A squeaky, defiant whisper from behind the doors of — the last cell on the right, wasn’t it?


  ‘Until Jerusalem is builded here


  In England’s green and pleasant land.’


  At last! As she poured her bucket down the sluice and rinsed it, Sarah thought: I’m not alone, of course I’m not! There are other suffragettes here, probably dozens of them. It’s part of our duty to keep in touch — that’s how we’ll survive!


  And so, on her way back down the corridor, she sang again, and tried to stop outside the door of the cell which the singing had come from. But the wardress was ready, and grabbed her arm. All Sarah could do was shout out ‘Votes for Women!’ once before she was dragged away.


  The wardress pushed her back into her own cell, and stood in the doorway for a moment, glaring.


  ‘You only make it worse for yourselves, you know. You break the rules, you don’t behave like proper ladies, you lose people’s sympathy. I’d like the vote with the rest of you, course I would — but you’ll never get it like that!’


  Amazed at the woman’s admission, Sarah gazed at her for a second, open-mouthed. Then the great door slammed in her face. She lay back on the hard wooden bed, defiantly, smiling to herself for the first time that day.


  ‘Oh yes we will, Miss Harkness,’ she said. ‘Oh yes, my dear, we will!’


  Deborah had not been in the House of Commons before. She was curious, faintly amused at the pomp of it all. So this is what the men want to keep us out of, she thought. Where they deployed ranks of policemen to prevent Mrs Pankhurst presenting a petition to the Prime Minister. Yet if I go in dutifully on the arm of my brother, no one will stop us at all.


  Jonathan escorted her past the Master-at-Arms, who bowed with some deference but also with a touch, she thought, of suspicion — did he think she had a bomb in her bag? — and took her to the Ladies Gallery. He found her a seat in the front row.


  ‘There was a metal grille here until recently,’ he said. ‘But some of Sarah’s friends chained themselves to it and the police had to take it away, with the ladies still attached.’ He laughed. ‘It hasn’t been replaced. Don’t throw anything down on our heads, now, will you?’


  Deborah smiled nervously and leaned forward to watch. The whole atmosphere of the place intimidated her. She could not imagine herself, or any woman, doing anything of the kind.


  ‘Don’t worry, Jonathan, I’m on my best behaviour.’


  She found the story of the grille amusing. Why on earth had it been there in the first place? Had the men thought their female visitors were best kept locked up, behind bars, like concubines in some Middle Eastern seraglio?


  Already about half the seats on the green benches below were taken. The members were lolling or chatting quietly to each other, only a few listening to the Minister who was answering questions at the Despatch Box. How casually they take it all, Deborah thought. It’s like peeping down into a gentleman’s club.


  She noticed the gaps in the rail where the metal grille had been removed, and glanced round at the half dozen or so ladies who were in the gallery with her. One or two looked middle-aged and formidable, several others young and quite strikingly fashionable, but none looked at all violent. Just ordinary women like herself. Even without a grille, surely no woman in her right mind would dare to attack such a large gathering of men?


  No woman in her right mind.


  Perhaps it was true that Sarah and her friends were a little mad. Deborah did not like the thought, and pushed it away.


  Jonathan had left her and, a moment later, she saw him enter the chamber below. It’s a pity about the plaster on his cheek, she thought. Otherwise he looks truly handsome. As distinguished as any man there.


  There was a murmur as he came in — mixed sympathy and jeering, as far as she could make out. But the moment passed quickly. The chamber was filling up. As Jonathan took his seat, she realised that the stolid, grey-haired man strolling in behind him must be Mr Asquith, the Prime Minister. Opposite him, picking his teeth nonchalantly as he waited, was Mr Bonar Law, the leader of the Conservative Opposition.


  It is real, then, she thought, it is not just a theatre. They really do meet each other and argue here.


  She had arrived just before Prime Minister’s Questions, and for a quarter of an hour she watched one MP after another rise and put his question to Mr Asquith. Frequently there were shouts of anger or dismay from the Conservative side, while Asquith replied with heavy, imperturbable dignity. Throughout all this Jonathan sat quietly, very pale and still, on the front bench just below the gangway.


  Then suddenly, his name was called.


  ‘Statement by Mr Jonathan Becket!’


  As Jonathan stood up, Deborah thought: I have never seen him so pale before. He looks nervous, defiant, like Daniel in the den of lions. She felt afraid and wanted to hold his hand and give him support.


  It was clear, too, that what Jonathan had to say was of interest to most members of the House. Very few had left their seats, and the Prime Minister and Bonar Law were still there. Deborah noticed a rustle of dresses around her, too, and two women moved from the back of the gallery to the front bench, beside her.


  ‘Mr Speaker, sir, I crave the indulgence of this House for the chance to address you on a certain regrettable incident which took place in the National Gallery a few days ago.’ Jonathan paused, his thumbs hooked into the fob pockets of his waistcoat. Deborah could not be sure at this distance, but she thought one of his fingers was shaking. No one was talking in the House — all attention was focused on him.


  ‘As most members will know by now, my wife entered that building with a knife concealed in her muff, and deliberately slashed the painting known as the Rokeby Venus, leaving a number of gashes in the centre of it. I have been informed, to my great relief, that the damage, though serious, is not beyond repair. My wife has since appeared in court, and been sentenced to six months’ imprisonment in the Third Division.’


  A murmur of sympathy met this announcement. Encouraged, Jonathan threw back his head and continued in a slightly louder voice.


  ‘My wife has for some time been a member of the Women’s Social and Political Union, and she undertook this action for two reasons. Firstly, to demand votes for women; and secondly, to put pressure on the government to release the WSPU’s leader, Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst, from prison.’


  A considerably louder murmur met this statement. One or two shouts of approval, but many more jeers — and, to Deborah’s annoyance but not surprise, some laughter. She thought — but could scarcely believe it — that someone below her had said: ‘Hang Mrs Pankhurst on the wall, to replace the painting!’ And the reply: ‘That’d scare the art critics away!’


  The women beside Deborah stirred indignantly, and Deborah glanced at them for the first time. A middle-aged matron and her daughter, both well-dressed, obviously prosperous. And another, rather smaller woman, with a yellow parasol.


  Through the hubbub Jonathan was saying: ‘I want to make it clear to this House that I myself was in no way connected with my wife’s action. I had no knowledge of it beforehand; I do not approve of it; and I have already offered my sincerest apologies to the curators of the Gallery.’


  Someone shouted: ‘What about the painting?’


  ‘I have offered to pay for repairs to the painting also, and the curator will be sending me the bill.’


  Sarah may have ruined him then, Deborah thought. The cost of repairing that painting may be enormous. And he has disowned her here, in public. What a terrible thing for a man to have to do!


  Jonathan had not finished his speech. He stood quite still, waiting for the noise to die down. Then he said: ‘Mr Speaker, Honourable Members will also know that in the past I have spoken in support of votes for women. I have even voted for it — as have many other members on both sides of this chamber.’


  There were cries of approval at this, and also derision. Deborah noticed Asquith, the Prime Minister, staring stolidly straight ahead, more like a marble statue than a man. At least he was not smiling. But then, Jonathan is a Liberal, one of his own supporters. He must be furious about that.


  Jonathan was having to shout now to make himself heard. Although he was facing the Speaker, Deborah was pleased to see that some of his remarks were directed towards the Prime Minister, a few feet away on the front bench.


  Sarah should be here to see this, she thought. Will he dare to defy them all, on her behalf? Speak up for the vote again, as she would like? That would be a fine thing to see.


  ‘But I have to say to the House that although I understand the frustration which women feel when their demands are not immediately satisfied . . .’


  At this point Jonathan had to stop, because the noise was too great. Someone, it seemed, had made a joke about Jonathan satisfying women, which had a number of members rolling in their seats with laughter. Others waved their order papers at them, either in anger or delight — it was hard to tell which.


  Deborah thought: Do they behave like this all the time? They are like schoolboys. Drunks in a music-hall, baiting the singer.


  The Speaker rose: ‘Order! Order, I say. The Honourable Member is making a serious statement to the House. It is not a matter for levity.’


  Jonathan resumed, red-faced, but grim, determined. ‘ . . I say to the House that my ideas have changed. I would no longer vote for female suffrage if a Bill was introduced again. In common with many members of this House, I feel that these dreadful acts of violence and damage to property — including the destructive and misguided action which my wife performed last week — have irrevocably damaged their cause. I would therefore like to offer my support to my honourable friend the Prime Minister in his resolute resistance to these acts of female terrorism!’


  There was a stunned silence, during which Jonathan hitched up his trousers and sat down.


  Then the House erupted. Members on both sides of the chamber stood up, shouted, and waved their order papers at each other. Some, it was clear, were cheering Jonathan; others seemed outraged. In the midst of it, Deborah noticed, the Prime Minister, Asquith, met Jonathan’s eye and inclined his head to him, with a calm smile.


  Deborah felt sick. How could he do such a thing? She knew, from his letters, that he had grown increasingly suspicious of female suffrage because he feared it would bring the Conservatives to power, and that he had been badly hurt by Sarah’s militant actions, but how could any man openly denounce his wife like this in the House of Commons? And this is the man I thought was charming, kind, understanding! What’s the matter with him?


  The smaller of the two middle-aged ladies beside Deborah seemed to feel the same. She had got to her feet and was shouting, furiously waving her yellow parasol at the men in the chamber below.


  ‘Traitor!’ she yelled. ‘Judas! How dare you betray your wife like that?’


  Hurriedly, two uniformed attendants ran down the steps towards her, seized her by the arms, and dragged her, protesting, away. Deborah and the woman with the young daughter watched, embarrassed.


  As the hubbub declined, a number of MPs immediately rose to their feet, to catch the Speaker’s eye. But the Speaker ignored them, calling out instead: ‘The Home Secretary!’


  So that was what Mr Reginald McKenna looked like, Deborah thought. The man who had introduced the dreadful Cat and Mouse Act, under which Mrs Pankhurst had been arrested six times for the same offence, of simply supporting protests for women’s votes. She hadn’t even broken a window herself. McKenna looked civilised, urbane enough. Standing relaxed beside Asquith at the Despatch Box, he looked pleased, as though Jonathan’s statement had amused him. But Deborah was delighted to see that his very appearance seemed to excite renewed fury amongst some members of the House, who were still on their feet shouting and waving their fists.


  He waited until the tumult died down and then spoke briefly and clearly. ‘The Honourable gentleman has my deepest sympathy, and I thank him for his explanation, which I am sure must have caused him considerable pain and embarrassment. I am also most grateful for his unexpected and wholehearted statement in support of the policy of His Majesty’s Government. With regard to this appalling act of vandalism . . .’


  Again the noise was rising. Don’t they ever stop this awful row? Deborah wondered. There seemed to be a number of members, on the opposite side of the chamber, to whom the very sight of Mr McKenna was an insult. Deborah wanted to weep. What chance did any woman have — even an impulsive mad-woman like her sister — when the country was in the hands of men like this?


  ‘. . . furthermore, I can reassure the honourable gentleman that, on the question of giving women the vote, His Majesty’s Government have not the slightest intention of giving way to threats of terrorism and vandalism of any kind. We shall consider the matter dispassionately on its merits alone, and I feel bound to say to him that actions such as his wife has committed make us even less likely to grant votes to women than before. If women want votes, they should show they are mature enough to deserve them!’


  He sat down to a roar of mixed approval and anger, and again, a number of MPs rose to catch the Speaker’s eye. But the speaker did not respond. Instead, he moved immediately ahead to other business, and to Deborah’s surprise the subject was dropped.


  Deborah turned to the only other woman who remained in the gallery with her daughter. She was a large, comfortable, motherly-looking woman, but Deborah thought she detected a slightly cynical, mischievous look in her eye.


  ‘That was a dreadful performance, wasn’t it, dear?’ the woman said.


  Ashamed for Jonathan’s sake, Deborah muttered: ‘Yes. I understand the militant suffragettes better now. Asquith’s the main cause of it all, isn’t he?’


  ‘Him and half the others in the Cabinet, I’ve heard. Need their bottoms smacked, in my opinion. They’re all terrified because their nannies knew best when they were babies. They think we’d make a better job of running the country than they did, if we got the chance. I think they’re right, too!’


  ‘Women Members of Parliament, you mean?’ Deborah was generally in favour of the women’s vote, but she was surprised to realise she had not thought much about this, the logical consequence.


  The woman smiled. ‘Why not? Don’t you think you and I could make a better job of it than all those schoolboys down there? Even my Belinda here could. Oh dear, me. Talk of the devil.’


  The woman’s gaze travelled past her, in surprise and distaste. Jonathan had come into the gallery. He sat down beside Deborah.


  ‘Well, that’s done,’ he said. ‘What did you think?’


  ‘I’d rather not say,’ Deborah said coldly. She avoided his eyes.


  ‘Oh come now, you don’t think I’ve let Sarah down, do you? That was the best thing I could possibly have done to get her released.’


  ‘Do you really think so?’


  ‘Yes, of course. Now I’m in McKenna’s good books, he’s far more likely to listen favourably to any petition I put to him. It was pretty distasteful, I agree, but that’s politics. Now you and I have got another call to make. Come, my dear.’


  Deborah got to her feet automatically, and let him take her arm. She was horribly conscious of the eyes of the motherly woman burning into her back as they left the gallery. She felt ashamed. ‘Where are we going?’


  Jonathan smiled at her; that old, charming smile, which used to warm her so much.


  ‘To see a friend of mine, a doctor who works in the prison. Chap called Martin Armstrong.’
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  ‘I’M SORRY, Jonathan. Even I couldn’t do that.’


  ‘But surely you have influence?’


  ‘Of course. A great deal.’ Deborah thought she saw the man, Dr Armstrong, swell with self-importance as he spoke. He was already a very large man, with a round, fleshy, clean-shaven face. He had smiled at her briefly when she came in and then ignored her, addressing all his remarks to Jonathan, in the way that men often did. He sat behind his desk with big heavy hands clasped complacently over the expensive cloth of his waistcoat, wheezing slightly as though he were short of breath. She could tell Jonathan was getting angry, and wondered a little at the faith he had seemed to have in this man. On their way to this dreadful place he had spoken confidently of Dr Armstrong as the key that would unlock all doors. But it seemed it was one thing to get into the office of the Assistant Medical Officer at Holloway prison, and quite another to progress further and visit a prisoner in the cells.


  The office itself was quite comfortable. Large desk, leather armchairs, bookcases, thick woollen carpet on the floor. And in the far corner, a shelf full of strange medical-looking items in glass jars. Through a door at the side she could see a bed, a sink, a screen, instruments — a room presumably for examining patients.


  Dr Armstrong was explaining, portentously, ‘You have my deepest sympathy, Jonathan. The first time your wife was imprisoned here I felt it my duty to stay uninvolved, so as to cause you the least embarrassment, but this time, since you insist . . .’


  ‘I do.’ A muscle twitched at the side of Jonathan’s jaw, and Debbie noticed a slight flush on his scarred cheek.


  ‘Then of course I shall do what I can. But I regret to say that my orders are quite clear. The Governor had them from the Home Secretary McKenna himself, and he took particular pains to stress them to me. From now on there is to be no exception to prison regulations for any suffragette, specifically including your wife, and Mrs Pankhurst as well for that matter.’


  ‘Even after my assurance in the House today?’


  ‘I have heard nothing about that, I’m afraid.’


  ‘No, well. Perhaps it’s too soon.’ Jonathan drummed his fingers impatiently on the edge of his chair. ‘Then I cannot see her?’


  ‘No, I’m afraid not. No visits, no letters. Not even if her charming sister comes all the way over from Ireland.’


  ‘It is not a matter for joking, Dr Armstrong.’ It was unusual for Deborah to interrupt a male conversation, but there was something about the man’s thick-lipped, ingratiating smile which deeply irritated her. And after this afternoon, she felt that men alone would never protect her sister. She glared at him, shaking slightly. Dr Armstrong looked offended.


  ‘No, of course not, madam. I didn’t mean that at all. But you have to understand that your sister has committed a most serious criminal offence.’


  ‘I know that, Doctor. But she needs help and comfort too. According to my brother-in-law she was not at all a healthy woman when she was arrested.’


  He nodded sagely. ‘That may well be so. It is my belief, in fact, that many of these crimes may be connected with an undiagnosed medical condition. But in any case that is what I am here for. I have not had the pleasure of meeting your wife so far since her arrest, Jonathan, but I shall certainly make it my business to examine her as soon as possible, and convey your concern to her also. I have been away for the past three days, but I understand that so far she has refused to eat, as she did before.’


  ‘I was afraid of that.’ As Jonathan spoke. Deborah noticed one of his hands playing nervously with the arm of his chair. ‘So she will already be in a feeble condition, I imagine. I suppose it might have affected her mind. Can’t you arrange for her release as soon as possible, Martin, without her having to go through all this wretched charade of damaging her health first? I had an agreement with McKenna before that if she stayed at home without making speeches or involving herself actively in the movement she would not be rearrested.’


  ‘An agreement he regards as broken now, I suppose?’


  ‘Of course.’ Jonathan waved his hand dismissively, although there was something of anxiety in the gesture too. ‘But he can’t keep her in until she dies, can he? That is the nub of the whole dilemma these women confront the government with, you know that. The women cannot be allowed to die in prison, so they have to be released sooner or later. All I am asking of you is that you help me make it sooner. I’ve done you some service, after all . . .’


  ‘And I you.’


  ‘Yes, I know.’ There was a slight, infinitesimal pause, and, although neither of them looked her way, Deborah had the impression that both men had simultaneously become highly aware that she was present and wished she was not. But it was only for a second; then they both hurried on, as though concerned that the pause itself should not be noticed.


  ‘All I can say, Jonathan old chap, is that of course I’ll give her an examination and do my very best to get her out as soon as I can. If I certify that her health is likely to be damaged by further exposure to prison conditions then that’s it, no question. I can’t do it tonight because I’m leaving here in half an hour and if I barge in over the heads of the other medics the governor will smell a rat and say it’s political pressure — but first thing tomorrow morning, all right? I’ll let you know what I find. Can’t say fairer than that, now can I?’


  Jonathan stood up. ‘You’re very kind.’ He held out his hand and as he did so Deborah had the impression of great tension throughout his body, as though he might start to shake or tremble or scream at any moment.


  ‘Not at all.’ Dr Armstrong took Jonathan’s hand in his, and shook it, and as he stood up Deborah realised he was not a tall man, just bulky. He took up more space than most men, breathed more heavily. He held out his arms to shepherd them out of his office and escort them to the main gate.


  As they crossed the quadrangle Deborah glanced over her shoulder at the solid, gloomy building they were leaving. Everywhere tiny windows crisscrossed with iron bars. Which one was Sarah’s? None of them had a face behind it — perhaps they were too high up in the wall for the prisoners to look out? The building must be full of women but no noise came from it at all — the only sound was the pigeons cooing overhead, and the clatter of the traffic beyond the walls. It is like a great catacomb in the middle of the city, where people are buried alive, she thought. How can anyone stand it? It is worse than death.


  And Sarah has come here twice before. She knew what it would be like before she slashed the picture. Perhaps Dr Armstrong is right, it is something to do with a strange medical condition. Perhaps her mind is affected.


  Either that, or she is a very brave woman indeed.


  By evening, Deborah was exhausted. She had travelled for two days, she had been to Parliament, and visited Holloway prison. She had seen her brother-in-law publicly disassociate himself from her sister in Parliament. And beneath that, like a whale just below the surface of her mind, was the constant question of the baby inside her, and what she was going to do about it.


  When they returned to Belgrave Square, Jonathan’s housekeeper had already unpacked her bags in the guest bedroom, on the same floor as the separate suites that Jonathan and Sarah shared. Gratefully, she undressed, drew the curtains, took a teaspoonful of laudanum, and slept.


  In her dreams she was looking for Rankin. She was standing in a crowd in Dublin, and she saw him speaking to a sea of people. Really a sea, for, as he spoke to them, the heads of the crowd rose and fell rhythmically as waves passed through them. Then a huge wave upset the cart and she was struggling on the ground with men and boots and sticks all around her. If only I could get up, she thought, I could find him and then everything would be all right. But each time she stumbled to her feet she was knocked down again and her belly was bigger and rounder and heavier, and the boots of the men ran faster and faster in every direction, kicking her and jumping over her until suddenly there was no one left . . . she was all alone, huge and pregnant like a beached whale, lying on the cobbles in the middle of an empty street, while the mounted police rode slowly down the street towards her, their long batons swinging in their hands. In front of them, smiling coolly down at her from his tall bay horse, rode her husband, Charles.


  She awoke, sweating and uncomfortable, to the sound of movement in the room. A maid was there, with a candle. She hovered uncertainly at the foot of the bed, the light illuminating her white pinafore dress and frilled cap, but leaving her face dark, ghostly.


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Oh, excuse me, my lady. Mr Jonathan sent to see if you were awake, and if you were, dinner will be served in quarter of an hour, but if you are not, or are indisposed and would prefer to have it served in your room, it’s all up to you, just as you wish. I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t mean to wake you.’


  ‘It’s quite all right,’ Deborah smiled at the girl’s confusion. It might have been tempting to stay in her room, but not after a dream like that. The best way to clear her mind of her own troubles would be to talk to Jonathan, see what comfort he could offer her. If he could be trusted, after this afternoon.


  But then, who else is there?


  ‘Tell my brother-in-law I shall be down to dinner. And light the gas, would you please, before you go?’


  Jonathan was undoubtedly pleased to see her. He stood with his back to the dining room fire, waiting, alone in full evening dress. The beautiful cut of the black clothes suited him, making him more distinguished than ever. He had removed the plaster from his cheek and there were two red scratches there, nearly healed.


  Deborah had put on a pale green satin evening gown, one of the few she had that made the best of her colouring, even when, as today, there were dark lines of weariness under her eyes.


  ‘Come in, Deborah. I know, it is late by you country standards but I think we both need our strength restored. Can I offer you a drink?’


  ‘Yes. A small sherry, please.’ The hovering butler brought it to her and she walked up to the fire and stood near him. The long polished table with its silver and candlesticks gleamed in front of them. There were only two places laid. She glanced at it and said: ‘If you think it is all right for us to drink after what Sarah is going through now . . . And what you said in Parliament this afternoon.’


  Jonathan’s dark brown eyes watched her, twinkling, as the butler lit the candles. ‘I know, it seems callous. But remember what I told you. It was done for the best, although the ways of politics are not always straightforward. My words may even help Sarah, you know.’


  ‘Help her? How?’


  ‘By making it clear to McKenna that I, at least, do not support her senseless action. That might make it possible, in time, for him to exercise clemency on her behalf.’


  ‘In time?’


  ‘Yes. I am afraid there is nothing more either of us can do unless you want to go out yourself, and throw a stone now, to join her?’


  Deborah shook her head, reprovingly, irritated by his flippant manner. ‘Don’t be silly, Johnny, that’s unkind. You know I don’t approve of the militants. But . . .’


  ‘But you wish she were here, and so do I. But if Sarah were here, you know, she would either ignore me, or give us both the most monstrous lecture, I’m afraid. And you and I would look at each other, and sigh, and think, how did it ever come to this?’


  ‘Perhaps.’ Deborah glanced, embarrassed, at the butler, who was waiting to serve the soup. Did Jonathan always talk in front of the servants like this?


  ‘It’s all right,’ he said, noticing her glance. ‘Reeves knows things in this house are not — quite as they should be. Both he and I have been engaged for some time in an attempt to make things appear normal when they are not — isn’t that right, Reeves?’


  ‘Indeed, sir.’ The butler avoided her eyes, discreetly, and Deborah thought, oh dear, Jonathan’s been drinking before I came down.


  Throughout the soup and the fish and the main course, while the servants were present, she managed to steer him away from any discussion of Sarah. They talked of the possibilities of Asquith’s sending troops against the UVF — small, in Jonathan’s view; of his duties in the House and how he managed to combine them with his flourishing legal practice; of the fogs and the difficulties of getting around London; and the threat of war from Germany.


  ‘No one thinks it’s a joke, I assure you,’ Jonathan said. ‘It’s not at all that long since the First Lord, Churchill, sent out a twenty-page detailed memo to all the Cabinet and Chiefs of staff detailing a German landing in East Anglia. His idea was they would put ashore a fully equipped army corps able to march south and attack London, and thus prevent any embarcation of a British Expeditionary Force to the Continent in support of the French. Shook them all up, I can tell you. Especially when no one could satisfy him that sufficient measures could be taken to prevent it.’


  Deborah smiled, and her disapproval of Jonathan began to fade away. She had always liked him when he was like this. It was the sort of conversation she missed, living with Charles in Glenfee, or managing alone for long periods when he was on service abroad. Perhaps Jonathan had been drinking a little but it had only loosened his tongue, and what was revealed was an intelligent, articulate man with his finger on the pulse of most of the important issues in the capital. A man who, one day — if Sarah had not ruined it now — might be in the Cabinet. A man who, unlike Charles, actually talked to her. Who appeared to care what she thought.


  She began to relax, and forgive him for this afternoon.


  After the meal they went into the library. It was a large, comfortable room with a blazing fire. Books lined the walls, there was a desk in each corner, card and chess tables near the windows, and two comfortable armchairs and a sofa. Thick, brown velvet curtains were drawn against the night, and the fire and a heavy wooden standard lamp by the mantlepiece provided the only illumination. It was curiously comforting, intimate.


  Jonathan lit a cigar and offered her a glass of brandy. She smiled. It was a gesture Charles would never have made.


  ‘What I’d really like, if you don’t mind, is a cup of hot cocoa.’


  ‘But of course.’ He rang the bell for Reeves and shortly afterwards it came, in a bone china cup on a silver tray. Reeves bowed himself out and left them in peace.


  ‘That’s what I like about having my sister-in-law to stay,’ Jonathan said. ‘No need to be concerned with appearances.’


  He drew on his cigar and looked at her, and she thought, this is what it might have been like if I’d married him, instead of Charles. What it was like for a short time with Rankin. Just a man and a woman in companionable friendship, either side of the fire. None of that awful tension, that loneliness I sense in Charles.


  But I’m deceiving myself. Remember what Jonathan did to Sarah in the Commons this afternoon. Because she had broken the code, done what a woman should not. Would Jonathan talk to me at all, if I dared tell him what I have done?


  I would be the lonely one then.


  Jonathan blew a smoke ring and smiled. ‘Penny for them.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Your thoughts. I’ve been sitting here watching you all withdrawn into yourself. Do you know you get a little crinkle in your brow just here when you think?’ He gestured to his forehead with his thumb. ‘What were you thinking?’


  She sipped her cocoa thoughtfully, gazing into the rosy firelight. ‘Just memory. Wondering if we can bring back the past.’


  ‘Explain.’


  She sighed. ‘Just that — what you wrote in your letters about Sarah doing something wild. Well, now she has done it. I heard what you said in the Commons, and I understand what you said about trying to please the Home Secretary, but . . . you’re angry with Sarah, aren’t you?’


  ‘Always the deep questions. Yes, I suppose I am.’


  ‘Will you forgive her?’


  There was a silence. Abruptly, he jabbed the cigar down into the ashtray, and stood up. He tapped his fist nervously against the mantelpiece. She waited.


  ‘I don’t know, Deborah. Truly I don’t. Of course it is the Christian thing to do, and I don’t want her in that damn prison, but . . . when I get her out, I don’t know. Things can go so far, sometimes, between a man and a wife, and then they reach a point — where it is very painful, Deborah.’


  She sighed, and said: ‘I know, Johnny. I know that only too well.’


  He looked down at her. ‘You too, then? I had guessed something of the sort from what you say in your letters. And what you don’t say. Things are not so well between you and Charles, either, are they?’


  ‘No.’


  He sat down on a stool beside her and took her hand.


  It was the comfort she wanted, that she had come all this way to get. She put down the cocoa and took his hand in hers, silently, and she thought, it is so sad, to marry with all that ceremony and commit your lives together and have it all go wrong. But, if there is no love, it is all wasted. Perhaps I should tell Jonathan what I have done now, and ask his advice.


  But she dared not. Her dream had brought into her mind what she knew she had to do. Rankin was here in London somewhere; she had to find him. He is the only man I love, she thought, no matter what the law says, and it is his baby. When I find him and tell him I have come all this way, and why, he will take me in. Then I will write to Charles and explain. If I am very lucky, he’ll let me see Tom sometimes, and try to understand.


  Jonathan said: ‘Sometimes I think I chose the wrong sister.’


  ‘What?’ It had been a thought that she had had too, long ago, but it was irrelevant now. Anyway, it was one thing to think such thoughts and entirely another to hear them said. She looked into Jonathan’s eyes and saw something she did not entirely like. She tried to withdraw her hand but he was stroking it, gently.


  ‘I don’t understand you, Jonathan.’


  ‘Don’t you? Oh come, my dear, I’m sure you do. When I married Sarah I was in love with her but I always knew . . . that you and I could be, well . . . friends, too. As has been proved over the years, in our correspondence. And things do not always work out as one expects, over the years. There are things that should be in every marriage which Sarah — does not like any more. And I am a man like other men, just as you are a beautiful woman . . .’


  ‘Jonathan, don’t!’ She snatched her hand away quite forcefully now, and stood up, not knowing quite where to go. She turned to face him. ‘Please, don’t talk to me like that. It’s not decent . . .’


  ‘No, of course it’s not. But we are grown people, you and I. I doubt if Charles values you as he should, and anyway he will never know.’ He took a step towards her, put his arms on her shoulders, with that charming, insincere smile.


  ‘No!’ She took two steps back, banged her knees against the arm of a chair, sat down, stood up again immediately, and walked towards the door like a flustered girl. ‘Please, Jonathan, stop it at once!’


  ‘I’m sorry.’ He hurried after her so that she had to turn and face him before she could reach the door. ‘I see I have frightened you and that is unforgiveable. Please . . .’ He stood before her, just blocking the easy way to the door, serious, polite, making no attempt to touch her any more. Again the charming smile ‘. . . forgive me, if you can. It is only that I have admired you for so long, and sometimes the life we are given can be so disappointing. I really did not mean to offend you. Take it as a compliment, if you can.’ He reached out a hand, tentatively, to touch her face. ‘Debbie? Are we friends?’


  She put the hand away, softly, with her own. ‘I am very tired, Jonathan, and I have come a long way. Please let me go to bed now. In the morning I will try to forget everything that was said — and you would be wise to forget it too, if you can.’


  ‘If I can.’


  He made no effort to prevent her going but instead stood by the door, watching her, as she climbed the stairs. When she got to her room she hunted about for a key to the door but there was none, so she thought about jamming a chair against the door then told herself she was being absurd. Hysterical. After all, the house was full of servants and there was a thick, blue bell-pull hanging next to the bedhead if she needed to summon anyone.


  Which of course she would not.


  He’s just a little drunk and upset because of what happened to Sarah and what he had to do in the Commons today. No gentleman would dare to break into my room in the night, surely? After all, I have stayed in this house dozens of times.


  When Sarah was here . . .


  Oh, poor Sarah! You tried to tell me that men could not be trusted when father died and I wouldn’t listen, I didn’t want to believe you. And now when you’re starving in prison your charming, handsome husband does this!


  To me, your pregnant little sister.


  Why did he choose me? Perhaps it is because I wanted more satisfaction from a man than any woman has a right to have, and actually dared to have it, too, with Rankin. Perhaps that’s changed me too, and this is what I’ll inspire in men from now on.


  Or perhaps it’s something I inherited from Papa.


  A while later she heard Jonathan’s footsteps go upstairs to his own room, with only the slightest pause outside her door. But long after that she lay awake, listening to the unfamiliar night sounds of the city, and thinking about Rankin, and his baby growing inside her.


  And her sister, alone and starving in her cold stone cell.
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  FOOTSTEPS IN the corridor. The jangle of keys. Sarah shrank back into the furthest corner of her cell, her knees hunched up to her chin. Was there the sound of wheels, the rattle of the trolley? Surely it wasn’t the right time! They weren’t varying the time, were they?


  Perhaps the young doctor had to go off duty early to visit the theatre. So he would force-feed his patients earlier, oh please God let it not be that not now it’s too early in the day I’m not ready I . . .


  The door crashed open. A wardress came in and a man. Not the young doctor. An older man not in a white coat. This man was big, burly, in a respectable suit. His bulk filled the doorway. A heavy, fleshy man, with a solid, portentous face, heavy jowls, slightly receding brown wavy hair, cold grey piercing eyes.


  There was no trolley behind him. Thank God!


  The man watched her, mocking, eyebrows raised. Thick sensual lips slightly redder than most men’s, smiling. Look at me, woman, I am important, his pose said. He stood just inside the doorway, posed, pompous, watching for the effect of his presence.


  She looked and thought, oh my God I know him!


  Martin Armstrong.


  The man she had last seen striding briskly away from his consulting rooms in Kensington. Her husband’s pimp.


  ‘What are you doing here?’ Her voice a whisper, faint, like an old lady’s. His flesh, all that pompous self-assured bulk of it, made her squirm. The smile, his teeth between the thick lips, was worse. As though she could not fail to be delighted to see him.


  He said: ‘I should ask you that, perhaps, if it were not in all the newspapers. But I have an appointment as Assistant Medical Officer to this prison, and when the Senior Medical Officer is away on holiday as he is now I replace him entirely. Didn’t you know?’


  ‘Know? Of course not, how should I?’


  ‘I thought perhaps your husband might have said.’ The smile was still there, enjoying her discomfiture. A hand — thick spatulate fingers — strayed to his waistcoat pocket, unconsciously patting his belly.


  My husband? Does the man think I know, and don’t care? A fog began to swirl in Sarah’s head, and she thought, I’m too weak, I can’t cope with this. ‘Why should my husband speak of you?’


  ‘He and I were at college together, you know that. You surely remember the night I came to dinner with you, last autumn? We spoke of the work I do amongst the destitute families of prisoners? The hostels I work in — for orphans and the children of prisoners? They have been most favourably spoken of in Liberal circles. Your husband has even visited a few, and praised them most kindly. It is charitable work, that brings its own rewards.’


  She thought: so Jonathan actively helps this man! Praises him for work he does with young children. Oh God — what if those hostels are where the girls came from! The woman in the collecting cell said something about that, didn’t she? It’s too dreadful.


  ‘And so when I read of your case in the papers I was interested, and when your husband asked me to visit you I was happy to do so.’


  ‘My husband asked you to . . .’


  ‘To visit you, Mrs Becket, yes. In my official capacity, of course. Though I hope I may be of some help to you if I can, for old acquaintanceship’s sake.’ He sat down, on the foot of the bed, his heavy trousers an inch from her feet. Smiling, as though enjoying the power he had over her. She shrank away from him, her hands pressed flat against the hard surface of the bed beside her, to still their trembling. Did Jonathan send this monster here?


  ‘May I feel your pulse?’


  ‘Why?’ She kept her arms where they were.


  ‘I am a doctor, Mrs Becket. I have come to examine you.’


  ‘Why do I need to be examined?’


  ‘You have refused food and my colleague has prescribed treatment for that. Your husband is very concerned. Naturally, I need to know what the results of that treatment are, and if you are capable of withstanding some more.’


  ‘Treatment! Is that what you call it?’ She had meant to scream, but her throat was so dry with shame and fear it came out as a croak.


  ‘Treatment, yes. Give me your wrist.’ He took it. She snatched it back. ‘Really, Mrs Becket, I cannot act as your medical adviser if . . .’


  ‘Don’t you dare touch me!’


  The smile faded, the thick lips pursed together disapprovingly in the round fleshy face.


  ‘Really, Mrs Becket, I assure you . . .’


  ‘Save your assurances for the wretched little girls you molest in the house where you have your consulting rooms!’


  ‘I — I beg your pardon ?’


  ‘You heard.’


  To her surprise, he had gone quite white. If she had not been so afraid she would have noticed it more, but even in her rage she saw that his normally ruddy face had gone sickly white, as though he were suddenly afflicted with nausea. The wardress saw it too. It was the young one — the one built like a coalheaver, Miss Harkness. Sarah saw her glance at him with horror. She took a deep breath, drawing in courage.


  ‘You know what I mean! You’re not a doctor at all., Martin Armstrong, you’re a sham! I know about the brothel you keep above your consulting rooms in Kensington, the high-class prostitutes and whores you keep there for men like my husband! And you take little children in there, too, don’t you — girls of fourteen and fifteen! Where do you get them from — your brothels in Hackney? Or those charitable hostels you talk about? You introduce them to prostitution, don’t you? Or do you abuse them yourself first?’


  He gazed at her, appalled. Sarah was aware of the watching eyes of the wardress, over his shoulder.


  ‘That — is a monstrous allegation, Mrs Becket!’


  ‘Is it? I don’t care, it’s true! You are a liar and a procurer and a hater of women. It is you who should be locked up, not me! When I get out of here I shall make it my business to bring round a party of suffragettes to your consulting rooms and we shall see for ourselves! We shall rescue those poor girls there and the children you torment, and print the story in our newspaper. I shall destroy your reputation altogether, even if I ruin my own husband’s in the process! Tell him that, when you see him, will you?’


  Martin Armstrong sat quite still. A little of the colour had come back into his face, but his big fleshy hands were opening and closing unconsciously on his lap, as though they wanted to squeeze something. He glanced briefly at the wardress, as though for support. Then he said: ‘That is the most ridiculous outburst I have heard in my life. I can only think you are affected by a form of collective insanity, like most suffragettes. It is a form of hysteria to which the female mind is uniquely susceptible.’


  ‘Nonsense!’ Sarah suddenly felt how trapped she was, helpless, quite unable to walk out and slam the door or call her servants and ask him to leave as she would at home. She had to listen to everything he said until he decided to leave. She was utterly in his power.


  ‘It is not nonsense. I am a medical man and I know. Your wild accusations prove it. I also know that if you continue to refuse to eat, you will suffer serious physical damage. Your brain will be starved of nourishment and may deteriorate further. It is my duty to ensure that your treatment continues while you remain in my care. So I must continue my examination. Give me your wrist.’


  ‘No!’


  Every vestige of his ingratiating smile had gone now. Instead, there was a frown, dark brows scowling together, a slight flush on the heavy jowls. Why did men have to be so big! she thought. It’s because of that, as much as anything else, that they bully us.


  He beckoned to the wardress. For a moment Sarah thought the girl would take her side, but after a slight hesitation she obeyed. She stepped forward, sat on Sarah’s legs and gripped her arms so tight Sarah thought they would bruise. The man felt her pulse.


  ‘A trifle fast, but normal in the circumstances. Let me listen to your heart.’


  Oh God, Sarah thought, Jonathan sent this man and now he is going to force feed me. How could any husband treat his wife like this?


  Martin Armstrong took a stethoscope out of his pocket. Miss Harkness pulled down the front of Sarah’s dress, roughly, and he listened through her slip. She saw the slightly balding head bent in concentration, and thought, shall I spit? But her mouth was too dry with fear. If I had sharper teeth I could tear his skin like a tigress . . .


  ‘Fine sturdy heart. Good pair of lungs too. I congratulate you, Mrs Becket. Your mind may be deranged, but you are in excellent physical health, and if we continue with the treatment there is no reason why it should fail.’


  He says that when he can look at my arm and nearly see through the skin, it is so transparent! Sarah’s heart was beating so fast now that she could feel it pounding in her throat. Any minute now the trolley would come. To spin things out she said: ‘What do you mean, treatment?’


  ‘The forcible feeding, of course.’


  This man is my husband’s friend, she thought. He is savage, inhuman, a torturer. He is smiling, damn him! What is it that’s wrong in men’s brains?


  She stared him straight in the eyes and said: ‘You are a devil! A murderer!’


  ‘Quite the opposite, Mrs Becket, I assure you. Your life is in my hands.’


  He turned his back on her, and suddenly he was gone, his wide leather shoes scrunching heavily on the stone floor of the corridor outside. For a moment the young wardress, Miss Harkness, stared down at Sarah, shaking. Only a second, and Sarah thought the girl was about to hit her.


  Then she, too, was gone.


  The door crashed shut. The key clanked in the lock. Sarah slumped onto the end of her bed, and drew her knees up, trembling, to her chin. She thought: I thought I had a happy life before I came to prison but I was wrong. It was all a sham, an illusion. I thought I had married a gentleman but he turned out to be a monster, a grub who sent his slimy friends to feed off me as though I were a living corpse. It’s only in here that I’ve learnt what he’s really like.


  She waited, listening, to the clanks and howls and rattles of prison life.


  Waiting. For the clatter of the trolley in the corridor outside . . .


  Martin Armstrong prided himself on his ability to look calm at all times. Calm, avuncular, masterful — that was the image he aimed at. It was useful to him not only as a doctor, but in his other dealings with women. He was a big man and he used his size to dominate others, physically and morally. Most people were in awe of him. Patients especially, of course — they were worried about their illness, often tearful, nervous, afraid. His calm reassured them. Prostitutes were similar — often flighty, overtired, skittish, drunk, hysterically excited one minute and depressed the next. Martin was able to control them by his calm, his stolidity, and, occasionally, by his strength.


  Most women were a little afraid of him, and Martin liked it that way.


  He regarded women as basically inferior creatures. They could not control their emotions because of their monthly cycles. They were physically weaker and less intelligent than men. They were obsessively interested in foolish frippery, things like clothes and music and novels and flowers.


  Some, of course, like his own wife, had to be treated with respect. He kept her in a pleasant house, with beautiful furniture and clothes and a piano and a nice garden to occupy her mind. She spent her time supervising the servants, playing with their two young children, going to bridge parties and coffee mornings and the theatre, and visiting her friends to talk about babies. He bought her presents, and she smiled at him like a happy child living in a doll’s house.


  He made love to her regularly, once or twice a week, but it was very boring. She lay on her back and thought, he supposed, of having children, while he tried to get as much enjoyment as he could without crushing her with his bulk. It never lasted long. Occasionally she became ill and then he treated her for a disease which he understood very well, and she didn’t.


  Gonorrhea. He didn’t get it very often because he examined all the girls he let rooms to in his brothels, but even he could make mistakes. He fucked most of the girls he employed but usually only once or twice, because to establish any kind of closer relationship with them would undermine his authority.


  He couldn’t afford that. They were the other kind of women in Martin’s world. Their own marketable asset was their ability to fornicate in all kinds of exciting and interesting ways, which respectable women like his wife would never believe, even if they heard about it. From this asset they made money, and he helped them. London was full of rich, respectable men who found making love to their wives excruciatingly dull. They wanted excitement, but needed discretion.


  Martin provided the discretion and the premises, and the girls provided the excitement.


  Apart from that he had no relationship at all with the girls. In fact, he despised them. They were like horses in a stable which he rode once to see if they provided a good ride, and then hired out. When his customers got bored with them he got rid of them. Presumably most of them in the end got married, or set up in business on their own, or found work in a shop or as servants or in a factory. Martin neither knew nor cared.


  Suffragettes had no place in Martin’s view of the world. They seemed to be interested in neither sex nor marriage; indeed, they did not behave like females at all. They neglected their homes, and ran around like screaming savages in skirts throwing stones and breaking windows and setting fire to things. Many of them, like Sarah Becket, appeared to actually hate men so much they could not bear to be touched. It seemed to him like a form of hysterical madness.


  It was also very dangerous.


  As he strode along the corridor in Holloway he appeared outwardly calm as always, but inside he was shaking with anger. That appalling woman Sarah Becket — he had not wanted to help her, but because of her husband he had tried, and she had more or less spat in his face. In front of the wardress too — God knows what gossip she would make out of this, in their grubby little common room downstairs. And the worst of it was, everything she said was true.


  He marched into his office, slammed the door behind him, and paced furiously up and down the carpet. This was where he had agreed to help her husband Jonathan, against his better judgement — and now look what had happened! She and her wretched suffragette friends must have followed Jonathan to his consulting rooms; or spied on him somehow, and now they knew exactly what went on.


  He was in no doubt what would happen. Even if Sarah only wrote about it in The Suffragette, enough respectable people would read it for questions to be asked, and if the police became involved other newspapers would follow the story up. He would almost certainly lose his job at the prison, and more importantly, a lot of his patients would probably leave him as well. Some of them, like Jonathan, knew exactly what went on in the rooms in Kensington, but others would be appalled if they found out.


  Including his wife. This would make things very difficult at home.


  But it was worse than that. The girls in Hackney and Kensington paid him a very high rent for their rooms, and if the police asked them they would probably cheerfully admit that many of their clients came to them through Martin. Living off immoral earnings was a crime. Particularly if some of the girls, as at present, were under sixteen.


  I could go to prison, Martin thought. I could be shut in a cell like the ones here. All day behind a locked door and four stone walls. With filthy clothes and foul food and a bucket under the window.


  He sat down at his desk abruptly. Sweat was prickling his forehead. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and thought, what shall I do?


  The woman, Sarah Becket, was clearly demented, even if she was not clinically insane. Crazed, perhaps, by jealousy of her husband, or by the suffragette ideology. Perhaps I could make an appeal to her, explain the damage she would do to her own husband if she exposed him.


  That’s no good. She’s too emotional to understand logic. All women are like that. Even if she grasped the point at first it would be swept away in a flood of jealous rage the next.


  So as soon as she gets out, I’m in trouble. And so is Jonathan.


  How long is she in for? Six months. But she’ll never stay in that long because she’s refusing to eat. If I do as Jonathan asks and stop the forced feeding, she’ll continue to starve herself and be free in a couple of days.


  And if I don’t do as he says, and keep on forcibly feeding her, and Jonathan finds out, he will kick up the most appalling row. There’ll be questions asked in Parliament. The stupid man is still fond of her — I could see that when he came here yesterday.


  So I’m damned if I feed her, damned if I don’t.


  What the devil am I going to do?


  For a moment Martin’s habitual calm deserted him. He sat at his desk in the large, comfortable office, sweating, staring with unseeing eyes out of the window across the grey slate roofs of Holloway. In one hand was a handkerchief, which he crumpled between his fingers and used occasionally to mop his brow.


  The thick, hairy fingers of the other hand drummed on the desk in front of him, moving restlessly back and forth like an angry, tethered tarantula.


  Deborah’s arrival had complicated things for Jonathan. He was glad to see her, of course, but . . . she added another dimension to the sense he had that his life was becoming a series of roles, which had to be played out with care and caution. There was the successful lawyer, the astute, up and coming Member of Parliament on the one hand; and the wounded, hard-done-by, tolerant husband of a militant virago on the other. The husband who did, however, know where to draw the line in the end, as he had done yesterday in Parliament. He hoped he had gained respect for that, at least from the people who mattered.


  There were other roles in his life, though, and Deborah’s arrival had focussed on some of these.


  He had always been genuinely fond of her and, over the years, had enjoyed meeting her and writing to her. He had used his letters to explain almost all his difficulties and, in doing so, he had created a persona, almost as though he were writing a diary. The frank, honest brother-in-law who bares his heart and tells his sister-in-law everything . . .


  Almost everything.


  He had not expected to try to seduce her. Until recently, he would not even have dreamt of it. But over the past two years his relationship with Sarah had deteriorated so badly that he had found himself taking up a completely different role — a despicable, wicked, wonderful role — that gave him a quite new attitude to women. All women — even respectable married ladies like his own sister-in-law.


  It was something he could never admit to publicly. Something that terrified him whenever he thought of it. Something that ran up and down his spine like thin streaks of red and silver lightning while all the rest of him was grey and sober and black.


  It was the real reason he had come to Kensington this afternoon.


  The ostensible, obvious reason was to find out about Sarah. That was what he had told Deborah this morning at breakfast. He had been relieved, and also slightly amused, to find that, although she appeared slightly wary of him, she appeared to bear him no grudge.


  ‘I have some business in chambers this morning, and then I am going straight on to meet Dr Armstrong this afternoon. He will have seen her today — he must — and he will be able to tell me how she is and when she is likely to come out. If she is refusing food it cannot be long now. We’ll have her home within the week.’ He hesitated, stirring sugar thoughtfully into his tea. ‘I, er, I’m not quite sure what time I’ll be there, though, so it might be a touch tricky for us to meet.’


  ‘Where, Johnny? At Holloway?’


  ‘No, at his consulting rooms in town. You can come if you want, of course, but as I say . . .’


  ‘I’d be in the way? That’s what you mean, isn’t it?’


  ‘Of course you wouldn’t, Debbie! It’s only the timing, really. I can’t guarantee it. And . . .’


  She smiled. It was a strange, rather enigmatic smile, he thought much later, when he came to reflect on it. As though she were somehow very distant from him and his concerns. And at the same time tense, full of excitement, like a woman in a dream, almost. At the time he thought it had to do with last night.


  She said: ‘It doesn’t matter, Johnny, I’m sure you can deal with the man on your own. He looked to me as though he hates women, anyway. And I’ve got some shopping to do, I’ll be all right. You’ll tell me all about it when you get back, though, won’t you?’


  ‘Oh yes. Yes, of course,’ he lied.


  It was a lie, not because of what he hoped to learn about Sarah, but because of the place he was going to before. Jonathan was very regular and organised in his infidelity. He made appointments days, sometimes weeks ahead, and wrote them in his diary. Often they were like the notes Sarah had found: Dr Armstrong, 6 p.m, but there were others too. Dentist 2.30. Or Visit tailors for first fitting. All very drab, uninteresting to anyone who might pick the book up. But to Jonathan, the entries glowed with secret meaning.


  When he walked up the steps and rang the bell outside the quiet, respectable house in Kensington, a maid opened the door. She smiled demurely, took his top hat, coat, and gloves, and showed him up the pink-carpeted stairs into a small sitting room. Everything here was furnished in comfortable bourgeois taste. There was a thick soft blue carpet, net curtains on the windows, pale pink and yellow flowery overstuffed armchairs, a piano, standard lamps with tasselled fringes, expensive china dogs on the mantelpiece, a comfortable warm fire burning in a black-leaded grate.


  The maid smiled at him. It was a friendly smile, not in the least inappropriate to their surroundings. Unless one counted the way her gaze held his for a little too long, as though she were measuring, assessing what he would be like.


  ‘If you will wait a moment, sir, I’ll tell Mrs Burgoyne that you’re here.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Jonathan sat down, feeling the excitement spark up and down his spine. Of course he should not be here now, with Sarah in prison, but the appointment had been made over a week ago. What difference could he make to her in the next hour or two? Anyway, if it had not been for Sarah, he would never have been here at all.


  And he would have missed so much.


  He had been married to Sarah for eleven years now, and for the first nine of those years he had not been unfaithful to her once. Indeed, he had not even considered it. He knew how much she had been hurt, as a child, by the death of her father. The cause of that death — syphilis — seemed to him, as to her, a dreadful, terrifying scourge. At first he thought it a punishment of God on the wicked — a cruel Old Testament punishment which afflicted not only the man who sinned, but also his family. A man could infect his own wife, his children could grow up riddled with the disease, die of it. Sarah and Deborah were lucky not to have inherited it from their own father. Jonathan had promised Sarah it would never, ever, happen to their children because of him.


  But they had had no children. Three times Sarah had miscarried. That, Jonathan felt sure, was why everything had gone wrong.


  In the early years of their marriage there had been no question of unfaithfulness. Aware of her fears about sex, he had been kind and caring and gentle in bed, and she had responded more than he had hoped. He had been helplessly in love with her — with her long dark chestnut hair and her smooth soft skin and the way she responded to his kisses and caresses. At first she had been shy, skittish, trembling like a young deer. Then, after a few weeks, she had nestled into his arms more trustingly, purring softly like a cat. Finally, as the months went by, she had come to respond to him with a passion that was equal to or greater than his own, wrapping her long, slender legs round him and pulling him down on to her while her hands roved up and down his back and she covered his face with kisses and then arched her back and moaned . . .


  Jonathan had thought God must have singled him out to be especially blessed among men.


  Then Sarah had become pregnant. He had watched her body change and bloom as their child grew inside her. He shared the excitement of laying his palm on her stomach to feel the first kicks, and he had worshipped her more than before. She had wanted him to make love to her more than before, too, and they had found ways to do it which seemed safe and gave her greater satisfaction than ever before, and then...


  The baby had been born dead.


  Sarah had descended into a sudden, black depression. Jonathan tried to help her but it was as though she was in a deep pit with smooth sides and no way out, and she was deaf as well so she did not hear what he said. She rejected him because she felt he was part of the cause. I should never have allowed you to make love to me like that, she said, we killed our baby with our lust. One doctor they visited said this was nonsense, but another one, a portentous man with a long beard and rheumatic eyes and horrible pickled things in jars on shelves behind his head, said it might indeed be possible. And he was the one Sarah believed.


  So when she had become pregnant the second time she had resisted all Jonathan’s advances, and he had kept away from her and slept in his own room. But once or twice this abstinence was too much for him, and he persuaded her to relent. He came into her room to feel her stomach reverently and cup her ripening breasts, and she allowed him to slide gently into her once again.


  The day after the third time they did this, her waters broke and her nurse helped her to deliver a six-months’ child in great agony on the floor of the bathroom, in blood and screams and bitter, bitter, tears.


  Jonathan had been delivering his maiden speech in the House of Commons. When he left the Chamber, to warm handshakes and pats on the back from his fellow Liberals, he was handed a note by his secretary.


  After that it had been as though the child’s open grave lay in bed between them. It had been two years before she conceived again. During those two years Jonathan had been as gentle and kind as he could, but it made no difference. Sarah appeared to feel that God had cursed her for her earlier wanton passion. He spent more and more time away from home, in court or in the House. When they did make love it was an embarrassing parody of their former passion, which left them hot, irritable, and ashamed.


  Nonetheless, she became pregnant a third time. Praying that the baby would bring them together again, Jonathan moved out of her room entirely, and did not come near her bed once.


  Perhaps because of this, she did not miscarry until the eighth month.


  Since then they had lived in the same house for three years, but she had not let him touch her. They had tried to discuss the matter, but neither could see any way forward. She could not bear the pain and disappointment again, and he did not want to inflict it on her. So they slept apart.


  Their marriage became a matter of respect and politeness and regret, for something beautiful that was dead. Sarah was silent, bitter, aloof. It was like sharing a house with a ghost. Jonathan found more to occupy him in Parliament and in court, and there were long, empty absences. He was aware of her suffrage activities and, at first, he supported the women’s vote in the House, but the issue did not move him as it did her. It was one of many issues of social justice. It would not bring back their love.


  There were times when he was very depressed. He knew that many men of his social standing had quite open affairs with other men’s wives but he found the idea contemptible, cruel. He knew that it would not take long for news of such an affair to get back to Sarah — and that would destroy her. Besides, she was his wife, he did not need another one. He still liked and admired her from a distance. He had no desire to court some other man’s wife, buy her flowers or jewellery or spend time going to the theatre with her. All that would just provide material for gossip which would hurt and destroy everyone involved, in the end.


  But he was lonely and restless in bed.


  One day he sat up late in his club with his friend, Martin Armstrong, and somehow the conversation made its way from the headaches he had been suffering to sex. Martin explained to him, man to man, that in his view this was a medical matter. Men were different to women: to maintain a satisfactory state of health they needed regular sexual intercourse. It was a common problem, Martin said. There were ways it could be solved. He understood absolutely the need for total discretion.


  That was why, now, Jonathan was here in this living room in Kensington. Martin had been right, up to a point, he thought. Over the past two years his sex life had become almost as interesting, as exciting, as it had been in the early days of his marriage. With this crucial difference — he hardly ever made love to the same woman twice.


  This made for tremendous, tearing excitement beforehand, and also avoided the slightest possibility that Jonathan might fall in love with anyone else. Emotionally, Jonathan was still married to Sarah. But sexually, his needs were taken care of by others.


  There was a slight danger of disease, but Martin assured him that all the girls were regularly checked by him personally. This, and the constant turnover, made it very expensive, but Jonathan could afford it.


  It was a pleasure that had entered his bloodstream now. He did not want to give it up. He had made love to so many women that he now looked upon all of them — shop assistants, waitresses, typists, actresses, servants, fashionable housewives, debutantes, even his own sister-in-law Deborah — in an entirely different way.


  Mrs Burgoyne came into the room.


  Mavis Burgoyne was the lady who looked after the girls for Martin. A rather blowsy middle-aged woman, in a flowery pink dress that went with the furniture and wallpaper. Very feminine — a little too much powder and frills perhaps for his taste, but then she was well past her prime. An ordinary face; nothing hard even about the eyes. Certainly nothing lewd or suggestive. Everyone’s maiden aunt.


  ‘Tea, Mr Becket? With perhaps a little something, to take out the chill?’


  ‘Please.’


  She smiled and pulled a scarlet bellrope behind her.


  ‘A busy week in court?’


  ‘So-so.’ For a few moments he entertained her with an edited version of a recent, rather amusing case, and then the maid brought in the tea. It was on an elegant wooden tray, with a single red rose in a jar and bone china tea service. Mrs Burgoyne poured, adding a slight dash of whisky from a silver flask beside the milk jug. She sipped, her little finger crooked elegantly.


  ‘So now, to business. The young lady whom I told you about has arrived, and is waiting to meet you. I will send her down in a moment. In the meantime, perhaps you would like to consult the book for your next appointment. It is fully up to date. Here.’


  She put her cup down, and took a thick, leather-bound volume from a shelf behind her. It was one of the few things in this feminine, chintzy room that looked out of place. Like a lawbook, perhaps, or a volume of Parliamentary reports.


  ‘Have a look through. I’ll be back in a moment.’


  She handed him the book and went out. Jonathan put down his teacup and lifted the book on to his knee. His hand was trembling slightly with suppressed excitement. So foolish, he thought. Such wicked fun.


  Inside, the book was more like a photograph album. On every page there was the photograph of a young woman. Some of them Jonathan recognised, others he had not seen before. Most wore skimpy, suggestive dresses. One or two wore nothing at all. Besides each photograph was a brief biography, and a description of the things each girl, apparently, liked doing.


  All the things were shocking. Some of the things were very shocking indeed. Jonathan thought he might like doing them all.


  He leafed his way slowly through the book. One or two of the girls were extremely young, he noticed. At first he had felt qualms of conscience about these, but then one day he had tried one, and found a strange pleasure in it. The child had been young, skittish, afraid, anxious to please — it was not necessary to be cruel, just gentle and firm. It was like breaking in a young horse; there was a pleasure in bending the creature to your will. And, after all, these were girls born to the life, who would profit by it. They could become richer this way than in any other that was open to them, and most of them knew it.


  Bernard Shaw had a play on in London this year, called Pygmalion. It was about a gentleman — a professor — who picks up a girl from the streets, and takes her to his house to teach her the King’s English, so that she can enter high society. Jonathan had gone to see it, and laughed all the way through with the rest of the audience. But all the time he had been thinking: of course there are plenty of girls from poor backgrounds who rise in society this way. But it is not by exercising their vocal organs that they do it.


  Mrs Burgoyne came back in, and Jonathan gave her the book, open at the photograph of a young woman of about eighteen. She had dark curly hair, a mouth with soft pouting lips, and a very generous bosom indeed.


  Mrs Burgoyne glanced at the book and put it back on the bookshelf behind her.


  ‘Certainly, Mr Becket,’ she said. ‘Next Friday, at six-thirty, as usual?’


  Jonathan nodded.


  Mrs Burgoyne smiled. ‘I’ll note it down, then,’ she said. ‘Now I must leave you to finish your tea in peace.’


  Again she left the room, tugging the long red bellrope as she went. For a moment Jonathan sat there, feeling the blood course through him. He did not feel guilty. He had got into the trick of leaving thoughts like that behind him like an umbrella at the door. In this place he was a different man.


  A maid came in to collect the tea tray. It was a different maid, but, like the last one, she wore a frilly mob cap and a starched white pinafore. The pinafore looped over her neck and was tied with ribbons behind her waist.


  But under the pinafore, Jonathan noticed as she smiled at him, she had no other clothes on at all . . .


  ‘I have seen her, Jonathan, yes.’


  Martin Armstrong sat back behind his desk in his thick, leather swivel armchair. He hoped he did not look as nervous as he felt. He thought he had found a way of dealing with the danger Sarah Becket presented. He did not like it, but it was better than the alternative. Prison, exposure, disgrace.


  Jonathan isn’t going to like this either, Martin thought. But then he isn’t going to find out all the details straight away. I shall have to lie to him. When he finds out about that, our relationship will be over for good.


  But then it’s his own fault. If the bloody man could control his own wife none of this would have happened at all!


  As he leaned back in the chair the expensive leather creaked, and Martin’s thick, capable hands were clasped comfortably over his ample stomach and watch chain. The look on his face was benign, mellow, comforting. Like a doctor about to reassure a difficult, anxious patient.


  ‘You have seen her? Good! And?’ Jonathan was impatient for him to go on.


  ‘And I am pleased to tell you she is well.’


  ‘Oh! Really? Thank God for that.’


  For a man who has spent the last two hours in the rooms upstairs, he gives a good impression of concern, Martin thought. But then, lust is one thing, concern for wife and reputation, another. He smiled reassuringly.


  ‘Not only well, but she is eating normally. In fact, after my little talk with her she is co-operating with the prison authorities in every way.’


  ‘Good heavens!’ Jonathan stared at him, temporarily speechless. ‘What on earth did you say to her, man?’


  Martin’s smile broadened. ‘What do you think? I told her of your concern, and explained to her as a medical man that if she did not eat she would do herself irreparable damage, and that that would be no good to anyone at all. I told her that she had already struck her blow by slashing the picture. It was in all the newspapers, she need do nothing more to help her movement. And I explained to her that if she ate now and completed her sentence then you, as her husband, would take full care of her when she came out. I hope that was not going too far?’


  Martin frowned and peered at Jonathan over the desk. There was just the faintest hint of a conspiratorial twitch at the corner of his mouth.


  ‘No, of course not. Not at all. Do you mean she made no attempt whatsoever to starve herself?’


  ‘Oh yes, she did at first. For two days in fact. But I think it was giving her some pain and my visit . . . persuaded her.’


  Martin smiled, his thick lips peeling back briefly to reveal strong teeth only slightly yellowed by tobacco.


  ‘Then — if she is obeying prison regulations, can I see her?’


  ‘I’m afraid not.’ This was the difficult part. Any communication between husband and wife at this point would expose his lie straight away. Martin shook his head sorrowfully.


  ‘Not for the first month, at least. I tried to persuade the governor but he is adamant. You can try to put pressure on from above, but I think it would be unwise. If . . . I don’t pretend to fully understand the female psyche but I get the impression that if Mrs Becket believed she was being granted special treatment she might well begin to starve herself again in some perverted form of protest. I grant it is a strange way of thinking but that is what we have to suffer these days, it seems.’


  He watched Jonathan carefully across his desk, the professional frown still thoughtfully in place. There was a slight throbbing pulse in Martin’s neck which betrayed his anxiety, but he judged correctly that only he himself was aware of it. If Jonathan accepted this, it would be all right. No suspicions would be aroused; there would be time for the next step. If Sarah could be kept in prison for even part of her six month sentence, he would have time to cover up every trace of what he was doing in the rooms upstairs. Then she could shout her head off all she liked. No one would believe her.


  Jonathan hesitated. ‘Well, if you’re sure . . .’


  ‘Believe me. In my profession, even more than yours, one gets to see more than one type of human behaviour, and what you and I might consider logic is . . . not universally accepted. But if we play it her way I am convinced Mrs Becket will come round without harming herself further. And that is what you want, Jonathan, is it not?’


  ‘Of course I do, man. She is my wife.’


  ‘Yes, I know.’ Martin relapsed into silence, guessing the conflicting tides of emotion that were coursing through Jonathan’s mind. Jonathan had come to him because his marriage was in trouble, but that did not mean that he was not still fond of the woman, however oddly she behaved. And he was fonder still of the institution of marriage — and his own reputation. He did not want that destroyed, whatever he did with the girls upstairs. So far, Martin believed, Jonathan saw him as a confidant, a helper. But the relationship could easily turn the other way. And now, above all times, he could not afford to let that happen.


  ‘You will see her again?’ Jonathan asked.


  ‘Of course. Frequently. Every day almost, until the Senior Medical Officer returns from holiday.’


  ‘You will take care of her, won’t you?’


  ‘Oh yes, of course. To the best of my ability. Your feelings do you credit, Jonathan. Especially when I know the strain she has put you under this past year.’


  The two men looked at each other over the table. It was very quiet in the consulting room for a moment, and Jonathan could hear the ticking of a large case clock somewhere outside in the hall. Outside there in the hall, too, were the rich pink hangings of the wallpaper, he knew, the soft pink carpet leading away upstairs. It was a path he had trodden often, over the past year. A long staircase, over a carpet deliberately, luxuriously soft. He had come down it only a quarter of an hour ago, after the most delicious time in bed with the maid, who had removed her apron to reveal the most perfect pair of smooth, elegant breasts, their nipples slightly rouged with lipstick. No one knew he went up there but Martin — and Martin would never tell. After all, it was a medical matter, in a way, and no doctor would betray a confidence.


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Life is not always straightforward, but when we married it was for better or worse, I promised her that. And with your help, Martin, I shall be able to keep that promise without losing my sanity. At least this way there are no strings, no ties, no emotional complications. A healthy mind in a healthy body, what?’


  ‘Quite so.’ Martin smiled, waited a little, and then stood up to indicate that the interview was over. He escorted Jonathan to the door, watched as he took his coat, umbrella and hat from the stand. ‘Don’t worry about your wife. I shall see that her health is taken care of.’


  And you will probably want to murder me when you find out how I am doing it, he thought, as he watched Jonathan walk briskly away down the pavement.
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  THE ROUTINE was the same every morning. At about half past five a terrible grinding, crashing noise would come from the depths of the prison. Sarah never found out what it was — it sounded as if a giant iron fireplace was being dragged from the wall, smashed with sledgehammers, and lugged from one end of the building to the other. For what purpose, other than to wake the prisoners, she could not imagine.


  Then heavy cell doors would begin to open and close, keys would rattle and clank, trolleys would clatter along corridors. The harsh voices of the wardresses would shout orders — ‘Come on, slop aht!’


  ‘Rise and shine, dress yersel — you’ve two floors to scrub and the loos to clean afore breakfast!’


  ‘Jump to it, there! This ain’t no workhouse or rest ‘ome! ‘Olloway’s a clean prison!’


  Sarah lay on her cold hard bed and listened to the clanking and the rattles and the voices. Despite her discomfort she was glad they were so loud. All night she lay in cold isolation, drifting in and out of dreams and memories. Once she had believed Jonathan was there in the cell with her, and she had reached out to touch him, only to find her hand waving feebly through cold, shadowy air. She had screamed abuse at him and had thought she heard a male voice answering back, not Jonathan’s voice, but her father’s . . .


  But none of her night voices were nearly as loud or as real or as inescapably human as the harsh screech of the wardresses.


  They woke Sarah up with a start, to the gritty reality of the cold stone cell, the grey light of dawn, the clank and crash of buckets and the hard wooden slats under her back.


  She lay and listened. Each voice had a different tone; the words and the volume were much the same but the personality each revealed was different. Some, she was sure, really meant what they said. They hated and despised the prisoners, they were truly obsessed with the cleanliness of the prison. Perhaps it had to be kept clean, Sarah thought, because that is the only way to wash away the defiling touch of the criminals. Some of these wardresses think we are a disease, so they force us to scrub away every dirty mark we make. Then there were others who varied their tone, according to which prisoner they spoke to. That seemed especially cruel, Sarah thought. A wardress would be hearty, jovial with one woman, and then address the prisoner in the cell next door with virulent hatred. So that the second prisoner was denied even the small hint of human sympathy that had been shown to her neighbour.


  No one came into Sarah’s cell until nearly seven. There was no point. Though she was a third division prisoner she refused to do any duties, and there was no way they could make her, so they left her alone. She supposed it was tacitly assumed that the forced feeding was punishment enough. But they insisted her cell was tidy, and she agreed to that herself. It gave her a touch of self-respect and a sense of a new day begun. So at six every morning she got up, folded her bedclothes neatly, dusted the table and chairs and bedhead with a little cloth they had left her, and combed her hair.


  The comb was her greatest luxury. It was a small bone comb which she had been allowed to keep. It had been in the pocket of her skirt when she had been arrested. It was the one bit of civilisation that she had retained, the one link with her dressing room at home. So every morning when she had folded the grey blankets on her wooden bed, she sat at the scarred wooden table and combed her hair, slowly, diligently, luxuriously. As though there were a gilt mirror in front of her, and ivory-backed hairbrushes and pots of face cream and makeup and phials of scent scattered around the dressing table in front of her, instead of . . .


  ‘Porridge, yer ladyship.’


  The young wardress stood in the cell door, a mocking smile on her face. She was the big, sturdy young woman, Ruth Harkness, the one Sarah thought of as a coalheaver because of her build and the strength of her forearms. Her face was heavy, with wide eyes, solid flat features and a skin that was usually pale and unhealthy. Because of spending so much time in the dank, foetid air of a prison, Sarah thought. The wardress glared at Sarah with an intent, sullen malevolence. Damn you, Sarah thought. What’s the matter with the girl, is she jealous because I have this wonderful room to myself?


  She ignored the wardress for a moment, continuing to comb her hair and gaze at the wall as though it were a fine, inlaid mirror. Then she sighed and indicated the table in front of her. ‘Thank you. You may put it down there for a moment if you must, and take it away again when you are ready.’


  The young woman scowled. ‘Right then.’ She dumped the steaming bowl of porridge in the middle of the table, rather closer to Sarah than Sarah had intended, and plonked a spoon beside it. Then she stood back and watched, arms folded, with a deliberate, hostile glare.


  The draught from the door sent the steam from the porridge into Sarah’s face. The scent of it was, as usual, delectable. Sarah sat quite still and took a deep, nourishing breath. Then a second and a third. Then, very carefully, she began to comb her hair again.


  The wardress stared for several minutes without speaking. Sarah glanced at her once, then ignored her. She combed all the right side of her head very thoroughly, then the back, then the left. When she was beginning on her fringe the wardress said: ‘You’re a stupid, bloody-minded madwoman, Becket. Do you know that?’


  Surprised, Sarah glanced at her, and smiled ironically.


  ‘Well, Miss Harkness, how kind. That is really the nicest thing anyone has said to me all week.’


  The wardress scowled once more. ‘I didn’t mean it kind. I meant it’s stupid, to turn up your nose at good healthy food like that, when you know that later in the day the doctors’ll be shoving tubes down your throat again, and like as not I’ll have to help them. It don’t get you nowhere, so why bother?’


  Sarah combed her fringe carefully before she answered. Her pause was not meant as a snub; it was because she was so unused to having a real conversation — even an argument — with anyone, that she found the words did not come straight away. At least it was a sign that this woman cared, for her to break the rules and speak to her at all.


  ‘What would you do then?’ she said at last.


  ‘Me? What do you mean?’


  ‘If you were in my position. You know why I’m here, you’ve seen how I’m treated. You’re a woman too, Miss Harkness. What would you do?’


  ‘I wouldn’t be in your position, would I? I don’t break the law.’


  ‘No, but imagine for a moment if you did. Not to steal or hurt anyone or to be unkind, but the way I did it, to help other women. And then if you had decided not to eat as a protest against the injustice of the law. Would you give in just because doctors came and tortured you with the loathsome tube?’


  ‘Well, I . . .’ The young wardress hesitated. Sarah saw the confusion drift across her face and thought, now she’ll walk out because she can’t answer and anyway she isn’t supposed to talk to prisoners at all.


  But to her surprise Miss Harkness stayed. And said: ‘I wouldn’t let no man do that to me, never. I’d punch his face and kick him where it hurts, if I could. That’d stop him!’ She laughed. ‘I’m strong, see. Men don’t mess with me!’


  ‘Maybe not. But if the man brought in four or five strong women like yourself to hold you down, as you held me?’


  ‘That ain’t the point. I’m not daft like you, I don’t break no laws. Listen, Becket.’ She stepped forward, and Sarah realised, by the intensity of the look in her eyes, the low, earnest voice, that this was what Miss Harkness had really come to say. ‘That ain’t true what you told Dr Armstrong the other day. You’re wrong about it and you’re daft to say it, too. The doctors here are respectable, decent men. They wouldn’t have this job if they weren’t! Holloway’s a clean prison!’


  Sarah stared at her, astonished. There was definitely a flush in the girl’s pallid cheeks, and her solid arms and bosom were trembling with emotion. She had the impression the young woman might hit her at any moment, or scream or break down in tears.


  Sarah put down her comb and said, very carefully: ‘That’s very interesting. Why are you so sure?’


  ‘Sure about what?’


  ‘Sure that what I said was untrue.’


  ‘Well, because . . . it’s obvious, ain’t it? I mean, a man like that, he’s a respectable doctor, he’s got his name, his reputation to think of. He wouldn’t never do a thing like that. Even if there was money in it, he’d be daft to take the risks.’


  Silence. The clang of buckets in the corridor. Sarah’s mind was racing. There’s something strange here, she thought, something very odd. And I have only a couple of minutes to find out what it is, because wardresses never stay to talk, they’re not allowed. Why does this one want to?


  ‘So you think there’s money in it, do you?’


  Miss Harkness laughed scornfully. ‘‘Course there is! You la-di-dah fancy suffragettes, you don’t understand nothing, do yer? Best way for a girl to earn a few bob - most of the East End does it, given ‘alf a chance. Not for posh hoity-toity ladies like you, you wouldn’t understand. But girls who can only get a job shoving bristles into brushes fifteen hours a day in some cellar, or fishing rubbish out the sewers to sell for a few coppers - ‘course they go on the game if they can. Good luck to ‘em I say. I might have, too, if I’d ‘ad the looks. And if my old man hadn’t brought me up proper. To know what’s right and what’s a sin.’


  ‘Children too?’


  ‘Maybe.’ Miss Harkness glanced over her shoulder, then said bitterly: ‘‘Course that’s a sin, that’s disgustin’, that is. But it happens.’


  ‘And people don’t mind?’


  ‘They do, yeah. Me, I think it’s sick. But they ain’t got no religion, people like that. They’re not respectable, like you an’ me - they don’t understand that it’s a sin you can be damned for. They just think it’s better’n starving, most of ‘em. After all, some of ‘em ain’t got no dad an’ their mum’s inside. An’ the mums encourage ‘em, so’s they get clothes on their backs an’ food in their gobs, poor little mites.’


  So it does happen, Sarah thought. And this girl knows it does. Very quietly and calmly, she said: ‘But you must understand, that sort of dreadful choice is exactly the sort of thing we suffragettes are fighting against. Mrs Pankhurst is not rich, you know — she has worked among poor women all her life, and so has her daughter Sylvia and hundreds of others. And we do think it’s wrong — very wrong — for women and young girls to be exploited in this way or any other. It’s all part of men’s inhumanity to women. Of course there should be decent work and proper wages so women don’t starve. But the only way for us to get that is to get the vote.’


  ‘Well, you won’t get it by telling lies about Dr Armstrong! He’s respectable, he couldn’t be involved in wicked things like that. He says you’re a madwoman, now, and I believe he’s right!’


  ‘Do you really think I’m mad?’


  ‘If he says so. Yes, ‘course I do.’ The wardress’s eyes bored into Sarah’s with hatred and distrust, then looked away hurriedly above her head at the wall, as she had been trained to do. But she had also been trained not to talk to prisoners at all.


  Sarah took a deep breath, pressing her fingertips on the table in front of her until they went white. She felt anger rising in her and struggled to control it.


  ‘All right. I understand that you respect Dr Armstrong, and I suppose your loyalty does you credit. But what if I were to tell you that I had definite evidence that he is involved in prostitution?’


  ‘You couldn’t.’


  ‘Couldn’t I? Just you listen. I had a letter, a threatening letter, telling me to stop suffragettes bothering Dr Armstrong because he was a good friend to prostitutes and my own husband was involved. I didn’t believe it, so I stood outside your precious Dr Armstrong’s consulting rooms in Kensington and saw my husband go in with my own eyes — and stay in there after the doctor had come out! Then I saw another man go in with a woman who was painted and dressed and behaved in a way that could only mean that she was a prostitute. Those rooms were directly above Dr Armstrong’s surgery — he must know what goes on there!’


  ‘Doesn’t prove nothing!’ Ruth Harkness looked uneasy, but her heavy face remained set, stubborn. ‘You’re making it up, Becket. You’re seeing things that ain’t there. You’re just so upset about your husband that you’ve imagined all the rest.’


  ‘No I haven’t. And when I was in the collecting cell at the police station before I came here, I heard two women talking about putting one of their daughters — ‘on the game’, is that whatit’s called? And one of them actually told the other to take the girl to a house in Red Lion Street, Hackney, which was owned by a doctor called Armstrong. What more proof do you want? If he can be connected with prostitution in one place, why can’t he be connected with it in another?’


  ‘Because he’s a decent respectable Holloway doctor, that’s why! We don’t do things like that here!’


  ‘Oh no? You just torture suffragettes, is it? Is that the clean, decent work you’re so proud of? Torturing innocent women who tell the truth?’


  Sarah had risen to her feet. For a moment the two women faced each other, and Ruth Harkness felt her hands itching with an urge to seize the slender, skeletal woman in front of her and shake her until she saw sense. Instead she said: ‘You’re wrong! You must be! The lack of food’s gone to your head. If you carry on telling those lies he’ll carry on force feeding you and he’ll be right to do it. And I shall have to help him.’


  ‘That’s your choice, Miss Harkness. But I believe I am telling the truth and I cut the picture in the National Gallery precisely to draw attention to the monstrous evils that men inflict on women both inside prison and out of it. Only when we get the vote will we get decent treatment for all women, and put men like Martin Armstrong behind bars instead of me. If my death were to make that happen it would be worth it, Miss Harkness, don’t you think?’


  For a long moment Ruth Harkness stared at the thin, intense woman in front of her, without speaking. The pale, almost translucent skin on Sarah Becket’s face made her dark eyes unnaturally large, haunting; and there was a seriousness in them which made it difficult to look away once one had looked into them. Ruth shuddered as she thought of the thick, heavy frame of Martin Armstrong scrunching along the corridor towards his office in his wide leather shoes, and the way he had intoned with relish to anyone within earshot: ‘Insane, definitely. I shall certify the woman as clinically mad, suffering from delusions brought on by self-inflicted absence of food. Never seen a clearer case in all my days, or a better justication for continuing forced feeding in the patient’s own interests.’ And she wondered what her conscience would make her do if for one moment she believed what the prisoner Becket had said. And what would happen to her if she did it.


  She snatched up the porridge bowl and opened the cell door.


  ‘Like I told you, Mrs Becket,’ she said. ‘You’re a stupid, bloody-minded madwoman. And you deserve anything you’re going to get.’


  But that doesn’t mean I don’t know courage too, when I see it, she thought to herself bitterly, as she strode furiously away along the corridor.
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  DEBORAH WAS glad that Jonathan had left her on her own that morning. If he had not, she would have had to find some excuse to be rid of him.


  All night she had been unable to sleep. Confused images kept drifting through her mind — of Sarah, with a knife in her hand, of Holloway with its high rows of tiny, barred windows and that smarmy pompous doctor, of Jonathan coming to her bed with that dreadful charming smile, of her husband drilling an army of soldiers with wooden guns, of her son Tom riding up to Charles on his grey Connemara pony with the light of hero worship in his eyes, of herself rocking a cradle in the nursery at Glenfee . . .


  And of James Rankin.


  The baby in the cradle, if there ever was one, would have thick dark hair and twinkling green eyes like Rankin. It would not look like her husband Charles at all. Charles would look at it with that glacial, superior face of his and throw her out of the house. She would be on the road like a gypsy, with her baby and the clothes she stood up in and nowhere in the world to go.


  No, that was wrong! Charles would throw her out long before the baby was born. As soon as he realised she was pregnant with a child that could not possibly be his.


  She had wondered if she should tell Jonathan about this but she had not dared. Especially not now. There was only one person to whom she could go for help. The child’s father, James Rankin.


  He was in London but she didn’t know where. He had not written to her or left an address. All she knew was that there was some kind of dispute among the dock workers, and he had come to be part of it.


  So I will have to go to the docks, she thought. And what then? The docks in London must be huge, I can’t expect to just bump into him by walking about.


  If there’s a union it must have a headquarters somewhere, a place where the leaders meet. He’ll have gone there. But if he’s not there when I arrive, will anyone know who he is?


  A big black-haired Irishman with a green silk scarf round his throat, who can make some of the most electrifying speeches I’ve ever heard?


  They’ll know him all right. If Rankin’s there, they can’t possibly have missed him.


  Cheered by this thought, Deborah waited until Jonathan had gone, then went up to her room to dress. It was difficult to decide what to wear. She was going to the docks, so she did not want to dress too well, or she would look out of place. On the other hand, she had to look attractive to Rankin. The whole purpose of going was to appeal to him to care for her, take her back. He wouldn’t do that if she looked a fright.


  In the end she put on a long pale cream skirt, with a white blouse buttoned up to her neck, and a waist-length navy blue jacket over the top. She wore a small round hat with two silk roses in it. The effect was smart, attractive without being unnecessarily feminine. There’s no point trying to look like a working-class woman because I’m not that, she thought. I look like a pleasant, self-contained middle-class lady who won’t stand any nonsense and knows her own mind.


  Oh but I don’t, she thought. I don’t know what I want at all. I want James to help me but he’s right, I don’t want to live in a slum.


  As she went downstairs Jonathan’s butler, Reeves, looked at her with respect and approval.


  `Would you call me a cab, Reeves,’ she said. ‘I’ll wait in the morning room.’


  `Yes, of course, madam.’


  That’s the trouble, she thought. I belong in houses like this.


  The only thing that doesn’t belong is the way I behave. And my baby, which belongs to Rankin . . .


  She did not find him until the evening. All day she had searched from one dock to another — she had not realised London had so many. St Katherine’s Dock, Rotherhithe, Princess Elizabeth Dock, Albert Dock, Grosvenor Wharf, Battersea, Wapping, the Isle of Dogs; in each one she visited, someone had heard of Rankin, or a man that sounded like her description of him, but he was not here today. He was always in another dock, further along the river, upstream or down; and when she got to that place he was not there either, but someone thought he had been seen in yet another dock, a further weary distance away.


  She travelled by cab at first, then tram, then hired a waterman to row her on the river. The hem of her cream skirt became splashed with mud, the seat stained with tar from the boat. In the morning she felt hot as the sun blazed down out of a clear sky. In the afternoon a spring storm blew up and she huddled in doorways as sleet lashed the streets. When the storm had passed she shivered as an east wind blew cold across the muddy Thames water, and swirled grit into her eyes.


  The docks themselves were busy, loud, dirty places, full of huge ships and cranes and coal and iron and timber and crates and carts and lorries and big, dirty men in heavy boots and dusty work shirts with tattoos on their massive forearms. They stared at her in surprise. Several whistled or laughed or turned their backs but most, thank God, were decent and polite to her. They could see she was a lady, too old to tempt the young lads, too plainly dressed and straightforward to have come here to lord it over them as a shipowner’s wife might do. They directed her to the union office or their gaffer, the foreman, and here mostly a man would take his flat cap off his head, scratch thoughtfully with thick dirty fingers at the greasy hair behind his ear, and say ‘Rankin, eh? Yes, lady, that rings a bell now. Wot’s ‘e look like? Tall, dark, ‘andsome, Irish, wiv a green silk scarf round ‘is throat? Yeah, I seen ‘im, but not in this dock. Try Rotherhithe.’ Or Queen Elizabeth’s, Angel Wharf, St Katharine’s . . .


  She found him at last at five o’clock that evening. He was in a little street outside St Katharine’s Dock, standing on a soapbox, talking to a crowd of about fifty men. Others streamed past on their way home from work. A few were curious, standing for a moment to listen before carrying on. One or two shouted catcalls. Most marched stolidly past, weighed down with weariness, casting a curious eye in her direction before hurrying on to home or pub.


  Deborah stood at the back of the crowd, quietly watching. There were maybe three or four other women in the whole crowd, all in drab black or brown dresses, their faces heavy with weariness and work. Each seemed to know some man in the crowd and one, with a baby on her arm and two youngsters tugging at her skirts, was obviously trying to persuade her man to leave the meeting and come home. He ignored her at first, then pushed her away and when she would not go, smacked her back-handed around the face. She walked out of reach, weeping, but stood defiantly in the doorway of a nearby pub, waiting until the meeting should be over.


  Rankin’s eloquence, Deborah saw, was as compelling as ever. He had already been speaking for some time when she arrived, and the crowd was quiet, fascinated, entranced. He was talking of the struggle they had had in Dublin, the poverty of families there and how it had been reflected in his own childhood. Of the way that, if they all combined, they would have the strength to make things better for the next generation of children . . .


  Then he saw Deborah.


  She was standing on a doorstep to see over the heads of the big men in front of her. His eyes, constantly roving through the crowd in front of him to compel their attention, suddenly caught hers. He faltered in mid-sentence, stopped, repeated himself, and continued to stare at her over the heads of the crowd as though he had completely forgotten what he was saying or where he was.


  One or two men looked back over their shoulders, puzzled. They saw a strange middle-class lady, in a stained cream skirt, blue jacket and flowered hat, standing silently on a doorstep, watching. They nodded knowingly, muttered among themselves, and nudged their friends. More men turned to look.


  With an effort, Rankin dragged his eyes from hers and refocused his mind on his speech. But the fire had gone from it. He stumbled to a lame, mechanical conclusion. Men had started to leave before he finished speaking. As they walked away up the road, their boots sparking on the cobbles, they glanced her appraisingly. Several laughed or whistled. Two tall young lads began to sing: ‘When Irish eyes are smiling . . .’


  ‘Deborah! Dear Lord, is it really you?’


  He was there, in front of her. The same lean, dark gypsy face that she had loved. The sparkling green eyes searched hers and he flicked a long black lock of hair away from his forehead. He was looking slightly up at her because she was above him on the doorstep. She longed to lean forwards and fling her arms around his neck. But she dared not, because of the eyes that were watching them.


  ‘Still the same James,’ she said softly. She reached out and fumbled with the green silk scarf, setting it more neatly in place inside the worn cloth jacket. It was an oddly domestic, wifely gesture.


  ‘Why have you come?’ Was there pain in his voice, she wondered, or was he just embarrassed, because she had spoilt his meeting?


  ‘I couldn’t stay away. You’re a hard man to find, though.’


  ‘Am I? I thought all of London knew where I was by now. I must try harder.’


  ‘I’m sorry I spoilt your speech.’


  ‘What does that matter?’ He glanced over his shoulder, where the remaining dockers were leaving in dribs and drabs, watching them curiously. ‘Half of them have heard it already and, if they haven’t, they’ll hear it again. It doesn’t change so much.’


  ‘Still the same old agitator, then?’


  ‘Surely. You know me.’


  He looked at her quietly and she thought, for a moment, he’s going to reach up and kiss me now. But instead he stepped back and offered his arm as a gentleman might.


  ‘Well, now you’re here, will you take a walk with me at least? I don’t know about you, but my belly’s cleaving to my backbone. Can I find you a bite to eat?’


  ‘You can indeed.’


  She stepped down off the doorstep and took his arm. How courteous he can be when he wants to, she thought. When I am on his arm like this I feel honoured . . .


  What will he say when I tell him?


  That will have to wait, she decided. Just for the moment she felt so proud, like a young girl again, walking along this grubby London street on the arm of her handsome Irish lover. I wish I had been born poor, she thought, then I could have had a man like this of my own, without having to give up anything.


  But that’s nonsense. Poverty’s not a blessing, it’s a curse. Look at those men pouring into that pub to drink away their wages. Think of the blow that man gave his wife in the meeting a minute ago. Remember all the miserable abandoned girls I saw in my work for the Irish Women’s Guild. My problems with Charles are nothing to theirs.


  To me they’re overwhelming.


  ‘Where do you live, James?’


  ‘Me? In a terrace in Battersea, just now.’


  ‘Take me there.’


  ‘What? No, darlin’, that’s not a place for you. There’s four of us fellers in it. Dirty plates and washing everywhere, no carpets or wallpaper and rats sifting through the rubbish in the back garden.’


  ‘But I want to see it.’


  ‘What? No, I tell you. Holy Mary, are you trying to make me ashamed?’


  She felt the tension in his arm, and she wondered if he would pull away from her. She did not cling on, but he relaxed and they continued up the street, arm in arm like man and wife or lovers.


  Almost.


  His other hand was fumbling in his jacket pocket. She heard the clink of coins. He said: ‘There’s a fish restaurant in a little street behind the Tower. It’s cheap but it’s better than anything round here. I’ll take you there, shall I?’


  ‘All right. Don’t worry about the money, James. I can pay.’


  ‘I said I’d take you, madam. Act like a lady, now.’


  ‘I am. An independent one, James. Have you forgotten that?’


  ‘I’ve forgotten nothing.’


  He stopped for a minute at the corner of the street, and turned her to face him. His eyes searched hers, unsmiling. She looked back at him. It might have been seconds, or half an hour, she did not know. All those nights in Mrs McCafferty’s, the long walks along the quays beside the Liffey. The passion, the beauty of him — my Gaelic prince. And the laughter.


  Hesitantly, she tried a smile. He shook his head, in wonder. ‘My fine English lady, Deborah — why did you come?’


  ‘To see you, my lover. What else?’


  ‘And your husband? The Unionist soldier. You were to go back to him?’


  ‘I did. But I missed you. And — there were other things. It’s a long story. Come on. You said you were starving.’


  ‘I am that.’


  They crossed the road, went down a few side streets, found the restaurant. He was right, it was cheap. Run, as far as she could tell, by a family of Greeks, whose chubby brown children played around a handcart on the pavement. An older boy, eleven perhaps, came to take their order. He had smooth olive skin, serious dark eyes, and a sudden gleaming smile when Rankin made him laugh.


  Perhaps my child will look like that, she thought, with a pang of keen sadness. So dark and beautiful. So utterly unlike Charles.


  At least the place was private. No dockers, no union men, no one he seemed to know. There were a few single men, eating quietly at plain wooden tables. Most had a book or a newspaper open in front of them. Probably he chose it for the privacy, she thought. Is that a good thing? Does it mean he wants to spend time alone with me? Or to keep me separate from the rest of his life? She wasn’t sure.


  They were both hungry and ate ravenously when the food came. He began to relax. She told him of her travels round various docks during the day, and he laughed and related odd anecdotes about the places she had been.


  ‘I was lost more than once myself, when I first came here,’ he said. ‘But you’ve not told me how you come to be in the big city at all. I pictured you at that fine country house of yours in Ulster. What do you call it now?’


  ‘Glenfee.’


  ‘That’s the one.’


  ‘Oh, I went there, James, of course I did.’ But he has never been there, she thought. How remote our lives are from each other. There was bread and butter with the fish, and tea. She rolled the bread into little pellets between her fingers and ate it thoughtfully, between sips of hot, strong tea, while she wondered how to begin. Should she tell him now? She was so afraid of what he would say. He looked less tense than he had, but still not . . . entirely pleased to see her. ‘It’s partly because of my sister that I came.’


  ‘Why?’


  She told the story of Sarah. It was true, it was safe, it was interesting. She could see him relax as he became absorbed. Amused at what Sarah had done, angry at her sentence, concerned at the way she might have been treated in prison. Thoughtful, too, about Jonathan’s response.


  ‘You say he disowned her in Parliament?’


  ‘More or less, yes. He didn’t just say he disagreed with what she had done, he said he wouldn’t even vote for female suffrage any more. Not if women did things like that.’


  ‘So he rejects the end because he doesn’t like the means?’


  ‘In a way. Even I don’t believe in smashing windows, James. You know that. But I can’t just denounce my own sister.’


  ‘No.’ He sipped his tea, his elbows on the table, gazing at her thoughtfully over the cup. ‘Always the lady bountiful.’


  She didn’t like that. ‘I don’t mind getting my hands dirty, you know that. Working among the poor, taking their children to my home. I’m not afraid, there’s no need to sneer. I just don’t think violence makes things better, that’s all.’


  ‘All right, all right, I know.’ He held a hand before his face, as though to defend himself from the vehemence of her response. ‘But she must be a powerful woman, your sister, to pick up a meat cleaver and slash a painting like that.’


  There was a twinkle of amusement in his eyes; whether at the thought of what Sarah had done, or herself, Deborah was not sure. She frowned. It did not seem funny to her.


  ‘Sarah’s not big or strong, if that’s what you mean. Just passionate and impulsive, I suppose. And rather unhappy, too, I think.’


  ‘That must run in the family, then. The passion, at least . . .’


  And not the unhappiness? ‘What do you mean, James?’


  He put his teacup down, smiled. ‘Well now, I seem to remember, in Dublin . . .’


  It was that beguiling, entrancing smile she remembered so well. Impulsively, she reached across the table and seized one of his hands in hers. There would never be a better time to tell him than now.


  ‘James. Listen to me, my dear. I came to tell you something.’


  ‘Is that a fact now?’ He glanced at his hand, surprised. She was gripping it tight, imprisoning it in her own. ‘Sure you’d best spit it out then.’


  ‘I am . . .’ His eyes were fixed on hers, quiet, waiting. She glanced over her shoulder, around the little dining room. The other customers were eating, reading. Three men near the door were talking quietly. No one seemed to be listening.


  ‘I’m pregnant, James.’


  Some animals have a little membrane that can move across their eyes, to clear them from dust or an outside intrusion they do not want. When they do this for a moment the eye appears clouded, opaque. Something similar happened to Rankin’s eyes as she watched them anxiously for his response. The sparkle faded. The pupils widened slightly and he seemed to go away from her inside himself. Into a dark pool of thought.


  Only for a second. Then a smile returned to his lips.


  ‘Well now. Congratulations.’ His left hand moved across the table, to stroke her hands which clung tightly on to his. ‘A new son to ride in the hunt at Glenfee. Or a daughter perhaps. Your husband must be pleased.’


  ‘I haven’t told him, James.’


  ‘Not told him? You came all this way across the water to tell me, and you haven’t told your husband?’


  Oh come on, James — don’t mock me now!


  ‘I can’t tell him, James.’


  ‘Why ever not? The man will be delighted, surely!’


  ‘Because . . .’ She glanced hurriedly round the room. The beautiful, olive-skinned boy was carrying a tray from the kitchen to the three men at the door. This is a mistake, I shouldn’t have told him here. She lowered her voice to an intense, nervous whisper. ‘Because he won’t sleep with me, James. He hasn’t once, not since he came back. It’s your baby and when I tell him about it he’ll know!’


  Rankin was silent. His left hand stroked hers absently while she gripped the fingers of his other hand tight and stared at him, beseechingly. He saw the pain in her face, the intensity, the ugly tense lines that go with anxiety and fear. It’s as though she is drowning, he thought, and clinging to me to save her.


  But I can’t swim.


  ‘How do you know it’s mine?’


  ‘Don’t be silly! There’s no one else.’


  ‘No. Of course not.’ He took a deep breath. ‘So what are you going to do ?’


  ‘What can I do, James? I’ve come to you. You’re the father!’


  ‘What do you think I can do, then?’


  ‘Help me! Take me in, find me a home. There’s nowhere else - I can’t go to the workhouse!’


  ‘Would you like any more, sir? Madam?’ The young waiter was standing by the table, looking at them with his beautiful, impassive eyes.


  ‘What? No, no, that’s all. Here, son, we’ve finished. Let me pay now.’


  He freed his hand from her grip, delved into his pocket, gave the boy some coins. When he had got his change, he stood up, pushed his chair in, and said: ‘This is a rotten place to talk. Come on, let’s go for a walk outside.’


  She had her little blue jacket but not a coat, and it was dark and cold in the street. She shivered, but he did not put his jacket round her as she had hoped. They set off, walking quickly towards the river and the Tower.


  ‘I told you, I haven’t got a place here. Only a filthy men’s lodgings which I’d be ashamed to let you see.’


  ‘But you’re the father, James! You’ve got to help. There’s no one else!’


  They stopped under a gas lamp by the walls of the Tower of London. Fifty yards to their right, the black waters of the Thames flowed dark and silently downstream. The gas lamp hissed above their heads, the wind blew cold around them. Deborah looked up into his face and saw not love or compassion but fear, anger, irritation.


  ‘How can I help, woman? Think now for a minute, will you! We discussed all this in Dublin, and you said you wanted to leave me then.’


  ‘Yes, but then I didn’t know . . .’


  ‘You understand the laws of nature — you knew it was possible, surely! But it’s not just the laws of nature you have to understand, it’s the laws of society. You’re a different class to me, Deborah. You could never live as I do. If you left your husband and came to me you’d lose all your money, your house, your son — and you’d live in one room with no carpets, and spend your day scrubbing cockroaches out of the bed. You couldn’t do it, woman! And, even if you could, I wouldn’t want you to. If that’s my son in your belly I’d rather he grew up rich, with a decent house, warm clothes, and a good education, not shivering in a slum as I did! And another thing . . .’


  ‘No more, James, please!’ She stared at him stunned, shaking. But he wasn’t listening to her. Perhaps he never had.


  ‘If I took in a woman like you, my work in the union would be over. Half the workers in the union would call me a fornicator and throw me out, especially the Catholic Irish. Look what happened to Parnell!’


  ‘James, you’re not Parnell, nor anything like him!’ She turned to walk away from him, towards the river, but he snatched her arm and held her back.


  ‘No, but the principle’s the same. Anyway, Deborah, I know it sounds harsh, but what I’m telling you is for the best in the long run, believe me! Go back to Glenfee, go back to your husband and make him sleep with you — you can do that surely, a pretty woman like you? Then he’ll think the child is his and bring it up with a silver spoon in its mouth, and maybe I’ll come over and see it some time. And we can meet . . .’


  ‘Why should we want to meet?’


  The words, to her, sounded bleak, cold as the unfeeling black river flowing silently past the embankment. To him, too, they sounded strange. He stopped for a moment, puzzled.


  ‘Why? Well, for old times’ sake, of course. And if your husband is as bad as you say . . . I thought you loved me.’


  ‘I thought so too, once, James Rankin.’ It was hard to get the words up, she was so choked with the tears that would have to come, soon, when she left him. But first — a vast flow of anger began to surge through her.


  ‘I don’t think you know the meaning of the word love, really, James, do you? It was all lust with you, wasn’t it — fornication, as your union colleagues would say! And they’d be right, too, if they said it now, when you won’t take me in. Because the difference between love and lust is whether you care for the other person, and the results of the time you spend together in bed! You don’t give a fig for that, do you — not even for your own child!’


  She snatched her arms out of his, and went away, half-walking, half-running, along the embankment, feeling the tears well up inside her. A policeman stopped and watched her go, but did nothing. After fifty yards she turned once and looked back, hoping perhaps that even now Rankin would change his mind and come after her. But he had not moved. He was still there, with his flat cap and warm jacket, under the gas light, watching. He had his hands in his pockets. The green silk scarf, which she had adjusted so maternally earlier when they had met, was fluttering loose in the cold wind.


  They watched each other for a long, cold moment.


  Then, very deliberately, he turned, hands still in his pockets, and walked slowly away . . .


  16


  FINGERS. DRUMMING on the desk. Thick, strong fingers with virile black hair growing on the backs of them. Fingers that were stronger than most men’s, twice as large as any woman’s. Martin Armstrong remembered how he had once bent back the fingers of a cheeky little whore who had dared to argue with him. It had been so easy. He had used perhaps a quarter of his strength, and almost at once her sinews had cracked and she had screamed with pain and agreed to do what he asked. He remembered how, afterwards, she had shuddered in terror as his powerful hands kneaded her breasts — his groin warmed at the thought of it.


  Now those same fingers drummed irritably on the desk in front of him, for once he wished they were smooth, soft, well-manicured, hairless like most men’s.


  My trouble comes from too much respectability, he thought. That, and greed.


  He had come from a family with little money and had studied hard to become a doctor. He had never been very successful in his profession. Although he had a private practice in Kensington he had few patients. So he had been forced to take a second post as Assistant Medical Officer in Holloway Prison. And here he had come into contact with prostitutes. And then he had hit upon the idea of opening a second, smaller surgery in Hackney, and specialising in the treatment of venereal diseases. For the first time in his life, he had begun to make money.


  He studied the market and discovered two things. Firstly, that the pimps and bawds — those who made the contacts and provided the premises — often made more money than the girls themselves. And secondly, that some men had distinctly peculiar tastes.


  He began to make use of both of these pieces of knowledge.


  Firstly, he made introductions. Men — sometimes patients, sometimes respectable married men whom he met in his club or through his wife — were secretly eager to meet the better class of whore but did not know how to go about it. For a price, Martin helped them. For a higher price, he made contacts for those who had unusual tastes. Bondage. Sado-masochism. The seduction of virgins.


  The desire for the last of these seemed to be confined largely to middle-aged men. It did not appeal particularly to Martin, but it was highly profitable — and a stroke of luck made him well-placed to supply the demand. He had recently been appointed Medical Officer to a number of charitable children’s hostels. The children in these places were there either because they had been abandoned by their parents; because they had run away from home; or, in some cases, because their parents were in prison. The girls were, therefore, from immoral backgrounds in the first place, and almost certain to lose their virginity before they knew they had it.


  But they had something unique to sell, and Martin knew men who wanted to buy it. So a deal was struck, and everyone profited.


  It all depended, Martin thought, on the gap between respectability and desire. Respectable women, it seemed to him, were unable to satisfy men’s sexual desire, and normally felt none of their own. Less respectable women — those from the backstreets, the gutter, servant girls, the criminal classes — apparently could, and did. It was strange, but true. There was something about respectability that created a demand for prostitution.


  And since respectable men had money, those who met that demand could grow rich.


  Martin had calculated that in a year, if all went well, he would be able to give up his post in the prison entirely. In two years like this, he thought, he would earn more than in ten years of respectable employment. In five years he might be rich enough to retire to the South of France...


  Greed, however, made him take risks. It had been tempting, but foolish, to take the expensive flats above his consulting rooms and use them to supply very rich, highly respectable customers. Men like Jonathan Becket, MP. But then, very respectable clients needed discreet and apparently respectable premises. How was he to know that the wretched man’s suffragette wife was to come snooping outside?


  Martin drummed his fingers on the desk again in frustration. The whole thing was a nightmare. Suffragettes, in his opinion, were the enemy of male freedom. They were the army of female respectability. They were puritans — they wanted all women to be respectable, frigid, and all men to be chaste, too. Christabel Pankhurst had said so, in a dreadful pamphlet she had written called The Great Scourge. Prostitution led to venereal disease, she said — over two thirds of all men contracted these diseases at one time or another. It was a war waged by men against women. The only solution was chastity for men, as well as women. Prostitution, lust, infidelity must be stamped out.


  Martin had read the pamphlet with fascinated horror. If these women got their way, his livelihood would be destroyed. It was true that venereal disease was widespread — he was a specialist in treating it. It was also true, in his opinion, that men needed sexual freedom precisely because respectable women were unable to satisfy them. In that case, men should stand up for their rights. It was feeble liberals, like Jonathan Becket, whom he most despised. The man had once voted for women’s suffrage in Parliament, and yet he was happy to use the services of a whore. Not only that, but he had come to Martin to plead for special treatment for his suffragette wife.


  The woman who would destroy them both, if she were set free . . . Out of self-righteousness and jealousy, nothing more.


  Martin drummed his fingers on the desk and tried to think clearly. What were his options?


  It all depends how long I can keep her in prison, he thought. Out of touch with her husband. And how much she really knows.


  Last time he had spoken to her he had been too shocked and angry to interrogate her carefully. He had been hugely embarrassed that a wardress had heard what she had said. Well, he would have to deal with that. But first I have to talk to Sarah Becket on my own, he thought.


  Without the wardress being present.


  The fingers on the desk stopped drumming. He sighed, pushed back his leather chair, and walked grimly towards the door . . .


  ‘Good morning, Mrs Becket.’


  ‘What? Oh no, not you! Get out, please. Leave me alone!’


  She was shocked, as Martin had expected, but at least she did not scream. That was a good sign. She had been sitting hunched at one end of her bed, shivering in the coarse serge prison dress with the arrows on it. Her hair was neatly combed but her face was pale, drawn. Shivering, he knew, was one of the consequences of starvation and inactivity.


  He sat down on the end of the bed, as far away from her as the cell allowed. I must try not to get her hysterical, he thought. If it is possible to have a rational conversation with this woman, that is what I want. He leant forward, folding his hands between his knees, and forced a smile.


  ‘I haven’t come to hurt you.’


  ‘Oh no? What about last night?’


  ‘That was the medical treatment. I warned you about it. So long as you continue to starve yourself it has to be applied.’


  It had been a grim business all the same. When he had come back to force feed her the wardresses had been, it seemed to him, unusually reluctant, and Sarah had screamed and tried to claw his face. Afterwards, she had vomited up almost as much as he had poured into her stomach so the whole thing had been pointless, except as punishment.


  ‘Treatment!’ she said. ‘You’re a torturer. You live in the Middle Ages.’


  Martin tried to keep the smile on his face. ‘It is that I have come to see you about. None of us like having to treat prisoners like that. If you would only co-operate it wouldn’t be necessary.’


  ‘Co-operate? With you?’ Sarah tried to laugh, but her throat hurt too much where the tube had rubbed it raw. Instead she stood up and turned to face the wall, with her back to him.


  Martin sighed. He felt an urge to seize the silly woman and shake her until her teeth rattled, but that would do no good. He said, as reasonably as he could: ‘If you would eat, you wouldn’t have to be fed.’


  ‘If men would treat women as human beings, I wouldn’t need to be in here at all!’


  This was not what Martin had come to talk about. He waited for a moment, collecting his thoughts. There was a clatter outside in the corridor as a wardress went past with a trolley.


  ‘Yesterday, Mrs Becket, you made a number of accusations against me. I have come to talk about those.’


  Silence. She did not turn round.


  ‘In the first place, you appear to believe I keep a — what is the word? — a brothel in the flats above my consulting rooms. Is that right? Did I understand you correctly?’


  She turned round to face him. Arms folded, she leaned against the wall under the high barred window. Her hair was hidden under the regulation mob cap and there was a mocking, sardonic smile on her bruised lips.


  ‘You understand perfectly, Dr Armstrong, because it’s true.’


  ‘And what proof do you imagine you have?’


  ‘I saw my husband go into your consulting rooms and stay there when you came out. Later, I saw another man go in with a prostitute on his arm.’


  Martin laughed. It was a fairly good effort, he thought. He hoped it shook her confidence.


  ‘Then you did not understand what you saw. Whatever woman went into the flats she could not have been a prostitute. And your husband often stays behind after I have left. He receives . . . therapy and medical advice from a young colleague of mine.’


  ‘For three hours?’


  Sarah watched Dr Armstrong’s eyes and saw a shadow of fear flicker in them. In fact she had no idea how long she had waited outside the consulting rooms. It might have been three hours, or one, or five. The pain of the discovery had made it seem interminable. But Martin did not know how long she had been there, either.


  ‘The place also has a back door. Perhaps he left by that.’


  ‘I shall ask him then, when I get out. Jonathan is an even worse liar than you are.’


  Martin coughed, awkwardly, and his hands squeezed each other between his knees. He wanted to slap the wretched woman’s face but it would not do. The point of this interview was to gather information, not lose his temper.


  ‘Please do. Ask him whatever you like. Though you will have to wait a while, I fear. But you made another accusation, a rather worse one. You seem to believe that I own yet more houses of ill repute. In different areas. What possible proof can you have of that?’


  Annoyance flitted across Sarah’s face. The women in the collecting cell; they would probably deny everything, even if I could find them — I never knew their names. The only other real proof I have is the letter warning me to stay away from Dr Armstrong because even my husband visited his prostitutes. I stuffed it into the back of my desk, but it’s no use telling this man that. For all I know he might tell Jonathan to get it out and burn it. Oh Jonathan, Jonathan! How could you?


  She confronted the smug ugly slob of a man in front of her — Jonathan’s friend! — and said: ‘I’m not going to tell you what proof I have. You can wait and find out later. But I know it’s not just ordinary prostitutes you rent those rooms to. You take children there too, don’t you? Little girls thirteen or fourteen years old, for men to deflower. You make me ill!’


  Martin stood up. The strain of sitting quietly was too much for him. Sarah saw the big, hairy hands flexing by his sides and flinched. But he did not touch her.


  With an effort, he kept his voice calm. ‘You have no proof because these things don’t happen. You are suffering from a mental delusion. But, just out of interest, Mrs Becket, let us pursue this line a little further. When you have completed your six months’ sentence in here . . .’


  ‘I shall be out before that!’


  ‘. . . what do you propose to do with this supposed information about my activities?’


  It was the crucial question. Sarah savoured it. For the first time in Holloway, she felt that the balance of power had swung in her direction. She said, sweetly: ‘You will just have to wait and see, won’t you, Dr Armstrong? But I imagine that the press will be interested. And the police too, perhaps. Doctors who abuse women and young girls do not usually rise to the summit of their profession, do they?’


  ‘And your husband, Mrs Becket? Will you drag him down in the mire as well? His reputation and career will be ruined, if you make these accusations. Even if they are untrue.’


  Sarah’s sense of triumph faded. Rage flared in its place. Jonathan did this! He betrayed me — he sent this man here to taunt me. On his own head be it! Beneath the rage burned a grim, hard determination. I owe this to all women — the children, the young women who are exploited, the suffragettes who are tortured in here with me. Whatever the consequences, this man is evil. I have to expose him!


  ‘My husband can look after himself. My concern is the rights of women, Dr Armstrong.’


  Martin stared at her impotently. Such a slender, pale creature in the drab shapeless prison dress. The cheekbones seemed unnaturally high in the sunken hungry face, the eyes unusually bright. A martyr, he thought, with that cut-glass high society accent of frigid respectability. No wonder Jonathan Becket had to go to a whore; her thighs must be sharp as razors!


  With an effort, he raised an eyebrow superciliously.


  ‘In that case, you will make fools of both him and yourself, Mrs Becket, when you discover that your accusations are untrue. But in the meantime, if you will not eat, I regret that your treatment for self-inflicted starvation must continue.’


  The fear in her eyes pleased him. He turned to open the door. And to avoid too many more kicking and screaming matches like we had last night, he thought, the woman had better be drugged. I will feed her a measure of bromide tonight, before her meal. That way, she’ll keep more of it down.


  He strode away along the corridor, smiling grimly to himself. From what Sarah Becket had said, he didn’t believe she had much proof. It was a nuisance, but long before she was released from Holloway, he would have closed all the flats down and moved the girls on to other, more secret premises. If the police raided the addresses she knew of, they would find nothing.


  But that was all in the future. For the moment she was safe here in Holloway. She could have no visitors at all for a month, not even her feeble husband. So until then, the girls and Mrs Burgoyne could continue to make money for him.


  Every day. Every night. Greed profiting from respectability.


  Ruth Harkness had not planned to become a prison wardress. As a child she had shown some promise at school and her father, an enterprising man with his own hansom cab, had expressed hopes that she might get a job in an office operating one of the new modern typewriting machines. If she did very well, she might even become a teacher. But when Ruth was nine her father was stabbed by a drunken passenger late at night. All hopes she and her sisters had had of higher education were buried with him in a graveyard in Hackney.


  She left school at fourteen to work for four years in her uncle’s bakery in the East End. Every morning at half past two she had to get up to clean out the ash from the big coal ovens and light fresh fires in them, and then make hundreds of little bread rolls for people to buy on the way to work. She stood in the shop then, until four or five o’clock in the afternoon, when nearly everything was sold. Then she was free to help her mother with her younger sisters until they all fell asleep exhausted in the single back room they shared above a tailor’s shop.


  In 1911, her uncle had a heart attack early one morning. He fell face forward into a stack of loaves in the oven which he was unloading, and by the time Ruth pulled him out he was dead, one side of his face singed raw by the oven wall. The bakery passed to a cousin who planned to run it with his wife, and Ruth was out of a job.


  For a year she had various unsuccessful jobs as an office cleaner, scullery maid, and shop assistant, all of which she hated; and then one night, in a public house in Putney, she met a man who was to change her life. His name was George Smith.


  George was an unusually tall and broad-shouldered young man with a face like a wrestler. He looked down expressionlessly on even the tallest men in the pub, whose heads only came up to his chin, and they all showed him respect. Women gazed up at him in awe, as though he were a giant out of a childhood story book. But Ruth was considerably larger and stronger than most girls, and she found, to her surprise, that this seemed to attract George almost as much as it had previously put off other men. He walked her home that night and they arranged to meet again. By the end of the month they were courting.


  George was a police constable. He came from a poor family not unlike Ruth’s and most of his wages went to support his widowed mother and his younger brothers and sisters. He had only recently joined the force and was determined to do well in it. To Ruth’s surprise, his stolid, taciturn manner hid a relatively acute brain. As well as being determined, he was ambitious.


  ‘I couldn’t offer a girl marriage at this stage, Ruthie,’ he confided to her solemnly one Sunday afternoon as they sat listening to a band playing in Hyde Park. ‘I couldn’t afford to do it properly yet, it would just drag us both down. When I marry I want to have a decent house, security. A home I can be proud to bring up kids in. So I’ll have to wait, and work, and save. I’d want a wife who knew how to work and save, too.’


  It was then that they fell to discussing Ruth’s string of unsatisfactory jobs, and how she loathed them and had always hoped for something better. George considered this gravely for a few minutes, and then suggested the prison service.


  It had never occurred to Ruth that such jobs existed for women. And yet, the more she thought, the more sense it made. A prison wardress had a proper, relatively well-paid job, with regular wages and meals and a uniform — and none of the drawbacks of going into service. Perhaps because of her father’s early ambitions for her, Ruth had always hated the idea of becoming a servant, all day at the beck and call of people who were richer than her by mere chance and no ability. She found it hard enough taking orders in shops from owners who were less intelligent than she was. But in a women’s prison, she thought, the situation would be almost entirely reversed. The criminals would be there to receive orders from her!


  George told her how to apply for the job and to her surprise she was accepted. From the beginning the work appealed to her. For the first time she had a position with some of the status her father had led her to hope for. The job was respectable, the rules were clear, and she was in charge of others. And since the criminals had not only been wicked enough to commit crimes but also stupid enough to get caught, it was clear that they richly deserved their fate.


  After a month she was able to open a small account in a bank — the first savings she had ever had. And George’s respect for her grew. After twelve months they became engaged.


  She was thinking about this as she walked towards Holloway at five o’clock one morning. The streets were still grey in the early dawn, but already they were busy — barrow-boys heading towards Covent Garden to collect vegetables for the market, fishmongers going towards Billingsgate, street-cleaners and crossing-sweepers and lamplighters dowsing the gas lamps. Already I earn more than most of these people, she thought, and I am only twenty-two and the only woman going to work so early. What would father say if he could see me now? It was not what he planned but he would not be ashamed, either. He always taught me to earn my living and to know right from wrong, and that is what my work and George’s is all about. Without us the city would be torn to shreds by criminals and anarchists.


  She entered the great gloomy stone portals of Holloway, and gazed across the courtyard for a moment. Every window of the huge brick building in front of her was blockaded by iron bars. It was like a medieval castle, a fortress to contain evil and misery and to punish it.


  Ruth knew there was misery as well as evil in those cells. But she had learnt early on to harden her heart to the sob stories the prisoners tried to tell. She nearly always cut them off automatically now before they had even begun. That was an important part of prison discipline, anyway — the rule that said prisoners should not speak unless spoken to. Prisoners should obey instructions instantly, and wardresses should never look them in the eye. It was a good, effective rule, Ruth thought; cruel on the surface but merciful after a while. It made the boundaries clear and did not create expectations. If that was part of the punishment, all well and good.


  The one group of prisoners who troubled her were the suffragettes. Not because she agreed with them; she was quite definite about that. A crime was a crime whatever its motive. The problem was the women themselves. They were often well educated, articulate, independent — the sort of woman Ruth had hoped to become herself. But they would not accept the rules. They spoke when they were not spoken to, refused to eat, sang, protested, argued, blockaded themselves in their cells, and endlessly asked questions. We are political prisoners, they said we are not criminals, these rules were not meant for us at all. And so, to refute this argument and enforce the rules, Ruth and the other wardresses had to treat them more harshly than anyone else. By forcible feeding. Confinement to the punishment bloc. Leaving them manacled sometimes all night in their cells.


  Ruth hated it. It made her unhappy in a job she was proud of. She hated it even more when George seemed to sympathise with them. He told her how sensible, even grateful, the suffragettes often were when arrested. He thought they had spirit and accepted that they would win the vote in the end. He had carried a little grandmother of about seventy all the way across Parliament Square in a suffragette demonstration one day. She had slapped his face to ensure she was arrested for assault and breach of the peace — and then complimented him for giving her the best piggy-back ride since her father took her to the wedding of Queen Victoria!


  So why can’t they behave decently in prison? Ruth thought. She scowled as she climbed the dark stone stairs inside the prison. Today she would have to deal with that woman Becket again. And Sarah Becket was the worst of all, because Ruth had begun to believe her . . .


  Ruth was not sorry for the woman. The fact that Sarah Becket was rich and well-connected did not matter to her at all. Indeed, she rather enjoyed the fact that such women had to be washed and shampooed for nits like the others, carry their own slop buckets to the sluice, even be forcibly fed if necessary. That was common justice — proof that no one was above the law, wherever they were born.


  But . . . Dr Armstrong said that Sarah Becket was insane. And while Ruth Harkness was not medically qualified, she did not believe that. She had met several madwomen in prison. One had claimed to be Mary, Mother of God; another had persisted in lifting her skirt and showing her drawers to anyone who opened the door of her cell; a third had screamed all night because she could see her dead child floating in the air in front of her; a fourth had sat, totally silent, with her face to the wall for three days.


  Sarah Becket had done nothing like this. She had simply stated, in a clear, forceful, upper-class accent, that Dr Armstrong was a pimp.


  Put baldly like that, Ruth admitted to herself, it did sound mad. Dr Armstrong was a respectable, prosperous doctor, a figure of authority in the prison; Sarah Becket was a convicted criminal, so unbalanced that she thought she could influence Parliament by slashing a famous picture with a meat knife. That was why Ruth had not yet voiced her suspicions to George. But . . .


  Ruth had been there. She had seen the conviction with which Becket spoke, the shock, almost guilt, on the face of Dr Armstrong. And then, she had worked beside Dr Armstrong for some months . . .


  It was irrational to feel revolted by a man who was always perfectly polite and professional, but . . . Ruth always kept as far away from him in a cell as she could. As though those great, stubby fingers of his might suddenly grab her instead of palpating the chest of a patient; as though the thick black hairs on the backs of his wrists could come alive like spiders, and crawl out of his sleeves in dozens.


  She shuddered, as she hung up her coat and hat in the locker-room and put on her regulation apron. Of course such thoughts were nonsense, but — what if the story Becket told her was true? If this doctor, those hands, were really leading little girls out of the safety of a charitable institution into a life of prostitution, where men would pay to paw them before they were even old enough to . . . It did not bear thinking about! Ruth Harkness buckled a bunch of keys on to her belt and set off down the long grey corridor to her first duties of the day.


  But it had to be thought about.


  If what Becket said was true, then Dr Armstrong was not just a criminal but a serious, monstrous one. A bluebeard of a man who should be locked away for far longer than most women here. One of the fundamental beliefs that Ruth shared with her fiancé George was that the police and prison service were the soldiers of right in a war against wrong. They prayed, every night, that God would guide their hands in the cleansing of society, the crusade against evil. If she, Ruth, suspected Dr Armstrong of such a crime and did nothing about it she would be a traitor to God.


  But if she did something about it and it proved to be untrue, she would almost certainly lose her job.


  All morning Ruth Harkness went about her duties in a foul mood. She cursed Sarah Becket for ever coming to Holloway at all, and she cursed herself for listening to the woman and getting drawn into a discussion with her. She was still angry when, at two o’clock, she received a summons to go to Dr Armstrong’s consulting room.


  Surprised, she left the main cell block, climbed two flights of stairs, and knocked on his door.


  ‘Come!’


  She entered, and strode quietly into the centre of the room. It was peaceful here, civilised in comparison to the rest of the prison. A carpet on the floor, a fire in the grate, no bars in the windows. Dr Armstrong sat with his back to the window, writing at a large wooden desk. He had a pipe in his mouth and, as he wrote, he puffed and grunted to himself. After a moment he blotted the paper, sat back in his chair, and smiled.


  ‘Ah. Miss — er — Harkness, is it not?’


  ‘Yes, Doctor. You sent for me.’


  ‘I did indeed. It was good of you to come.’ He hesitated, and the ingratiating smile faded, to be replaced by a frown of portentous solemnity. ‘It was, er, about an unfortunate scene that you were forced to witness the other day. I realise that you must witness very many unpleasant things in the course of your job, but I thought perhaps that this event was peculiarly distressing.’


  ‘What scene was that then, Doctor?’ Ruth kept her face wooden, to force him to say it. Already she felt anxious, thinking how easy it would be to lose her job, how important it was to her. And there was something else, less tangible, to do with the man himself. He folded his fleshy fingers under his chin.


  ‘Surely you remember, Miss Harkness? The outburst of the prisoner Becket, when only you and I were in her cell. She made some most distressing and slanderous allegations. You remember that?’


  ‘Yeah.’ He glanced at her sharply, as though suspecting insolence in the flat monosyllabic answer.


  ‘Well, Mrs Becket is a distinguished lady of a certain social class that we would not normally expect to find in Holloway, and I appreciate how hard it must be for yourself and your colleagues to control such women. Particularly when they make appalling allegations that you might be tempted to believe. So …’


  He hesitated, cold grey eyes watching her carefully from under thick bushy eyebrows. The fingers writhed thoughtfully under the chin.


  ‘. . . so I have decided to take the unusual step of reassuring you about the nature of her illness. Mrs Becket is, I regret to say, suffering from a depressive illness which can lead to paranoid delusions about those who care for her. I am acquainted with her family doctor and am told that she has suffered from this for some time. It leads to precisely the sort of fantastic outburst we heard yesterday, which can be most upsetting for all who have to deal with her. Including her husband, poor man, from what I hear.’


  ‘You mean she’s mad?’


  ‘If you wish to put it that baldly, yes. But it is a form of madness in which the patient can appear perfectly normal for most of the time. She may appear so to you, I don’t know?’


  Again the smile, ingratiating, pleasant, the fat lips in the heavy, solid face. Like a concerned family doctor inquiring about how you felt.


  ‘Yes, she does.’ Ruth answered bluntly, without thinking. She regretted it almost immediately. Yet it was the truth, and if she challenged him with that, perhaps she would see what he really meant. After all, if he was lying . . .


  The smile faded. The thick fingers picked up the pipe, enveloped it, struck a match. ‘Well, that’s natural enough. Have you seen many madwomen, Miss Harkness?’


  ‘A few. An’ they was proper loonies, not like her. Seems to me she talks a lot of sense most of the time. Wrong-headed o’ course, bein’ a suffragette, but sense all the same. Not madness.’


  He sighed heavily. ‘Well, that’s just what I said. It is a form of lunacy in which the patient can appear sane for most of the time, until suddenly her outbursts become so fantastic as to burst the boundaries of sense. I have considerable experience of it, I can assure you. And Mrs Becket’s behaviour — first in slashing that painting, and then in making those absurd allegations — are classic symptoms of the disease.’


  Silence. Ruth stared at him, thinking. A coal fell in the fire and a puff of smoke drifted out into the room. The lines of a kindly understanding smile lingered on his face, but the message of the steely grey eyes was: there it is, young woman. Believe me or lose your job.


  Ruth remembered the prayers she made, every night, and the young ragged girls she sometimes saw, begging in the streets. Rescued, if Sarah Becket was to be believed, not by the Salvation Army, but to be whores for dirty old men.


  She said: ‘If she’s mad, like what you say, she ought to be treated for it, not punished. Why ain’t she being released?’


  The smile returned, but it was an effort, Ruth could see that. The eyes were grey as winter.


  ‘A good question. I can see we have recruited some intelligent wardresses this last year. But since you are so intelligent you will understand when I say there are two — no, three — prongs to the answer. Will you bear with me while I go through them?’


  ‘All right.’


  ‘Good. Well, the first point is, Mrs Becket was imprisoned for a crime which she claimed was a political protest, and she made no defence of illness or insanity. So she is still guilty, and it is clearly in the interests of justice that she serves her sentence if at all possible. Are you with me so far?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Excellent! The second point — and you will please keep this absolutely confidential, because you must appreciate that I should not normally be discussing it with you at all — the second point is that treatment for this form of insanity is, in any case, to confine the patient in a quiet room, which is precisely what happens here in Holloway. As it happens, I am unusually well qualified to carry out this treatment, so Mrs Becket is actually lucky to be here. She should be kept well fed — and we are trying to arrange that also — and in addition I intend to treat her with bromide, which will calm her down and clear her mind.’


  ‘Bromide?’


  ‘Yes. Surely you have come across it before? It is a mild sedative, that’s all. It brings calm and comfort to people of troubled mind. That was my third point. So you will see, although we cannot release her, she is receiving the best possible treatment where she is.’


  Ruth did not know what to think. On the face of it, the doctor’s arguments made sense, but if the situation was as clear as he said it was, why did he have to explain?


  As if reading the doubt in her face, he said: ‘I understand what you are thinking, young woman, believe me. You are wondering why I am telling you all this. Well, let me be honest with you. Mrs Becket made some very serious and unpleasant allegations about me personally the other day, and I would take it very seriously indeed if anyone repeated them. Indeed, I would sue that person for malicious slander, do I make myself clear? As I would sue Mrs Becket, if she were not my patient. But as I am an honest man, I would also like to convince you, as the only other person who heard these allegations, that they are, in fact, untrue. I have no connection with any impropriety whatsoever.’


  ‘You don’t think . . .’ Ruth hesitated. The man’s candour had captured her. Despite her personal dislike of him she almost believed him now. He seemed truly to want to explain, and he was a doctor, after all. Nonetheless, in her life in the East End she had met too many liars to take everything she heard at face value. Since he had asked her here, she had one more question.


  ‘Come on, out with it, Miss Harkness. If you have any more questions let’s hear them.’


  ‘Well . . .’ Ruth swallowed. ‘‘Course it was crazy what Mrs Becket said about you corruptin’ young girls an’ orphans an’ all — anyone could see that . . .’


  ‘I’m glad you think so.’


  ‘But what if not everything she said was true? If she’s got ‘old of the wrong end of the stick, like. If what she said does ‘appen to some o’ them young girls in the orphanage where you work, and you don’t know nothing about it. If it was ‘appening, as you say, it would be a pretty nasty business, like, and someone ought to look into it. Even if she is a few farthings short of a penny she might ‘ave ‘eard something from someone else.’


  There was a silence. Maybe it lasted less than a minute, but to Ruth it seemed like ten. Somewhere far away in the prison a door clanged shut, and the wind rattled at the windows of the consulting room. Martin Armstrong tapped his pipe thoughtfully on an ashtray.


  ‘I suppose it’s possible. But hardly likely. After all, I can hardly trouble the police about the ravings of a madwoman.’


  ‘I could ‘elp, sir.’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ Behind the look of amusement and surprise there was definitely a sense of alarm, Ruth thought. Quickly hidden. She pressed on.


  ‘I could give you a bit of ‘elp. Just to sort of check the story out, like.’


  Another silence. The grey eyes watched her, thinking. If he refuses, then maybe he’s got something to hide, she thought. But if he accepts and there is some truth in it — then what?


  ‘What help were you thinking of, Miss Harkness, exactly?’ The fat fingers toyed unconsciously with the pipe, reflecting the turmoil of the man’s thoughts.


  She swallowed again. Why had she said this? ‘To keep an eye on them girls and wardens in the ‘omes, maybe. It would be easier for me to talk to ‘em than for you. An’ I know how girls like that think.’


  ‘Oh you do, do you?’


  Up until then she had almost believed him, but those five words changed her mind. Not the words, but the way he said them. Being a big girl, powerfully built, Ruth had very seldom been looked at in quite that way by men, but she had seen it happen often enough to other girls, and been at once jealous and disgusted. Now, suddenly, there was an unmistakable knowing leer in Dr Armstrong’s eyes, a cynical smile on those puffy lips that made her shiver. She felt as though her apron and thick serge dress were not there any more, and he, the Doctor, could see her standing in front of him as naked as when she washed herself alone in the morning. She watched his eyes and the hairy backs of his hands, carefully, ready to run or fight if he got up and came near her.


  She heard her voice answer: ‘Oh yes, I think I understand girls like that. When you’re poor an’ come from a criminal background you could be tempted to do almost anythin’ for money. But it’s a dreadful sin, o’ course. Mrs Becket’s dead right about that. That may be why she got so terrible upset, like.’


  ‘Quite the young philosopher, I see.’


  ‘You learn to think a bit, in this job.’


  ‘No doubt. Well, Miss — er — Harkness, you may have a point after all. I see I am dealing with an intelligent young woman, and I understand your concern. It does you credit. Though as far as I am aware the homes are run in a most proper and excellent fashion.’


  ‘Yes, but . . .’


  ‘But maybe there is, as you say, a grain of truth in Mrs Becket’s ravings. A very small grain, I hope. Nonetheless, I shall reflect upon your suggestions about how to investigate them. And also whether to take up your offer of help. Since you have shown such concern I shall let you know what I propose to do in a day or so. Is that fair?’


  ‘Yes. Thank you, sir.’


  ‘Good. In the meantime, I hope you will accept the truth of what I have told you about Mrs Becket’s medical condition, and treat that knowledge in the strictest confidence. She is, I repeat, suffering from paranoid delusions, which is a form of insanity. And this condition will only worsen with shortage of food, so the forcible feeding must continue. I trust you have no objection to that?’


  ‘Oh no, sir. It’s her own choice not to eat.’


  ‘Quite. I’m glad you see it so clearly. So, Miss Harkness, if that is all . . .’


  He rose to his feet, pressing his hands on the top of his desk, and Ruth took an involuntary step backwards. But he had only got up to escort her to the door, like a valued patient. All the way across the room, Ruth wondered how she would disguise the shudder, if he were to be so polite and patronising as to put his arm across her shoulder.
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  ‘IT’S VERY quiet, sir, isn’t it?’ Simon Fletcher said.


  Charles Cavendish glanced at his young ADC. As usual, the boy looked trim, smooth, unruffled. Simon was one of a minority of the UVF who had so far managed to procure an acceptable military uniform, and he wore it with style, the battledress blouse neatly pressed, the Sam Browne belt gleaming with polish, the cap, with its distinctive badge, tilted slightly to the side of his head. Charles smiled, reassured for the moment by his presence.


  ‘It’s always quiet in Bangor, lad,’ he said. ‘Especially at eleven o’clock at night.’


  But he knew what Simon meant. As they paced slowly along the promenade, the sound of their boots echoed eerily back at them from the silent boarding-houses on the other side of the road. There were hardly any lights on in the houses, and almost no other sound at all. Just the swish of the sea on the beach to their right, and the rattle of a broken gas lamp in the thin drizzling wind that blew in out of the darkness across Belfast Lough. And the occasional murmur of the other men as they waited, smoking and talking quietly, in small detachments where Charles had posted them around the quay.


  ‘Do you think anyone knows we’re here?’ Simon asked.


  Charles glanced at him sharply. It was a question that had begun to gnaw at his mind, now that all the arrangements had been made, and every picket posted. Certainly, no one from the outside world was supposed to know they were there. So far as Charles knew, the entire town of Bangor was sealed off, and had been for the past three hours. The telephone exchange had been occupied, and all the lines earthed; every road in and out of the town was blocked by a detachment of UVF soldiers; no boats could leave the harbour. The police and coastguard stations were surrounded, and such RIC policemen as continued to patrol the streets were accompanied everywhere by a superior force of Charles’s men. Charles had planned meticulously, and he believed he had done everything necessary. And still no one, even in the force of nearly a thousand UVF men who occupied the little seaside town, knew for certain what the purpose of the exercise was.


  No one, that is, except himself, his three company commanders — and Simon.


  Simon, who a few days ago had threatened to betray everything to a foreign journalist, if Charles ever talked of ending their affair again.


  Simon saw, by the look on Charles’s face, that his casual remark had been misunderstood. It had been a nasty moment, that afternoon, when he had come into Charles’s room to find his wife there. Since then, Deborah Cavendish had gone to London, but Charles had remained unusually cold, aloof. Simon regretted the threat he had made, and wanted to make amends.


  He laughed lightly. ‘I was only wondering about the old ladies in the boarding houses,’ he said, waving his hand casually at the darkened windows. ‘I mean, do you think the old biddies turned their lights out so that they could stare at us out of their darkened windows, or do you think they are all tucked up with a hot water bottle and not a care in the world?’


  ‘The latter, I hope,’ Charles grunted. Despite the silence, he was not in the mood for idle chatter. He had always found waiting the most arduous part of soldiering. It was the time when there was nothing to do but think, and hope, and worry about what you had forgotten. It was always bad, but tonight it was worse, because so much responsibility rested on him. If anything went wrong in Bangor, he would be blamed, and his position in the UVF, on which he had staked so much, would be lost.


  But more than his personal reputation, that of the UVF itself was at stake tonight. So far, everything they had done to resist the extension of Home Rule to Ulster had been an enormous bluff. The rallies at Craigavon, with the dozens of speakers and the biggest Union Flag ever made; the thousands who had signed the Covenant, many in their own blood; the parades and drilling and military operations in which they had practised, over and over again, occupying towns like Bangor — all these had been, fundamentally, a bluff, simply because nine out of ten UVF soldiers had no arms to fight with. They drilled with pick-handles and wooden staves, not rifles.


  Tonight, they were here to get those rifles.


  While Charles paced along the silent promenade at Bangor, other elements of Operation Lion, the most important task the UVF had ever undertaken, were falling into place along the coast of North Down, Belfast, and South Antrim.


  In Larne, about now, Charles hoped, the steamer Clydevalley, with 20,000 of the most modern Austrian Mauser and Mannlicher rifles, and 3 million rounds of ammunition, was about to arrive. A convoy of cars and motor lorries from the UVF motor division — the first such convoy ever organised in military history — should be there, waiting to take them off. Most of the rifles were to be loaded into the cars, but smaller consignments were to be loaded into the smaller ships Roma and Inismurray. They were to be taken by the Roma into Belfast, and by the Inismurray south to Donaghadee, on the North Down coast, where a detachment of men similar to Charles’s was waiting to take them off. The last consignment was to be left on board the Clydevalley, so that it could bring them across the mouth of the Belfast Lough to Bangor, where Charles and his men were waiting.


  At the same time, in the centre of Belfast itself, a decoy steamer, the Balmarino, was arriving, carrying a perfectly legal cargo of coal. A large UVF detachment was ostentatiously on parade in the centre of Belfast Docks to welcome the Balmarino, and ensure her arrival did not go unnoticed. Both the UVF men and the steamer’s crew had orders to be as uncooperative as possible towards the police and Customs officials. On no account were they to be allowed to inspect the Balmarino’s hold until late tomorrow morning, by which time the real guns should be speeding away far inland, in hundreds of cars taking them to their future owners.


  In theory, then, everything had been thought of. But then, in theory, only twelve men in the entire UVF had these details clear in their minds. And Charles knew that was not true.


  What if Simon had told someone?


  In the silence, a sound began to bother him. Beyond the swish of the sea and the click of their boots, there was the roar of a motor-cycle engine, somewhere near the edge of the town. Charles glanced past the peak of Simon’s cap, and saw a single headlight, and then another, flash into sight at the end of the promenade, and rush towards him.


  As they drew nearer, the shattering roar of the motorbike engines re-echoed from the walls of the boarding houses, and Charles felt a twinge of pity for the old ladies asleep inside. Then the first rider spotted him and drew up in a swirl of gravel.


  As he killed the engine and saluted, the words came rushing out. ‘Sir, a detachment of troops left Holywood Barracks, sir, half an hour gone, maybe. We didn’t see them on the road but we had to run to fetch our bikes first, sorry sir but we hid them in a wood while keeping watch, or we’d have been here sooner.’


  ‘Wait! Control yourself, man! Start again!’ In the roar of the second bike’s arrival Charles had missed half of what the man was saying, but in a couple of minutes he had the picture clear. The two motor-cyclists had been set to watch the army barracks at Holywood, five miles towards Belfast along the coast road. At 10.40 they had seen a detachment of British Army troops march out.


  ‘Were they armed, man?’


  ‘Yes, sir, fully equipped in marching order.’


  ‘How many?’


  ‘About company strength, sir.’


  ‘But you didn’t pass them on your way here?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  Charles considered the man. Young, but short, square, confident. Cullen, he thought his name was; had served in India as a sergeant before leaving to join the UVF. He would know what he was talking about.


  ‘All right, I want to have a look at this. Come back with me. Simon, get the car!’


  As they followed Cullen’s motor-bike along the promenade and up, out of the town, there was a strained silence in the car. Simon drove, his goggles masking his face against the stream of cold air that blew in over the Lancia’s low windshield. Charles sat beside him, sunk in thought, gazing out over the dark waters of Belfast Lough, searching the road ahead for the first sign of troops.


  ‘What will you do if they come?’ Simon asked.


  ‘God knows.’ Once Charles had encouraged the boy’s familiarity; it had been a comfort to him. Now it had begun to grate horribly. The question was too near the bone. He couldn’t resist armed, determined soldiers — Simon knew that. If tonight went wrong, the whole bloody cause would probably be lost, forever. Sir Edward Carson would be arrested and imprisoned, and the rest of the UVF High Command would look like a bunch of incompetent idiots. Perhaps because of him.


  Bitterly, his voice deliberately hard and cold and clear above the noise of the engine, he said: ‘If they come, I shall ask them exactly how they knew.’


  But, for all his anger, as soon as the words were out he wished them unsaid.


  Simon drove on for a while, unspeaking. He clashed the gears horribly as he changed them at the foot of a hill. As the car strained slowly upwards, he said: ‘I mean what I say, you know. I’ve kept my word to you so far. You had no call to say that.’


  ‘I’ll say what I bloody well like! Stop here.’


  As the car reached the top of the hill, Charles got out and walked a few paces away down the road, taking his binoculars from their case. It was the highest point on the route; they could see down into Holywood one way, with the distant gas lights of Belfast twinkling beyond; and behind, back into Bangor. In the Lough were the navigation lights of a few ships, moving mysteriously over the coal-black sea. Charles ignored them. He stood beside Cullen and his motorbike, peering down the empty road towards Holywood, listening for the slightest sound of advancing troops. As the sound of the engines died, it became very quiet. Only a damp, insistent breeze gusted around them.


  Simon sat very still in the car, his gloved hands clenched tight around the steering wheel. He had never felt hate for Charles so far, but he was coming very close to it now. This had happened to him several times before. It was the pattern of his life . . . His first lover, when he was eight, had been his father. They had made love when his mother was out at work, and Simon had thought, for a while, that this was how he would get all the love he needed in life. It brought him presents, a secret companionship, a father who no longer scowled but sighed and looked relaxed and happy because of what Simon could do for him. What Simon was happy to do for him.


  Then one day Simon’s father left home, without warning, for another woman! Simon’s life had fallen apart. His father returned, occasionally, but after a few months Simon refused to have anything to do with him. Then, one day, he found out where the woman lived. He locked the doors and set fire to the house when she and his father were in it. To his astonishment no one suspected him. Indeed, so far from being found out and punished for what he had done, he was actually rewarded, in a way. For it turned out his father had more money than anyone suspected — enough money to enable Simon’s mother to send him to a minor public school, and for him to qualify as an officer in the merchant navy.


  As he travelled the world he met other lovers, and a pattern began to repeat itself.


  An affair began with the thrill of discovery, the chase, the secret beddings. Always with the adrenalin-surging fear of detection, the excitement of the utterly illegal. Then, sometimes, there was affection, companionship, something that might be called love, on one side or the other. At first on Simon’s side but increasingly, as he grew harder, on the other. Never, in his experience, on both. And then always, sooner or later, the relationship was corroded by fear, guilt, and the desire of one or other party to escape.


  And when that happened, particularly to mature, established men, they began to realise how seriously, and absolutely, they had put themselves in Simon’s power. And how great was his desire for revenge.


  With Charles Cavendish, this process had only just begun. Part of Simon’s mind still thought of him as a kind, generous man, a father like the one he would always have liked to have. A considerate, if not particularly exciting, lover. A man who had trusted Simon and given him a position of respect in the eyes of society.


  But he was about to take it all away, as they all did in the end. Because of a woman — Deborah, Charles’s wife. Simon gazed out over the dark waters of Belfast Lough, and realised suddenly that one of the ships — the one far out in the middle, with passenger lights all down its sides — was probably the returning ferry that Deborah Cavendish had taken to England yesterday. Simon gazed down at it with venom, wishing it had sunk or caught fire. With her on it.


  But it hadn’t, of course. Things like that could be made to happen, but you have to do more than just wish it. Simon thought about that for a while. Then he turned his eyes away from the ship, and gazed instead at the tall man in the long Ulster raincoat and military cap, who was still peering anxiously down the road towards Holywood. It was a man he had loved more than many before. Now that love was stained at the edges, with a growing mould of hatred and distrust. Soon it would be disfigured beyond recall.


  Simon knew he would have to plan his own revenge . . .


  ‘Coffee, sir?’


  ‘What? Yes, thank you, Simon.’ Charles took the cup gratefully, wrapping his hands around it for the warmth, before he sipped. It might be April but it was cold, here on the end of the quay at 3 a.m. Cold, and, for the moment, quiet. Just the wash and suck of the rising tide on the harbour walls outside, and the buzz of the gas mantle in the harbour light above his head. Waiting.


  To his great relief, the reported detachment of British soldiers had not come their way. Whatever night exercise they were on, it did not seem to involve Bangor. So far, at least. So, leaving pickets posted at all approaches to the town, Charles had returned to the harbour.


  ‘Sergeant says 47 cars all arrived and in position, sir. Engines off and lamps doused as you said. Those with the furthest to go, for Banbridge and Donacloney, are at the front of the line, ready to be loaded first.’


  ‘Good. No reports of the phantom army?’


  ‘Not yet, sir, no. They must have marched down a hole in the ground somewhere.’


  ‘I wish them joy of it.’


  Charles favoured his young ADC with a brief smile, then retreated into the haven of his own thoughts. There was no rancour now; for the moment that was behind them. Just the anticipation, the shared worry of what might happen, what might go wrong.


  He still worried that the company of British troops - the ‘phantom army’ as he called them - would reappear. Bangor could be so easily cut off. There were only two main roads to the west, both of which passed within a few miles of Holywood Barracks. If they were blocked, Charles would have no way of sending his guns to the UVF units who needed them, inland in North and South Down. He could only keep them here or send them south, into the trap of the Ards peninsular. Either that, or fight his way out.


  But so far, all roads were clear. So Charles could concentrate on his operation. He had been round all his pickets twice, organised a load of thirty tons of coal and water to be ready for the Clydevalley on the quay, and supervised the arrival of his convoy of cars. Now there was a lull. The sleeping town was occupied by over a thousand tense, expectant men. All ready.


  But no Clydevalley.


  ‘Sir! Sir! Colonel Cavendish, sir!’


  A sentry called, running out of the little harbourmaster’s office at the side of the quay. The nails in his boots sent red-hot sparks leaping into the air from the cobbles as he sprinted through the dark. ‘Sir! Message on the phone from Lame, sir!’


  ‘Right, I’ll come!’ Leaving his coffee steaming on the harbour wall, Charles hurried to the phone, the one vital line that his engineers had left connected in the whole town.


  ‘Cavendish here, sir!’


  `Ah, good! Karnal, yanda sab thiik-thaak hai. Jahaaz as gayaa hai our hamtog saamaan utaar rahe hai. Puliis kii taraf se koii pareshaanii nahii hai.’


  Charles smiled. It was the old trick, which had been perfected in the Boer War and carried over into the UVF, of communicating crucial messages over doubtful phone lines in Hindustani. Certainly it had foxed the Boers, but in an operation in Ulster against their old comrades in arms it was a little more problematic. Still, any RIC officers or telephone operators who were listening would have had to have served in India to have a hope of understanding it. Charles had been brought up in Simla as a boy, and served again for two years in the Punjab after fighting the Boers.


  ‘Tabut acchaa! Jahaaz hamlogd ke paas kitne baje pabiicegaa?’


  The smile faded as his question was answered. The Clydevalley was late. She was still unloading in Lame and could not be expected to arrive in Bangor before 5 am at the earliest. The fact that her crew had also renamed her Mountjoy, in memory of the ship that had first broken the boom at the siege of Derry in 1689, impressed Charles considerably less than the fact that it would be well after daylight before he could hope to finish unloading.


  And in daylight, sooner or later, someone was going to get across the fields to Holywood Barracks and give them away.


  Charles put down the phone thoughtfully, and strolled out into the night. At the end of the quay the long line of cars stood, silently waiting. Their paintwork glistened dimly under the gas streetlights, and little red spots in the gloom showed along the promenade where their drivers stood patiently, smoking. Charles walked down to his company commander at the end of the line to pass on the message.


  The man, a short, burly Canadian with a bristling moustache, shrugged his shoulders and grinned reassuringly.


  ‘So? We’ll have more light to see what we’re doing. Should make the job quicker, eh?’


  ‘Maybe. Just make sure the noble officers of the law don’t get in the way.’


  ‘Them?’ The Canadian glanced at the little group of RIC officers standing round their Inspector on the other side of the road, loosely guarded by half a dozen UVF men. ‘Not a chance. They’ll be as happy to see the guns as we are.’


  Charles had already spoken to the Inspector, and he thought he agreed. There had been only the mildest protest, and the RIC presence throughout the night was probably only a matter of form, rather than real concern. A lot of RIC men had relatives in the UVF, and sympathised with its objectives. On the other hand, they had their careers to think of. If it could be proved they had at least tried to prevent the operation, their consciences would be clear. But then it only needed one, more zealous than the rest, to bring the troops down on them.


  Charles wondered what he would feel if that happened. Angry, undoubtedly, if the operation failed. But if the guns were landed, and he and his men had to fight their way out, that would be a different matter. He had spent a lot of time in the last few months, training his men to combat readiness. But play-acting was one thing, the stimulus of real battle another. If the gunrunning ended in a real, victorious skirmish, his men’s morale would be sky-high. And, as far as Charles was concerned, the political message it would send to the Liberal government in London would be long overdue.


  He had had nothing but contempt for politicians most of his life, and this last attempt to destroy the country by breaking the Union at the heart of the Empire filled him with scorn. Surely a blind fool could see that that was the one thing, the Union, that mattered above all else? That was why so many loyal men, and women too, had signed the Covenant.


  It was then, as he walked slowly back along the quay, his hands clasped behind his back, watching the dark water flowing between the hulls of the moored fishing boats, that Charles remembered again what Deborah had said. Over the past few days the words had faded from his mind, but now, in the empty waiting of the night, they came back to haunt him.


  I don’t care a fig for your Union.


  She had seemed almost shocked herself when she said it. It was such a strange thing for her to say, she was usually so mild and unassertive.


  I wonder where she is now, he thought, and whether she has come to her senses. Perhaps I will write, and persuade her to come home . . .


  The Clydevalley – with a white sheet draped along her side, proclaiming her fictitious name, Mountjoy – finally arrived at 6 a.m. The unloading began immediately. As the first car drew up alongside, a small man in civilian clothes, tired, but still vibrant with energy, ran down the gangplank.


  ‘Colonel Cavendish?’


  ‘Yes. Mr Crawford, sir — delighted to see you!’ Charles saluted, then shook Crawford’s hand. Of all UVF men, this was the one he most admired — the little determined gun-runner who had managed, against so much cautious advice, to actually hire the ships, buy the rifles in Germany, and bring them here now, running the gauntlet of the whole British Channel Fleet to do it.


  But Crawford was in no mood for small talk. ‘Same here. You got my message? Where’s the coal?’


  ‘There.’ Charles waved to his left, where a platoon of men were already heaving coal sacks out of a lorry and standing ready to run up the after gangplank with them as it was lowered.


  ‘Good. I hope it’s better quality than the muck we had last night — that’s what slowed us. And the water?’


  ‘Over there.’


  ‘Good. Listen, Cavendish, these rifles you’ve got: I’ve had ‘em all wrapped ready for use. Each rifle’s got a hundred rounds of ammunition with it in its pack, and they’re bundled in sets of five. So if your men meet any opposition they can take them out and use them straight away. I suppose they know how to shoot?’


  Charles stiffened. He had always taken any insult to his troops as reflecting on him personally. Even from Crawford he would not take that.


  ‘Half of my men are ex-army anyway, sir, and every single one has had firearms practice, despite the lack of ordnance. This isn’t the boy scouts, you know.’


  A faint grin flickered briefly across Crawford’s tired face. ‘Glad to hear it, Colonel. I haven’t come all this way to throw these guns away on fools or halfwits. They’re here to be used, if need be.’


  The two men’s eyes met, and each saw the same hard resolution in the other. It’s really going to work, Charles thought. With men like this on our side, we can do it! Just get these guns out of Bangor to their units in the country, and the Liberal government will never be able to use the army against us without the most almighty bloodbath. And the Liberals haven’t got the stomach for that. Only we have.


  The next hour was one of the proudest of Charles’s military career. The operation, so carefully planned, moved ahead like a parade at the Coronation. Each car, shuddering and gleaming in the morning sunlight, came up to the ship in turn, was loaded with its bundles of rifles, and moved off, to be replaced by the next. Gradually the line grew shorter, as the cars trundled away off the quay, along the promenade, and out of sight.


  The first coal lorry was replaced by a second and a third, while the coal sacks were heaved into the ship in a never-ending stream. Gallons of water were pumped into the ship through a snaking hose. And all the time, Charles’s men moved smoothly, knowing exactly what to do and knowing the urgency of doing it right, first time, straight away.


  Inevitably, there were hiccups. Two car engines stalled, but Charles had anticipated that. The reserve mechanic section immediately pulled them out of line, and had them running again within ten minutes. A coal lorry drove over the water hose and burst it, but a second was found in five minutes. Worst of all, when a message came through from the UVF’s efficient spy system that a Royal Navy destroyer had been seen steaming south from Lamlash in south-west Scotland, Crawford’s engine room crew refused to sail, stating that he had paid them to come this far and no further. But within quarter of an hour Charles had found qualified replacements from within the UVF.


  Charles’s Lancia was the last car to be loaded. There was no time for ceremony. He shook Crawford’s hand and watched, for a few minutes, as the ship steamed out again into the bay. There was no sign of the destroyer yet, but already Crawford had his crew busily altering the paintwork on the funnels, and taking in the sheet with Mountjoy on it, so that the Clydevalley had her own name back again. Under Crawford’s orders, the ship sailed north, towards the rumoured destroyer — playing the part of an innocent coaster with nothing to hide. Charles got into the car beside Simon, and laughed.


  ‘What’s the joke?’ Simon asked. He let in the clutch, and moved the car smoothly down the quay, past the dispersing UVF footsoldiers towards the small, astonished crowd of nervous Bangor residents watching from the promenade.


  ‘No joke. I was just thinking, what a pleasure it is, to do something perfectly right for once.’


  For a while Simon did not answer. He steered the car carefully past the crowd of elderly onlookers, and began the climb up the hill towards Holywood, where they had been earlier in the night. To Charles’s great relief, there had been no further messages from his scouts about the ‘phantom army’, and motor-cycle riders had come in to tell him that the first cars had already cleared all possible bottlenecks and were away safely into the country.


  Simon said: ‘Morally right, do you mean, or good organisation?’


  Charles glanced at him. There was something a little cold about the question, he thought, unnecessarily analytical at this time of the morning.


  ‘Both, of course. Why do you ask?’


  ‘No reason. I just like to know what you are thinking.’ Simon flashed his dazzling smile at Charles, a little too early, a little gratuitously to create the reassurance he wanted. ‘Of course, it was a brilliant piece of organisation. Crawford was hugely impressed, I could see that.’


  ‘Good. So he should be.’ Despite his pleasure, the conversation made Charles feel slightly uncomfortable. It was too important to him, to look well in the eyes of UVF High Command. It was the thing he wanted more than any other — a reputation that would take him to the top because men trusted and admired him. But it was a weakness, too, not a thing he liked others to notice. Simon knew him a little too well . . .


  But Simon had no intention of being unpleasant. Charles had been successful and he hoped that the good mood that had engendered would bring to an end the unpleasantness of the last few days. He did not want to think of Charles in the way he had thought of his father, before he died. Not yet, at least. Perhaps never. He said: ‘If we do have to fight with these rifles, I shall be right beside you. I would be fighting because of you. You know that, don’t you, Charles?’


  ‘Of course.’ Charles glanced at the young man, surprised. The eyes, behind the driving goggles, were obscured, but the slightly nervous smile on the thin lips were perfectly pleasant, charming, sincere. ‘I never had any doubt of it.’ Even as he said it, he realised the young man had had no actual experience of soldiering, except over the past few months in the UVF. He thought, that is not the sort of thing a soldier would say. Would ever even think of saying.


  ‘Why would you be fighting, Charles?’ Simon asked. ‘I mean, apart from believing in the cause, being against Home Rule, and all that. What would be your personal reason for going out to fight?’


  ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Charles said. He was tired. He leant back in his seat and gazed out at the hedges and fields flashing by. No police, no soldiers, no roadblocks. A perfect operation. ‘I joined up because of the Union, after all. Personal ambition doesn’t come into it.’ But even as he had said it he was aware the words were not strictly true. He did want to be successful — if it came to a fight he hoped he would gain fame and respect from his peers. And why was that? What did he need that for?


  They passed a river, with a light mist hanging over it. A heron, startled, flew up from beneath a willow with long, dignified beats of its wings. Red cattle gazed at them through the mist, with the blue hills behind. Charles thought how often he had seen this sight, how the countryside belonged to him and people like him, and how he never wanted it to change. Suddenly it came to him.


  ‘I suppose it’s because of my son,’ he said, half to himself. ‘Yes, that’s it. I’ll fight for the Union if I have to — because of Tom.’


  Satisfied, he closed his eyes for a moment, and thought of the little boy cantering his pony through the fields at Glenfee beside him. The mud-spattered delight on the small boy’s face as he had jumped a three-foot hedge had filled Charles’s heart with joy. Yes, I would die for Tom, he thought, if I had to. He’ll be starting going into the classroom at St Andrew’s for today’s first lesson, in an hour or so. I hope the term goes well for him. Perhaps if I have time in the next few days, I’ll write to him and tell him what we did today. A boy should be proud of his father.


  Absorbed in the thought, he did not notice the slight tightening of Simon’s lips, or the tense silence with which the young man drove for the rest of the journey. So it never occurred to Charles for a moment, that the question had been important to Simon.


  Or that he had asked it, in the hope of a very different answer . . .


  PART FOUR


  Holloway
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  DEBORAH’S RETURN to Belgrave Square from the embankment by the Tower of London was a nightmare in itself. It was cold — increasingly cold, she realised, as she walked along shivering in the darkness by the river. She had been very foolish to come out in the morning with only a short blue jacket; but it had been sunny then. She tried to order a cab near London Bridge, but none would stop for her. Either they were all full, or she did not look respectable enough — her skirt was stained with mud and tar, and her face streaked with tears because she could not stop crying. Two men offered to help her but she saw instantly that the sort of help they were thinking of would be no good at all. She marched off briskly, frightened, towards Cannon Street, looking for a policeman, but there were none to be found. Then it began to rain. The men who had been following her disappeared, but she became soaking wet. At last, in a street not far from St Paul’s, she managed to persuade the driver of a dilapidated hansom cab to take her home, and spent the best part of another hour sitting cold, wet, and shivering as the horse plodded slowly in front of her through the night.


  When at last she reached Belgrave Square she went straight upstairs to have a hot bath, ordered a tray of soup and toast in her bedroom, and crept miserably into bed, resting her feet gratefully on the stone hot water bottle. The butler, Reeves, looked concerned, but said nothing, and luckily Jonathan was dining out, so she did not have to explain why she was so late.


  But she could not sleep. The noise of the traffic kept her awake. She had her bedroom window open and all night long there was the clatter of horses’ hooves, the rumble of motor cars, taxis and omnibuses. Even in the middle of the night it seemed to continue – the good-natured shouts and laughter of people returning from theatres and dinner-parties gave way to the growl and clatter o lorries and carts bringing in produce from the county for the early morning markets; and then, as the birds began to sing in the trees in the square, there were milkmen, postmen, and the first omnibuses and trams grinding their way to work.


  She wondered how Londoners bore it. She remembered mother once telling how people spread straw in the road outside their house when she was ill, to deaden the sound of hooves and wheels, and she wished someone would do that now. But that was foolish. She was not ill. Just tense, muddled, frightened. Pregnant . . .


  I am carrying a child that no one wants, she thought. I am twenty-eight years old, a married woman with a son, a fine house in Ireland, a brother-in-law who is an MP, and I am as terrified as any sixteen-year-old chit of a servant girl would be!


  More, perhaps, because I have more to lose.


  No, that’s not right. A servant girl would have everything to lose, just as I have. It’s just that my everything is bigger.


  Towards morning she dozed, and dreamed of Charles. In her dream she told him about the baby and he slapped her across the face. Then he took a knife in his hand and walked up to a photograph on the wall. The photograph was like the big wedding photograph of the two of them in the church porch, except that in the one in her dream she was in her bridal dress but hugely, grossly pregnant, and she thought Dear God, no! He’s going to slash the picture of me and tear the baby out of my stomach! But he didn’t.


  He slashed the picture of himself in the photograph instead.


  Deborah screamed and woke up and thought, why did he do that?


  It’s just like what Sarah did. Turned the knife on herself, slashed a picture of a woman. But why?


  Towards morning she found herself thinking more and more of the knife that Sarah had used. She wondered how big it was, what it would feel like in her hands. She imagined Sarah going down the steps in this house, creeping into the kitchen before cook was awake — how early would that be? — taking the knife, hiding it. If it was a big knife, how would she carry it in her clothes? What would it feel like, to walk along the street with a carving knife hidden under your coat, ready to take it out and slash a picture with it?


  A beautiful picture of a sensual woman. Naked, lovely — the way she herself must have appeared to Rankin.


  It seemed to her an image of madness, of nightmare. Like something out of that horrible play Macbeth she had once seen. But even then, surely, the men had wielded the knives. And the women had gone mad . . .


  When at last she fell properly asleep she did not wake up until ten o’clock, and when she rang for breakfast, a maid brought the Observer in with her breakfast tray.


  She turned to the centre pages and saw the headlines.


  THE ARMING OF ULSTER


  Volunteers’ Night Surprise


  Stunned, she read the reports. The Ulster Volunteer Force, it seemed, had successfully landed some 20,000 rifles and three million rounds of ammunition. The police had been completely fooled, and had apparently spent most of the night trying to gain entry to the holds of a ship which contained only coal. The British Army had done nothing.


  Charles, she thought. He has done this. There will be war.


  She got up, agitated, and dressed herself without eating breakfast. I must do something, she thought, but what? There isn’t anything really for me to do. He won’t want me there now, especially not with the news I have to tell him. But he might be killed . . .


  She was astonished to find that she actually cared. After all, he had been away so many years, and might have been shot at any time in some battle in the far side of the globe. But this was different, somehow. If there was war in Ulster it might involve her home, Glenfee, and her son Tom — he would be in the middle of it too. Even with the horrible, nagging guilt of the baby inside her she felt she belonged there, not here.


  But first there was Sarah . . . After all, she had come to help her.


  She went downstairs and was relieved to find Jonathan working quietly at his desk in the library. He got up as she came in.


  ‘Ah, good morning. You have seen the news, I take it?’


  ‘Yes. Astonishing, isn’t it?’


  ‘Indeed. Your husband has really excelled himself this time.’


  There was a hint of sarcasm in Jonathan’s tone which she did not like. Once, it would have attracted her — it went with the pose of the suave, successful lawyer and politician, the man who was at the heart of things and could afford to despise the uncouth efforts of soldiers and colonials. But her view of him had changed. However much of an arrogant fool Charles is, she thought, at least he is not afraid to act for what he believes in. And he is still my husband. For a few more weeks at least.


  However, Jonathan was more likely to know what would be in the government’s mind. ‘Do you think there will be war?’ she asked.


  He frowned, sat down, lit a cigar. ‘It is certainly a great deal more likely than it was a couple of days ago,’ he said. ‘I can’t imagine what your husband’s friends are thinking of. To an extent, the Unionists have had the public’s sympathy so far, but this is hardly likely to increase that. Landing guns bought in Germany, of all places, to threaten civil war!’


  ‘But would Asquith dare to send in troops against the Ulster Volunteers?’


  Jonathan blew a smoke ring, still scowling. ‘He’s a cautious man. He will be angry, of course, but he will want to solve it by talks if he can. And there is the question of whether the troops would go if he sent them.’


  ‘So Charles may have called his bluff?’


  ‘Hardly! I would have thought the boot is on the other foot. It is the Unionists who are bluffing. A handful of men like that cannot expect to hold the rest of the country to ransom, however many guns they have. After all they are only rifles, not machine guns or artillery.’


  ‘They have some of those already,’ Deborah said, softly. As she spoke she felt the hairs rise slightly at the back of her neck, as they had when she had first seen the newspaper. She had known, of course, that there was a possibility of civil war for some time. The papers were full of it. But, like Jonathan, she had thought it was all hot air, a bluff, until today. Now she realised it was not. The whole province of Ulster could become a battlefield overnight, with smoking, shattered houses, maimed bodies, homeless children . . .


  Charles is a soldier, he won’t shrink from it. I should go home, to try to persuade him to take care.


  She had a vision of his lean, patrician face looking down at her coldly, as he had done that day in his bedroom. In front of that smooth unpleasant young man Simon Fletcher. Why should I expect him to listen to me, she thought. He won’t even treat me like a wife!


  Jonathan got up and strolled elegantly across the room to rest his elbow on the mantelpiece above the fire. He smiled.


  ‘Anyway, I have other news that may interest you. Good news this time.’


  ‘Oh? What’s that?’


  ‘I met Martin Armstrong yesterday. You know, the doctor I introduced you to at Holloway. He has seen Sarah.’


  Deborah shuddered as she remembered that man. There had been something . . . gross, overbearingly smug about him somehow. If she had been ill he would have been the last person she would have allowed to touch her. She wondered why Jonathan liked him.


  ‘Thank goodness! How is she?’


  ‘Quite well, apparently. The great thing is, Martin had a talk with her, and persuaded her to give up her hunger strike. Sarah’s started eating!’


  ‘Oh!’ Deborah was amazed. There were many things she did not agree with Sarah about, but she had always respected her sister’s determination. And she was not opposed to the hunger strike in the same way that she opposed Sarah’s other militant activities. After all, it was non-violent, and it embarrassed men. In her present mood she thought there was something almost attractive, appealing about it. A form of self-denial, a way of punishing yourself and furthering the cause at the same time. Like a hair shirt.


  If I starved myself, would that make Charles forgive me? It might kill the child — oh God, I don’t want to do that!


  But Jonathan seemed pleased with this news about Sarah.


  After all, Deborah thought, it would mean she was in less pain. ‘So it is good news, then?’ she said.


  ‘Yes. Yes, in many ways I suppose it is. Of course it is good news.’


  Deborah observed her brother-in-law curiously. He turned casually, and flicked some ash from his cigar into the flames of the fire behind him. He seemed a little anxious, guilty almost, as though he wished she were not there.


  ‘Sarah is eating and co-operating with the authorities,’ he said. ‘That is good news, marvellous news. Though I agree, it is strangely out of character.’


  He laughed softly to himself, in a way that she remembered from when she had first met him. She had liked that laugh then. It had seemed to suggest he found the world amusing, and knew a number of fascinating secrets about it which he might share, if he chose. Now she found it merely irritating.


  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Sarah has never been one to give in easily.’


  ‘No. But Martin — Dr Armstrong — said that he had persuaded her she was injuring herself to no purpose. He must have a silver tongue, that man.’


  ‘Do you trust him, Johnny?’ After yesterday’s meeting with Rankin, Deborah thought there was no man left in the world whom she could trust. Except possibly Charles. At least he was straightforward, and predictable. And about as sensitive as a stone.


  ‘Trust him?’ Jonathan glanced at her in surprise, then looked away, into the fire. ‘Yes, of course. Why should I not?’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know. He’s not — exactly my sort of man. Too full of himself, I thought.’


  ‘That’s just his manner. I’ve known him quite a while now. He’s a doctor, he understands — what people need.’ Jonathan glanced at her again, searchingly this time, as though trying to read her mind. Then he stood up abruptly and crossed the room to pour himself a drink.


  ‘So when can we see her, Jonathan?’


  ‘We can’t. That’s the worst of it. Not until she’s been inside a month, Martin says. Prison regulations.’


  ‘But that’s monstrous! You mean she can’t have any visitors at all for a month?’


  ‘Not if she’s confined in the third division. She’ll probably have to work, too, cleaning floors and so on. I can’t see Sarah doing that willingly, can you?’


  ‘Certainly not!’ Deborah stood up, and walked across the room distractedly. She pressed her forehead against one of the cool windowpanes, thinking. She had so many troubles of her own, now. She had not known life could be so difficult. Last night she had thought she might as well die, just throw herself into the Thames. But she couldn’t do that, because of her baby. A few minutes ago she had thought she should go back to Ireland, to be with Tom, and Charles, in this time of danger. But she had come to London, after all, to be with her sister. And there was something very strange in this news about Sarah.


  ‘Jonathan, I can’t believe this. It’s all wrong from beginning to end. I can’t understand it!’


  ‘What can’t you understand, Debbie? It’s simple enough, isn’t it? My good wife took it into her head to slash a famous painting with a carving knife, and as a result the courts of this country sentenced her to prison for six months in the third division. After a brief flirtation with self-starvation she has come to her senses enough to eat and obey the prison regulations, and as a result she will learn how to clean floors and wash dishes or whatever else they do. In just under a month I shall be able to go to see her. Meanwhile I have to arrange to see that odious little jack-in-office at the National Gallery to pay for the repairs to his painting. That’s all there is to it. End of story.’


  He tossed back his brandy and turned away to pour himself another. How bitter he is, Deborah thought. Suave. Self-assured, like all men. But bitter. Even callous.


  Callous?


  ‘Johnny, you can’t mean that!’


  ‘Can’t mean what?’ He held the brandy between himself and the fire, admiring the morning sunlight through the glass. It’s very early in the day to be drinking, she thought. She crossed the room towards him.


  ‘You can’t mean that this is the end of the story! That you’re not going to do any more to help her.’


  ‘What else can I do?’ Jonathan looked at her in surprise, one eyebrow raised, mocking. ‘Do you want me to break down the gates of Holloway with a hammer? Lead a march of suffragettes to storm the place like the Bastille?’


  ‘No, of course not, but . . .’


  ‘But you would like to do just that, wouldn’t you?’


  ‘Don’t be silly. I’m not a suffragette. But Johnny . . .’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I would like you to care!’


  ‘Oh.’


  Jonathan stepped away from her very deliberately, and stood with his back to the fire. There was still a trace of that charming, elegant smile on his face. But his voice was harsh, bitter.


  ‘You think because I face facts that I don’t care, do you? That because I accept that Sarah is a responsible woman who has brought all this upon herself that I somehow don’t love her, is that it?’


  ‘I didn’t . . .’


  ‘You haven’t had to live with her, Deborah! You haven’t had to put up with being constantly ignored, blamed for any and every illness or setback that she and all other women have suffered. You haven’t had your advice scorned, your help thrown back in your face. Damn it, I even voted for the female suffrage once! Never again. Anyway for Sarah it wasn’t nearly enough. Because they don’t get the vote straight away, because the Prime Minister has to take other matters into account — there are other issues in politics, you know — she has to turn everything against me. She blames all men, it seems to me. She actually enjoys throwing herself into prison by committing these outrages which are the very opposite of peaceful democratic persuasion. Why can’t she see that?’


  ‘Johnny, I . . .’


  ‘And even that’s not the worst! When I offered her sympathy and love she turned against me — do you realise she believes the miscarriages were my fault? She’s said that, you know — she even turned me out of her bed! I’m only a man, Deborah — I’m only human!’


  As I saw the other night, Deborah thought coldly. She watched as he slammed the brandy glass down on the mantelpiece, and thought, this is another play for my sympathy. I might have fallen for it once. Not any more.


  She said: ‘She wanted those children desperately, Jonathan. Perhaps, when she had the miscarriages, it hurt her more than you know.’


  Jonathan shook his head, bewildered. ‘I know it hurt her, of course it did. It hurt me too. But that’s no reason to reject me in that way. You’re not saying she took up all this militancy because of the miscarriages, are you?’


  ‘No. I don’t know, Johnny, how can I know? I’ve never talked to her about it. But it is a terrible thing to do, to take up a knife like that and slash a painting — a painting of a woman! I think I sometimes think that our minds are not always in our own control, you know, especially for us women. Giving birth is such a hugely emotional matter that when you want it and it doesn’t happen . . .’


  Jonathan laughed, mockingly. ‘That is the most convincing argument for not giving women the vote that I have ever heard!’


  Deborah flushed. ‘Well, perhaps it is. I don’t care. I only meant that — maybe that is one reason why Sarah has turned against you. She wanted babies and couldn’t have them, so maybe she put all her energies into getting the vote instead. That doesn’t mean it isn’t a good idea for women to vote — it’s just the reason why Sarah is so passionate about it, perhaps.’


  ‘It’s hardly the same thing though, is it? Babies and the vote?’


  ‘No, but — women aren’t always entirely rational, are they? And before you say it, men aren’t either. I expect even you do things sometimes for reasons you don’t fully understand, don’t you? Like the other night.’


  Jonathan was silent for a moment. A log fell in the fire and as he bent to pick it up with the tongs she saw again those lines by his eyes that she had noticed on her first day in London. Without looking at her he said: ‘Yes, perhaps. I’ve already said I’m sorry for that. I suppose I do.’


  ‘Well, then. You must be patient with her. Even more than you have been already.’


  He picked up the poker and jabbed viciously at the logs, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney.


  ‘I tell you I have been patient with her, Debbie. More than you can know. A lot of men in my position . . . ‘ He hesitated, then seemed to change his mind. ‘Well, anyway, patience is what I was talking about at the beginning, wasn’t it? The prison authorities have said Sarah cannot receive any visitors for a month, and so far as I can see, there is nothing whatsoever that I can do about that except be patient, as you suggest. So that is what I intend to do. What else do you want?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Deborah took a deep breath. ‘But whatever happens, I intend to stay here until I can get into that prison to see her. She’s my sister, after all, I owe her that. And I hope that you can help me.’


  Jonathan raised an eyebrow. She had the impression that he was surprised, perhaps, to see her so determined Surprised, and also a little uncomfortable. As though he would prefer she were not there.


  ‘Well, yes, of course. If you can find a way past the prison authorities where I have not, then good luck to you. But I warn you, it may mean that you will have to spend the rest of the month in this house. So long as you can put up with my company that long, you are welcome.’
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  TWO DAYS later Deborah came down to the breakfast room and noticed a letter propped in the middle of the table, with her name on it. She helped herself to some bacon, eggs, and mushrooms from a silver tureen on the sideboard, warmed by a small spirit lamp, and opened it.


  It was from Charles.


  Glenfee


  Monday 27th April


  My dear Deborah,


  I felt I should write to you because you will surely have read in the newspapers of the highly successful landing of guns here, and will want to know that all went well with the men under my command. I am happy to tell you that they could not have behaved better. On the night of the 24th April . . .


  There followed a long, detailed account of the gun-running at Bangor. Deborah read it with surprise and intense interest. Many of the facts she had already gleaned from the newspapers, but the pride and excitement with which Charles told them gave them new life. It could so easily have gone wrong, she realised. It still could, if all this leads to a real shooting war.


  The letter ended:


  It will be a fine tale to tell Tom when I see him next weekend, as I hope. A soldier’s life really can sometimes be a matter of secret codes and midnight assignments as the storybooks tell! I hope that you too, my dear, will forgive me if I seemed a trifle abrupt at our last meeting. You and I are going through choppy waters at the moment but so long as we keep our chins up and pull together we shall not go under!


  Yours as ever,


  Charles


  ‘A fresh pot of tea, madam?’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’ Deborah looked up to see Reeves, Jonathan’s butler, hovering near the table with a tray in his hand. To her surprise her eyes were full of tears, whether of surprise or laughter she could not tell. She brushed them away with her sleeve, and smiled.


  ‘Oh yes, please, if you would. And could I have a couple of slices of toast?’


  ‘Certainly, madam.’


  As Reeves disappeared, Deborah read the last paragraph again, with astonishment and — hope? What had come over the man? Did he really miss her, care even a little?


  It was so like Charles to see his exploits in the UVF as an exciting schoolboy’s game, something to boast about to his son. But that he should apologise to her, even briefly, was almost unheard of. Even if it was in such ridiculous boy scout language. Choppy water, chins up and pull together — did the silly man think their marriage was some sort of boat trip? If so, she thought, he doesn’t imagine me in the stern sheets cradling a gypsy child in my arms, surely?


  But he does care. He realises there’s something wrong and he wants to put it right. Even if he doesn’t know how wrong. Maybe there is a faint hope.


  What shall I do? Write back to him and put it all in a letter? I must write something back. She picked up a pen and wrote:


  My dear Charles,


  I was pleased and touched to receive your letter this morning. With all the difficulty and danger of landing so many guns it must have been hard for you to find time to write . . .


  And harder still to find the words, she thought sardonically. That had never been Charles’s strong point. But then, it’s the same for me. What in the world can I say to him of what has been happening to me, and to Sarah and Jonathan? Nothing of that.


  I had an uneventful journey over and Jonathan is well . . .


  It was absurd. Her hand shook as she wrote the word Jonathan, and her eyes misted over with humiliation. If Charles knew how Jonathan had behaved towards her . . .


  ‘Excuse me, madam.’


  ‘Yes, what is it?’ Reeves was in the room again, waiting discreetly for her response.


  ‘There is a Mrs Watson at the door. She has heard, apparently, that you are here and has asked to see you.’


  Not now, for heaven’s sake! ‘Mrs Watson? Who is she?’


  ‘She is a friend of Mrs Becket’s — her nurse, in fact. She was here most days during the past month to look after Mrs Becket during her convalescence. She is herself a member of the women’s suffrage movement.’


  Reeves was a butler of the highest order; he might have approved of Mrs Watson or loathed her, it was impossible to tell which from his manner. Deborah hesitated a moment. She wanted to be alone, to think about her baby and Charles. But, after all, she had come to London to help Jonathan and Sarah too, if she could.


  ‘Of course! Show her into the front drawing room. I will be there directly.’


  Mrs Watson proved to be a small, bespectacled, grey-haired woman of about fifty. She wore a long olive-green dress and matching short jacket over a cream-coloured blouse, and a small round hat with a single rose in it. On her lapel was the badge of the WSPU. She had been sitting on a chair by the window, but when Deborah came in she stood up and held out her hand.


  ‘Good morning! I am sorry to trouble you, Mrs Cavendish, but I am instructed by the officers of the union to find out if you have any more information about the imprisonment of our colleague, Mrs Becket.’


  ‘Oh, I see.’ Deborah was taken aback by the directness of the woman’s manner. ‘Well, of course I am pleased to see you. Won’t you sit down?’


  They sat together on two upright chairs by a small table in the window, where the early morning sunlight streamed in through the leaves of the trees in the square outside. The window was open at the top, and Deborah thought how much quieter the hum of the traffic seemed in the daytime, when one was awake. She offered Mrs Watson coffee, but she refused. So this is an English militant suffragette, she thought, the first one I have ever spoken to. She seemed quite normal except rather brusque, somehow. Forceful and direct.


  ‘Well,’ Deborah said calmly. ‘I don’t know a great deal, I’m afraid. She was arrested last week for slashing a picture and . . .’


  ‘Yes, of course, we know all that. I wondered if you had visited her?’


  ‘I’m afraid not. We tried, her husband and I, but we were refused access. It seems she can have no visitors for a month . . .’


  Mrs Watson smiled, and shook her head. ‘She will hardly be in Holloway that long, if I know Sarah.’


  The use of Sarah’s first name surprised Deborah. It was not that it was wrong, exactly, but Mrs Watson was hardly the sort of woman to be on first-name terms with anyone of their class. Perhaps suffragettes regarded all women as sisters, or something.


  ‘Well, I — I’m not sure about that,’ she said slowly. ‘You see, she has agreed to eat.’


  ‘What?’ The small brown eyes stared at her from behind the spectacles. Deborah repeated what she had said, and explained what Jonathan had told her last night. Mrs Watson shook her head in real surprise this time.


  ‘I would never have thought it of her. I don’t believe it!’


  ‘Do you mean you expect her to starve herself to death?’


  ‘To death?’ Mrs Watson looked at her scornfully. ‘No, of course not, not to death. It is a hard cruel business but one only has to put up with it for a few days, a week at most, then they let you out. Unless of course she is being force-fed.’


  ‘Oh no, I don’t think so. Dr Armstrong told Jonathan nothing about that. They would never do anything so dreadful to a woman like her, anyway, would they?’ Deborah flushed. ‘I mean, from what I have heard about these things in Ireland, I thought they only did that sort of thing to poor women.’


  ‘You’re lucky in Ireland. They’ve only force-fed two women there.’ Mrs Watson’s eyes fixed themselves on Deborah’s face, thoughtfully. ‘And we thought they had given up forced-feeding in England, too, in favour of this Cat and Mouse business, until a month or so ago. Then it started again, in one or two cases. There seems to be no rhyme or reason, just chance and spite. Dr Armstrong, you say?’


  ‘Yes. He’s a friend of Jonathan’s. He works in Holloway prison sometimes. Indeed, we met him there.’


  There was a silence. Mrs Watson continued looking at Deborah, and Deborah had the uncomfortable impression that she was being measured by someone who did not entirely approve of what she saw. When she had finished staring, Mrs Watson stood up abruptly and walked across the room to the fireplace. Then she turned and came back and said: ‘Are you very fond of your sister, Mrs Cavendish?’


  Deborah flushed. It was an insolent question and she resented it. ‘Well yes, of course. I came over from Ireland especially to help her, if I can.’


  ‘But you are not a suffragette?’


  ‘No. I think women should have the vote but I don’t believe that throwing stones or slashing pictures is the way to go about getting it, that’s all. It just puts men’s backs up.’


  Whereas if you’re nice and reasonable to them they smile at you and speak kindly to you and get you pregnant and then abandon you, a bitter dissident voice hissed in her mind. If you’d been Sarah you would have just picked up a knife months ago and cut Rankin’s throat with it and slashed everything in sight and then . . .


  Don’t be silly! Your own stupid misfortune is nothing to do with Sarah or politics.


  It’s the only thing that’s important, though, isn’t it? What am I going to do?


  ‘How would you get the vote, then?’


  Deborah frowned at the woman, collecting her thoughts with an effort. This is going badly, she thought. I agreed to see her because I thought she would tell me more about Sarah, but all that happens is that she interrogates me


  ‘Well, by persuasion, peaceful, rational argument. Convincing men of the logic of our case, I suppose.’


  ‘Do you think we haven’t tried that?’ Mrs Watson smiled’ ironically. ‘Men are not logical rational beings, my dear — surely you’ve found that out for yourself by now?’


  The remark was meant, probably, as a joke, but it stung Deborah too sharply to be funny. First Charles, then Rankin - now even Jonathan had let her down. Tears sprang unwanted to her eyes.


  Mrs Watson noticed, surprised. Clearly this woman was softer, less forceful than her sister. In a gentler voice she said: ‘I beg your pardon, my dear, I have no right to come here and browbeat you. But I had hoped you might have more news.’


  It was even worse to be pitied by a stranger than interrogated by one. In a high, sharp voice Deborah said: ‘I told you! No one is harming her at all. Jonathan has heard from the prison doctor that she has agreed to eat and obey the regulations and is serving out her sentence as best she can.’


  ‘Yes. I know that is what you said.’ Mrs Watson glanced away from her, out of the window. She drummed her fingers thoughtfully on the table, and for a moment Deborah thought she was about to get up. Then she changed her mind and said: ‘Is that the picture you have of your sister, then? An obedient woman, sweeping the floor in prison?’


  Deborah stared at her, and saw that behind the thin face and tight lips there was a glint of humour.


  ‘No,’ she smiled. ‘I suppose not. People have said many things about Sarah but I have never heard anyone call her obedient!’


  ‘Exactly. That is what worries me. What can they have done to her in there, to change her so suddenly?’


  Deborah shuddered. She had read of women being beaten, kicked, hosed down with cold water in prison. Surely not Sarah? She pushed the vision away and said: ‘They didn’t do anything. Dr Armstrong persuaded her, that’s all. He told Jonathan.’


  ‘Dr Armstrong, yes.’ Mrs Watson looked at her again, carefully. Deborah had the impression she was making up her mind about something. ‘You’ve met the man, you say. What did you make of him, Mrs Cavendish?’


  Deborah thought. ‘Well, I suppose I would call him pompous, to tell you the truth. A big, heavy, rather fat man, short of breath. Very full of himself.’


  ‘The sort of man your sister would take to easily?’


  ‘I shouldn’t think so, no.’


  ‘Then how did he persuade her to obey orders and eat?’


  ‘I don’t know!’ The conversation was beginning to make Deborah feel ill. She had a vision of that big fat man with his thick fingers leaning over Sarah in a prison cell, doing — what exactly?


  But Jonathan knew the man and trusted him. Feebly, she said: ‘Jonathan said he persuaded her that she was only harming herself to no purpose.’


  Mrs Watson took a deep breath. ‘Mrs Cavendish, I am going to tell you something about your Dr Armstrong. Something that is known already to several women in the WSPU, though I believe not to Sarah. I have only just found out about it myself. I am afraid it is not pleasant.’


  Deborah said nothing. She waited, sitting at the little round table in the window of her sister’s house, transfixed by this forceful, businesslike woman who had walked into her life just a few minutes before. She had a feeling that maybe she should get up and leave the room because what she was going to hear was something she was going to regret, but she did not move. She had so many tragedies in her life, one more could not matter.


  She heard the clock on the mantelpiece tick and the voice of Reeves giving instructions to a maid somewhere outside in the corridor, and still Mrs Watson’s eyes watched her, as though gauging for the last time whether it was wise to speak.


  Then she said: ‘Three days ago we received a complaint, at the WSPU, from a woman who had been imprisoned in Holloway. The woman was not a suffragette, she was a criminal, a petty thief. She had been imprisoned for stealing children’s clothes.’


  ‘From a shop, you mean?’


  ‘No, from the children themselves. She and her partner, a man, would lure the children away from their nannies, in Green Park or Kensington Gardens or other places like that. They would offer the child a sweet or something and then, when the child was out of sight of the nurse, they would strip it and run off, leaving the child half-naked. Then they would cut all the labels out of the clothes, dye them, and sell them in the market.’


  Deborah shook her head, puzzled. ‘How awful! But — what has this to do with Dr Armstrong?’


  ‘Nothing, directly. But this was not the first time this woman had been convicted and she was sent to prison for some time. Her man was imprisoned too. And the problem was that the pair had three children — three girls. The eldest was not yet twelve, and so, of course, when the parents were imprisoned the children were unable to care for themselves. This is where Dr Armstrong came into the picture.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘Well, he is a doctor at Holloway and he is also on the board of a charitable institution for the children of prisoners. So apparently, when the mother arrived in Holloway, he arranged for her three daughters to be taken there.’


  ‘So — what is wrong with that?’


  ‘Nothing, of course — but wait. Remember, the mother was, sent to prison for four years, and we did not hear of this story until she was released a few days ago. She went to collect her children — and it was because of the state she found them in that the poor woman came to us.’


  ‘Why? Were they badly fed or clothed? They could not expect, all that much, after all, I suppose, from a charitable children’s home. I have cared for the poor myself, Mrs Watson. I have seen these places.’


  ‘I see.’ Mrs Watson looked at her with increased respect. ‘Well, then, you will understand that these children had not been used to much, Mrs Cavendish. They were children of the streets, after all, and their mother was a criminal. But, in fact, they were well clothed and fed; that was not the problem. The problem was that while they were living in the institution they had been going out in the evenings to work, to earn that food and clothing. And the work they did . . .’ Mrs Watson sighed, and looked down at her hands a moment, before saying: ‘They had been earning their living with their bodies, you see. They went to a house where they were visited by men, most evenings, and these little girls had been taught to — well, you can imagine, I suppose. It seems that there are men — quite a number of men — who will pay a lot of money to deflower and — abuse young girls in this way. By the time the mother found them her daughters were quite used to this; they were proud of it, even, because of the money they earned. The eldest was fifteen by this time, the youngest — eleven.’


  Mrs Watson paused, and again Deborah was aware of the silence in the room. Occasional sounds — the ticking of the mantelpiece clock, the clop of a horse’s hooves outside — oppressed her. And there was something else: a singing in her ears, the pounding of her own blood in a pulse at her neck. She knew these things happened, of course — so why was she blushing? I am like these girls, she thought. They could have been me!


  ‘And you say that . . . Dr Armstrong arranged this?’


  ‘It is possible. We are not quite sure. He is a careful man, he covers his tracks well. But since we heard this story some of our ladies have investigated this charitable institution and it is clear that such stories are not uncommon. He is the doctor there and has treated some of the girls for venereal disease. They wrote a report for our files, which I have just read. It is hard to imagine he does not know exactly what goes on.’


  ‘My God!’ And Jonathan knows this man — he introduced me to him, he calls him his friend. He has asked him to talk to Sarah! ‘Have the police been told?’


  ‘Not yet, no. It is a difficult matter, you see. The complainant, the girl’s mother, is a convicted thief, and the girls themselves want nothing to do with her. They seem to like their work, that is the worst of it. They did not want to go home with her. They said they could earn more money by themselves. That is the cunning of it, you see — many of the girls in this place are the daughters of convicted women who have very loose morals anyway, so the parents are usually pleased because of the money the children bring in. This is the first time any parent has dared to object.’


  ‘But this is a scandal! It’s monstrous!’


  ‘Yes, of course.’ Mrs Watson looked at Deborah quite simply across the table. She did not look pleased or triumphant, nor did she apologise for the appalling story she had told. Her lined, resolute face looked quite calm, composed. Thin lips pressed closely together, grey hair, brown quiet bespectacled eyes watching curiously for Deborah’s reaction. Her expression said: this is the truth, lady, this is what life is like. How are you going to face it?


  ‘But why are you telling me? I mean — did Sarah know this?’ Deborah suddenly thought of the knife again. If Sarah had known about something like this, that knife would begin to make sense. If I myself had a knife, Deborah thought, and that Dr Armstrong were here now . . . but I wouldn’t know what to do, I wouldn’t have the strength or courage. Anyway they weren’t my children. If they had been . . .


  ‘Well, I am not sure.’ Mrs Watson looked suddenly embarrassed, hesitant. ‘Certainly, she knew nothing of the story I have just told you. She couldn’t have. We only learnt about it after she was arrested. But nonetheless, on the last day I saw her — Monday — she did ask me about this suffragette investigation. She must have heard something about it, I suppose, so I told her what I knew. It was all in fairly general terms because I hadn’t read the files properly then. But now I think of it, she went very quiet. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. But since then I have consulted the files more closely, and the name of this Dr Armstrong you mentioned was in there. Under suspicion, no more.’


  Thoughts were crowding into Deborah’s head, too quickly for her to make sense of them all. She said: ‘And two days later she took that meat-knife and slashed the picture?’


  ‘Yes, she did. But that was a political act, it had nothing to do with . . .’


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  Silence. Why does this woman look so cool, as though she knows everything and feels nothing, Deborah wondered. Why did she tell me this story, anyway? Oh God, Jonathan. What did he know?


  The blood singing in her ears was worse now. To calm herself, Deborah got up and walked across the room, twisting a little piece of her skirt unconsciously between her fingers. She felt her horror and disgust turn to anger suddenly – it was a blessed relief. She turned and almost shouted at Mrs Watson.


  ‘You were supposed to be looking after my sister, weren’t you, Mrs Watson? As a sort of paid nurse? And you knew she was still weak from her last stay in prison. But you told her this horrible story about children being prostituted by this monster Armstrong who is a friend of her husband’s . . .’


  ‘I didn’t say that! Please, Mrs Cavendish, credit me with some sense!’


  ‘What did you say, then?’


  ‘I only answered her questions in the most general terms because she asked me, that’s all. I didn’t even know the name Armstrong at the time and I certainly had no idea that he was a friend of her husband. Of course, if I had known that, I would have been much more careful about what I told Sarah, given her state of health and knowing that she is, well . . .’


  ‘She is what?’


  ‘An impulsive, strong-minded woman, given to dramatic, forceful action on behalf of the movement.’


  ‘Exactly!’


  The two women stared at each other. The anger was still trembling in Deborah and she had an ominous feeling that there was more to this, more than Mrs Watson had already told her. Why are men so foul, she thought. And why is this woman so calm? There are more threads to this story than I can follow yet. Where does Jonathan fit in?


  ‘You don’t think my brother-in-law knew anything of this? You’re not saying that, are you? It would be terrible!’


  ‘No.’ Still that infuriating calm. And something else – almost pity in the older woman’s expression. ‘I have no reason to think that. Mrs Cavendish, I am sorry if I have shocked you.’


  ‘Then why did you tell me this?’


  ‘Why? Because of your brother-in-law’s faith in Dr Armstrong, Mrs Cavendish. He said, if you remember, that Dr Armstrong had spoken to your sister and persuaded her to abandon her hunger-strike. And you implied that your brother-in-law believed this because he trusted Dr Armstrong. I had to make it clear to you why I do not believe it. Your brother-in-law has nothing to do with this story, as far as we know.’


  As far as we know, Deborah thought bleakly. But it’s not impossible, either. I could believe anything after the way he behaved the other night. She felt herself trembling, and clutched the back of a chair for support. Mrs Watson watched her, choosing her words carefully.


  ‘As I said, I had no idea before I came into this room that Mr Becket even knew Dr Armstrong. But when you told me he did, I felt it was my duty to make it clear that this friend of your brother-in-law’s is not a trustworthy character. Especially since he claims to have persuaded Sarah to give up her hunger-strike. Added to which we both agree that it seems strange that Sarah should give up her hunger-strike for no apparent reason. That’s all. I don’t know why she’s given it up, if she has. I’m just saying that I don’t understand it and I’m not sure I believe it. And, since she’s your sister, I believe you should know.’


  ‘Yes, of course. But . . .’ Once, when she was young and on holiday in Ulster, Deborah had gone for a swim in what she had thought was a calm mill-pond, only to go too near the leat and be caught in the swirl and rush of conflicting currents which swung her this way and that and threatened to suck her under and drown her. The same sense of shock and panic seethed her now. Charles had thrown her a rope to rescue her then, it was the first year she had met him. But this time . . .


  ‘Why should Dr Armstrong lie to Jonathan? Even if he is a scoundrel as you say he has no reason to do that. This business of the poor abused girls has nothing directly to do with my brother-in-law or Sarah, has it?’


  ‘Not so far as we know, no. But I wish now that I had not told Sarah about it. I assure you I would never have done so if had thought there had been any connection with anyone she knew.’


  ‘I see.’ Deborah wandered distractedly up and down the room for a moment longer, then sat down abruptly at the little table by the window opposite Mrs Watson. ‘No, I’m sure you wouldn’t. I’m sorry. You meant well, I’m sure.’ She passed her hand distractedly across her brow. ‘But if you’re saying Sarah hasn’t given up her hunger-strike, then that means she’ll be released soon, doesn’t it? Otherwise she’ll die.’


  ‘It does. And, to do men credit, they have not so far been barbaric enough to let any woman starve herself to death.’


  ‘So if I stay in London for a few more days I may see her after all. And then I can ask her if she knew anything about this dreadful business of Dr Armstrong — that is, if she is strong enough . . .’


  ‘Yes, perhaps.’ A slight frown creased Mrs Watson’s forehead. ‘Unless, of course . . .’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Unless of course she has given up her hunger-strike. That’s what worries me. Not because Dr Armstrong talked to her, but for some other reason. In which case your brother-in-law is quite right, she will stay in prison and no one will know what is happening to her for at least a month. And she was not a strong woman when she went in.’


  Deborah searched the dark brown bespectacled eyes of the older woman for reassurance, but found only, beneath the surface calm, a reflection of her own anxiety and confusion. I shall have to find out more about this, she thought, before I go home to Charles.


  ‘Oh dear,’ she said at last. ‘Perhaps I will come to the WSPU offices with you, if I may. I should like to have a look in those files.’
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  LIGHT BEGAN to filter through the curtains. As it did so, it caught the colours of the material, and patterns of orange, green, yellow and blue appeared on the ceiling. Faintly at first, then more strongly as the sun came up. Sparrows began their relentless chirp outside, and dustbins clattered as the cooks in the hotel across the yard began their morning’s work.


  Five o’clock. Ruth Harkness sighed, and sat up in bed. It was Wednesday, her day off. She had hoped to sleep in until six, but in fact she had scarcely closed her eyes all night. If only George were back, she thought. He would know what to do. But her fiancé was visiting his sick mother in Berkshire, so he would not be back until Monday. Ruth had to decide on her own.


  She gazed at the swirling patterns on the ceiling. The curtains were the first things she had made when she moved into her own two-room flat, and she had bought the best material she could afford from the market. When she had discovered the way the sunlight glowed through them and filled the room with colour, she had been delighted. The colours were a symbol of everything the flat meant to her — security, prosperity, a good job, the hope of a happy marriage in the future. Her own private rainbow.


  Now all that was in danger, because of this wretched suffragette, Sarah Becket. For the hundredth time Ruth went over the interview with Dr Armstrong in her mind. She wanted to believe him. It was enormously tempting. He was a man, a doctor, a figure of authority. All you have to do is believe me, young woman, his voice said in her mind. Say nothing, and nothing will happen to you. You will keep your job. I may even put in a word to help you get promotion. You will have your happy home, your security, your marriage.


  Founded on a lie.


  The sun outside was obscured by a cloud, and the colours in Ruth’s bedroom faded. She saw the damp stains discolouring the ceiling, the peeling wallpaper in the corner which she had tried to paste back a dozen times and which always came loose. So much work to do, so much money to save before she could really afford somewhere decent. And there, on the wall, the framed and embroidered text which George had given her for her birthday. ‘He that putteth his trust in The Lord, shall never be confounded.’


  If I keep my mouth shut and do nothing, I shall be damned, Ruth thought. Perhaps nothing will happen and I shall marry and be prosperous but I shall know, all my life, that I turned and passed by on the other side of the road. I will have ignored, not an injured Samaritan, but little orphan girls who are being corrupted and abused, and a woman who is being forcibly fed.


  But she’s a madwoman, the doctor’s voice inside her said. A liar, a slanderer, a sufferer from paranoid delusions. A woman who could perfectly well eat if she chose to. A militant suffragette — Oh, leave me alone! I don’t know which is right! What am I going to do?


  Ruth flung the bedclothes aside, got out of bed, poured some water into a basin from a jug beside her bed, and began to wash herself briskly. The cold water revived her. For a moment she felt fresh and healthy and forgot all about the torments in her mind. Then as she was soaping her neck and under her arms she caught sight of her breasts in the little cracked mirror and thought: Oh no. This is what the doctor was thinking of when he looked at me that time. He thought of me as a naked woman to exploit as he does those poor little girls.


  It’s because of that look that I know he’s not telling the truth. It’s not proof, any more than Sarah Becket has clear proof. I just know.


  As she does.


  Ruth got dressed and had breakfast and did her housework and went shopping — and still the dilemma was there. What to do. Who to approach for help. Which choice was the right one.


  She boiled herself an egg at lunchtime but she could not eat it because it was slightly underdone and the white reminded her of the bile that had come out of Sarah Becket’s mouth after the forcible feeding last night. Sarah had continued retching long after all the soup had come up. That woman will die of it if we go on, Ruth thought. Bromide treatment or not. She is being tortured. And I am one of the torturers.


  At one o’clock she got up, put on her coat and a long scarf over her head like a factory girl, went out into the street and caught a tram. Half an hour later she was in Clements Inn. She walked up and down it for another half hour.


  Each time she came near number 4, she screwed up her courage to go in, and failed. It was a double-fronted shop entrance with plate glass windows either side and a large clock projecting out into the street above the heads of the shoppers. The window frames and doors were painted blue and slightly tattered, as though they had been damaged by vandals. On the face of the clock, in place of the numbers and across the middle, were the letters VOTES FOR WOMEN. And in the shop window were dozens of posters, books, leaflets and newspapers, all proclaiming more or less the same message. There were also hats, scarves and handkerchiefs in the suffragette colours of purple, white and green.


  As Ruth went past she saw a number of women going in and out. A few were well-dressed, but most, she saw with relief, wore quite ordinary, even dowdy clothes. There were a number of young girls who looked more like shop assistants or factory workers than anything else, as well as middle-aged matrons and the sort of women who might well have been running a small hospital or giving orders to half a dozen servants in their own homes. The distinguishing feature, Ruth thought, was the business-like, purposeful air they all had. A cheerful energy which suggested that there were a dozen vital things that had to be done and they all had to be finished now.


  Ruth felt superfluous and embarrassed. I don’t belong in there, she thought, I’m not like them at all. I might agree with their aim but certainly not with their methods. Most of them are militants — criminals, for heaven’s sake!


  They don’t abuse children, though . . .


  The fifth time she walked past, she turned and went in.


  The door did not have a bell that rang when it opened, and nobody looked up when she came in. The inside of the shop was filled with a number of tables, piled high with books, newspapers, pamphlets, leaflets and clothes. Around and behind the tables women were writing, typing, reading or talking busily. They all seemed to belong and know exactly what they were doing.


  Ruth almost walked straight out again.


  ‘Ah, good. Lucy Shaldon?’


  ‘Sorry?’


  Ruth turned and looked into the face of a cheerful, fair-haired young woman of about twenty. There was a welcoming smile on her face and she was holding out a large bundle of copies of a newspaper called The Suffragette. She smiled and said: ‘These are yours.’


  ‘Why?’ Ruth stared at the newspapers in confusion.


  ‘To sell, of course.’ The young woman frowned. ‘I’m sorry, you are Lucy Shaldon, aren’t you?’


  ‘No. No, I’m not.’


  ‘Oh, I do apologise. I’ve been waiting for her for twenty minutes and I was told she was tall, like you, so I just assumed . . .’ She laughed, a friendly, happy laugh that reassured Ruth despite her embarrassment. ‘You must think I’m a fool. I haven’t seen you here before, that’s all. Can I help you?’


  ‘Yes. I want . . .’ What did she want, really? Ruth had spent so much of her energy just deciding to walk through the door that she had not worked out exactly what she would say when she got in. She flushed and said: ‘I want to talk to someone about Sarah Becket.’


  ‘Oh.’ It was the young woman’s turn to look surprised. ‘But I’m afraid you can’t, you see. She’s in prison.’


  ‘I know. I’ve seen her there. That’s what I want to talk about.’


  ‘You’ve seen her in prison? Good heavens, I didn’t realise. When did you get out?’


  ‘I didn’t, exactly. I mean, I work there, I’m a wardress. Look, can I talk to someone — I mean, someone who knows her? It’s very important.’


  ‘Yes. Yes, of course. Just stay there.’


  The young woman disappeared into the depths of the shop, and Ruth stood awkwardly beside the table with the pile of newspapers on it. All around her the women continued to talk and work energetically. Ruth glanced at the newspaper and saw the banner headline CABINET OF TORTURERS printed above a number of small photographs of the Prime Minister, Asquith, with Churchill and Lloyd George and his other government colleagues. She shuddered, and glanced away through the window. Two police constables were strolling along the pavement, observing the suffragette shop with considerable interest.


  Those are my people, she thought desperately. What am I doing in here? This is all wrong.


  Her feet began to edge their way towards the door. Then, when she had almost reached it, the cheerful fair-haired young woman reappeared, marching briskly towards her. Behind her was a middle-aged lady with glasses, and another woman. All three of them looked anxious and excited.


  ‘There she is, Mrs Watson,’ the young woman said. ‘Over there by the door!’


  ‘You say you saw her yesterday evening?’


  ‘Yes. I told you once already.’


  ‘At what time?’


  ‘Four o’clock, about. When we force fed her.’


  Alice Watson shuddered and, beside her, Deborah Cavendish’s eyes misted over with tears. The conversation was extraordinary, but so, from Deborah’s point of view, was the entire day. She had begun the day thinking about her letter from Charles, and spent most of the rest of it in the WSPU headquarters with Alice Watson, looking through their files on prostitution. The evidence, she thought, was depressing, but lacking precise, relevant details. The name of Dr Armstrong cropped up once or twice, but there was nothing definite, nothing completely damning that would have held up in court. She began to wonder if Mrs Watson was blaming the man unjustly.


  She had come to the suffragette headquarters with Mrs Watson expecting long tiresome arguments about the rightness of militant tactics, and had prepared what she thought were clear reasons why burning post boxes, smashing windows, and pouring weedkiller on golf courses — not to mention slashing the Rokeby Venus — were bad ideas. But none of that had been necessary. The women she had met had been friendly, open, talkative, but also brisk, extremely busy, and unnervingly sure of themselves. Since she was Sarah’s sister, and had come with Alice Watson, they assumed that she supported their cause. In any case, to them, the necessity for militant action was so transparently obvious that it was not worth discussing. More important were the day’s press, the points they were going to make in speeches that afternoon, and the most cogent articles from The Suffragette.


  When she had read everything Alice Watson had to show her, Deborah sat for a while in an upstairs room, staring into space and thinking. She supposed she ought to be thinking about Sarah. Clearly Sarah was in a terrible position if this Martin Armstrong was as bad as Mrs Watson thought. But Deborah didn’t see what she could do about it, other than warn Jonathan. And then what? The problem kept drifting away into the distance, and Deborah thought instead about Rankin walking away from her with his hands in his pockets, and the baby, growing inside her.


  I am surrounded by women who might help, she thought despairingly, but I daren’t say a word. I don’t know any of them well enough and anyway, they might despise me. None of them would be so foolish or immoral as to do what I’ve done and get found out. And what help could they offer except tea and sympathy and gossip later behind my back?


  I’m on my own.


  No, you’re not. There’s me.


  For the first time ever she thought of the baby inside her as the person it would become. It would have blue eyes at first and black hair, and then maybe the hair would stay black and the eyes shade to green. The skin would be sallow and smooth like Rankin’s — and, whatever I’ve done, it will love me.


  We’re on our own, my baby. You and me against the world. Oh God what will Charles say when I tell him?


  Suddenly, a young fair-haired woman, Mary Lemprier, to whom she’d been introduced earlier, burst into the room. She was bubbling with astounding news. A prison wardress from Holloway was actually downstairs, and she had seen Sarah Becket! Deborah gazed at her vaguely, and then dragged herself back into the present. This is what it is like, she thought, I remember with Tom. The longer the pregnancy goes on the more distant everything around you becomes. Of course it’s very important that someone has news of Sarah but I can’t feel it.


  A few minutes later she found herself sitting with Mrs Watson in a little gloomy office at the back of the building, staring at the newcomer.


  The girl did not fill Deborah with confidence. She sat on the edge of her chair as though she were about to leave. She wore a long black coat and had a scarf over her head. She looked unusually big, almost mannish, with a slightly stooped back that conveyed an air of embarrassment. But she also seemed pathetically anxious to speak; and, if her story was true, her embarrassment was hardly surprising.


  Mrs Watson asked: ‘Why did you do that?’


  ‘Do what?’


  ‘Forcibly feed Sarah Becket.’


  ‘Why? ‘Cause she refused food, o’ course. And because it’s doctor’s orders.’


  ‘Doctor’s orders?’


  ‘That’s what I come to tell you about.’


  Slowly, hesitantly, Ruth Harkness told her story. Of the two women in front of her she preferred the older lady, the woman in the green dress with the round glasses and grey hair. She had a manner like an old-fashioned schoolteacher, Ruth thought; she would stand no nonsense but you knew where you were with her, you could trust her. The other one, the fair-haired lady in the fine grey dress, upset her. She had been introduced to Ruth as Sarah Becket’s sister, but she was as unlike the defiant woman in prison as she could be. She thought of Sarah Becket as slim, haggard, with a pale suffering face and haunting dark eyes that could flash and mock and make you tremble; this woman opposite her now seemed quiet, anxious, almost afraid of what Ruth had to say.


  Ruth described the forced feeding, and told them what Sarah had said to Dr Armstrong about her husband, and what she had heard from the women in the collecting cell about the house in Red Lion Street, Hackney; and how she had followed her husband to his premises in Kensington and seen Dr Armstrong come out and Jonathan stay in.


  ‘But why did she go there?’ Mrs Watson asked. ‘I mean, what led her to suspect him in the first place?’


  ‘She said she got a letter, ma’am, from some prostitute. Warnin’ ‘er to keep you suffragettes away from Dr Armstrong because her husband was involved.’


  ‘Dear God,’ Deborah breathed. ‘The poor thing.’


  ‘Did she say where that letter is now?’ Mrs Watson asked.


  ‘No, ma’am. Didn’t mention it.’


  ‘Pity,’ Mrs Watson said. ‘Nevertheless, that explains it.’ She glanced at Deborah.


  ‘Explains what?’


  ‘Why she didn’t tell me what she was planning to do. Why she slashed the picture and got herself arrested instead of talking to me first. If we could have exposed the person who was running these bawdy houses it would have had enormous political impact and done far more for our cause than slashing the painting. But if — God forbid — Sarah believed her husband was involved in any of this, then of course she would have been shocked. Emotionally disturbed, perhaps. She wouldn’t have been able to control what she was doing.’


  ‘Dear God!’ Deborah sat down, stunned. She didn’t want to believe it but it was too likely, too inescapably true. All men betrayed their women, in the end. Even Jonathan. Poor, foolish Sarah. No wonder she had taken up the knife. She must have been so shocked she couldn’t think what else to do.


  ‘That’s what the doctor says, too.’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  Ruth’s flat tones dragged their attention back to her. ‘Dr Armstrong. He says she’s emotionally disturbed. Suffering from paranoid delusions, he calls it. It’s his way of saying her whole story’s a pack of lies. That’s why he says she’s insane.’


  As Ruth explained Dr Armstrong’s diagnosis, and the subsequent conversation she had had with him about it. Deborah leaned forward slowly on the table, resting her head in her hands. Tears were trickling down her cheeks but she made no effort to wipe them away. Her eyes were still fixed on Ruth.


  ‘It’s monstrous,’ Mrs Watson said. ‘If Sarah is mentally ill he should release her immediately!’


  ‘He’s got an explanation for that, too,’ Ruth said. She explained about the bromide treatment.


  ‘But that — bromide?’ Deborah said. ‘Surely that’s not a treatment for mental illness?’


  ‘Dr Armstrong says it is. It calms ‘er down, he says. Stops her being hysterical, like.’


  ‘But I remember — a woman was driven mad by it recently. I read it in The Times. She was being treated with bromide for something and she became delirious because she was given too much. Her husband thought she was losing her mind. It’s poison — she might have died if they hadn’t stopped.’


  ‘I don’t know nothing about that,’ Ruth said. ‘I think Armstrong gives it to ‘er so that she don’t kick so much when ‘e shoves the tube in to force feed her. But it didn’t do ‘er much good last night, because she sicked it all up again.’


  ‘Oh my God!’ Deborah was on her feet again. ‘He may have damaged her already, for all we know! The man’s trying to poison her!’


  ‘We don’t know that for certain, Mrs Cavendish,’ Mrs Watson said. ‘But it is a possibility. He might do that, if he is truly guilty of introducing these children to brothels, and afraid that he will be found out.’ She turned to Ruth. ‘Does he think that only Sarah knows about this?’


  ‘That’s what she told ‘im, yeah. Only ‘im and me ‘eard what she said. And he’s explained to me that it’s all her madness, her paranoid delusion, ‘e calls it.’ Ruth paused, and looked at the two women in front of her cautiously. ‘I come ‘ere today because I didn’t really believe that, and although I don’t approve of militant suffragettes, I think child prostitution is worse. What I want to know is, do you think this story is true, or is Sarah Becket mad, like what ‘e says she is?’


  ‘Of course she’s not mad!’ Mrs Watson said. ‘And I can assure you, young woman, that this story of the child prostitutes is absolutely true. Some of us have been investigating it for some weeks. Only definite evidence to link Dr Armstrong with some of the premises was missing — and now it seems we have it. I am deeply grateful to you.’


  Ruth nodded. She looked at Deborah carefully. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Cavendish. I know it sounds dreadful, like, but it’s true.’


  ‘It’s more than dreadful!’ Deborah said. ‘Her husband, an MP — to do that with a child!’


  There was a long silence. There was the sound of typing, busy discussion, and laughter from the rooms all around them. The three women looked at each other, and shared Deborah’s grief.


  At last Mrs Watson said: ‘There is only one way to find out the truth of this, and that is to get Sarah out of prison. And if she is being force-fed and possibly poisoned as well, as you say, then the sooner we do that the better.’


  ‘But we can’t!’ Deborah said. ‘You heard this girl, she’s a prison wardress and she ought to know. Sarah’s being kept in for six months! And we aren’t even allowed to visit her, let alone get her out!’


  ‘We’ll run a campaign,’ said Mrs Watson. ‘We’ll tell this story on the front page of The Suffragette. We’ll have mass demonstrations and a march on Holloway. They’ll have to let her out!’


  ‘She’ll be dead by then.’ Ruth’s hard, flat voice brought them up short.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘I’ve seen ‘er. She’s fainting away already, with the strain of it. She can’t keep any food down. Any other doctor would let her out, but not Armstrong, not if this story’s true, as you tell me it is. He’d rather have ‘er die, wouldn’t ‘e, and then the evidence is gone. And without the evidence, your story in The Suffragette would be all lies and no proof, wouldn’t it? Libel they calls it — he could sue you for thousands. And I can’t tell yer if her story is true or not, I can only tell yer what she told me. If she’s dead, ‘e’ll just say she was mad, and sign a paper to prove it.’


  ‘So what do we do, then?’ Deborah asked. ‘Even if she is a little mad, even if part of her story is wrong. Sarah’s in terrible danger. Surely there’s some way we can get her out?’


  ‘From ‘Olloway?’ Ruth shook her head, slowly. ‘You ain’t never been a prisoner, ‘ave yer, Mrs Cavendish? I’ve been over every inch of that building and I can assure you there’s ain’t no way anyone can escape. No way at all.’


  ‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ Mrs Watson said, slowly.


  They both turned and looked at the small, governessy woman in surprise. There was a slight, grim smile on her face.


  ‘You may not realise it, Miss Harkness, but militant suffragettes are extremely resourceful people. Some of us have got into the House of Commons, and 10 Downing Street, and even Buckingham Palace before now. And we have put quite a lot of thought into how to get out of prisons, as well as into them. It is difficult, I grant you, but then we have never before had the advantage of a prison wardress on our side.’


  She paused. The little beady eyes behind the round glasses weighed up the younger woman carefully. Watching her, Ruth Harkness had the feeling that she was back at school, in her headmistress’s study.


  Except that her headmistress had never had quite the same glint of mischief behind her spectacles.


  ‘If you are on our side, that is, Miss Harkness,’ Alice Watson went on. ‘I am asking you to risk your job. But it is, after all, a case of saving a woman’s life.’
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  SUFFER . . .


  It was so hard to write, now. It had taken Sarah most of the morning to mix the paste. First she had to collect the dirt from her cell floor with bare hands — and there was very little of that because every day she was made to sweep out her cell with a dustpan and brush. She had to scrabble with cracked fingernails around the feet of the bed, and in the corner where there was a crack between the flagstones and the woodlice lived, to find any. Then, when she made a little pile, she scooped it into a hollow in the flagstones, and crumbled bits of the grey gritty prison soap on top of it. Then she took the metal cup which was chained to the wall and poured water into her palm.


  Water . . .


  Her eyes focused on it, yearned for it. Her tongue, which had begun to swell in her mouth, touched her dry cracked lips and her hand moved towards her mouth.


  She stopped. Deliberately, she knocked the cup over.


  She had begun the thirst strike last night and this was her first crisis.


  She watched the water trickle down the walls and flow over the floor and she bent down on her hands and knees and did not lick it up. Instead, she brushed it away from the hollow in the floor where her pile of soap and dirt was, and only added a few drops at a time from her finger ends to mix the paste.


  Damp, black, sticky — it would do.


  She dipped her slate pencil in the ink and wrote on the wall.


  Suffer . . . the little . . . children . . . to come . . . unto Me.


  It was hard work. The paste had not quite run out when she finished so at the end she scrawled a little cross. Then her head started swimming so she had to sit down. There were spots dancing in front of her eyes and her pulse was beating so strongly through her head and neck and chest that she felt her skin was quite transparent.


  She lay on her bed, waiting for the attack to pass, and thought, this is what it is like, this is what I have to suffer to win. I have to win for the children.


  In the long cold echoing nights she had thought a lot about the children. She began to daydream about them now. They were all girls, the children of the brothels, with half-formed breasts and cheap gaudy clothes and hard staring eyes that she imagined were too frightened to weep. In her dreams she opened the door of the brothels and took them away and they were with her in the garden of a beautiful house in the country, walking across a lawn with daffodils around the edge, and one of them laughed and called her Mother. And she wondered if any of them were her own children, the ones who had miscarried. Then a man came out of the house, a tall handsome man in black, and she turned her back and grabbed the girls by the hands and ran.


  I will never be anyone’s mother, she thought. Not now. If Jonathan comes near me ever again I’ll kill him.


  The cell door crashed open. A wardress stood there. Big, burly, pasty faced. Ruth Harkness, my friendly torturer. Sarah stared, and said nothing. Prisoners were supposed to stand up, but she couldn’t be bothered. Anyway, she felt too weak.


  Ruth closed the door behind her. She looks nervous, Sarah thought. Am I so frightening, even now?


  Ruth looked at the floor, noticed it was wet, saw the empty cup.


  ‘Clumsy,’ she said. ‘I’ll get you some more water.’


  ‘No need.’


  ‘Why not? It’s no bother.’


  ‘I’m not drinking.’


  ‘Oh no.’ Ruth shook her head firmly. ‘Don’t start that nonsense now! Believe me, Mrs Becket, you’ve got more important things to think about. Not drinking ain’t going to do no good at all.’


  ‘That’s what you think.’ It’s not fair, Sarah thought. When you’re so hungry, rage takes you over so suddenly and completely that you shake all over, and yet your body’s too weak to do anything about it. Even your voice hurts, so that it’s a pain to speak. Nonetheless, she got to her feet, and turned her back to stare at the wall.


  ‘Oh, come on now, Becket, I’ve got something important to say to you.’


  ‘Torturer! Get out.’


  ‘I went to the Women’s Social and Political Union. I talked to ‘em about you. They want to rescue you.’


  Sarah’s shaking stopped. She turned round. Stars swam briefly in front of her eyes and she thought: hallucinations already? I thought my mind was stronger than this.


  ‘What did you say?’


  Ruth repeated herself. Her voice was low, urgent, just above a whisper. ‘I saw a Mrs Watson and another one, calls herself your sister, Mrs Cavendish. I told ‘em what you said to Dr Armstrong and they believed it. They want me to get you out.’


  Sarah laughed. She felt quite light-headed. ‘You can’t, silly. This is a prison.’


  ‘There may be a way, though.’


  ‘What? Tell me.’


  Ruth hesitated. She was used to wild swings of mood amongst prisoners, but Sarah Becket seemed to have deteriorated drastically since she last saw her forty-eight hours ago. Was this the effect of the bromide, or the thirst strike? Whichever it was, it made the woman less reliable, dangerous even.


  ‘I can’t tell you now. But when the time comes, you’ve got to trust me — do exactly what I say. It can’t be for a day or two, anyway. Just keep yer mouth shut, for heaven’s sake — and trust me.’


  Sarah felt dizzy standing up and her mind was hazy too. Perhaps what this wardress was saying was important but she seemed immeasurably distant somehow, irrelevant. With an effort, Sarah tried to focus her attention. Surely the girl must be lying, sent to deceive her.


  ‘How did you get to the WSPU?’


  ‘I walked, didn’t I? Went up to the front door and walked straight in. Why?’


  ‘Who did you see first?’


  ‘A young woman. Fair-haired, shortish. I don’t know what ‘er name was. She was giving out newspapers, like.’


  ‘And then you met Alice Watson and my sister, Mrs Cavendish, you say?’


  ‘That’s right, yes.’


  ‘I don’t believe you! My sister lives in Glenfee, in Ulster. She never comes to London. And she’s not a suffragette, anyway.’


  ‘Well, I can’t help that. I met her. She was there.’


  ‘So what did she say?’


  ‘Say? Nothing at first. Then, when I told ‘er what you’d said about Dr Armstrong and your husband, she cried.’


  ‘Oh my God.’ Sarah turned round feebly and leaned against the wall. ‘Surely to God you didn’t tell Deborah that? You couldn’t have!’


  ‘Why ever not? She was there, wasn’t she? She had to know. Listen, Mrs Becket, I ain’t got much time . . .’


  ‘Don’t you understand? Look, this is between me and my husband, no one else! What right have you to go round telling everyone things that are shameful and private?’


  ‘They’re not private, they’re important! Look, why d’yer think I went to the WSPU, risking my job? Not because I approve of your silly suffragette crimes. I don’t! But because what you say Dr Armstrong’s doing is much worse. It’s got to be stopped, ain’t it? And if your husband’s part of it then he should be stopped, too. Whoever he is.’


  Sarah shook her head, desperately, and ran her hands through her hair. She had a headache and spots before her eyes and she wanted to lie down and go to sleep. It was all too much. Hours of private torment and then sudden, bitter argument and decisions.


  ‘Not Jonathan,’ she said. ‘I can’t do that to him. I should never have told you.’


  ‘Why? Ain’t it true?’


  ‘I don’t know! He’s my husband, damn you!’


  I hate him, I’ll tear his eyes out. But on my own!


  ‘Why don’t you leave me alone?’


  ‘If I leave you alone here, you’ll die.’


  ‘What?’ Sarah stared at the young wardress, bewildered. Again the stars in front of her eyes. She put one hand against the wall, to steady herself.


  ‘You ain’t eating, and now you’ve stopped drinking. He’ll carry on force feeding you but you puke half of it up anyway, so that don’t do much good. You’ll get weaker and weaker an’ in the end you’ll die.’


  Sarah wanted to sit down because of the trembling in her legs but she ignored it. ‘You just don’t understand, do you,’ she said. ‘The pain of starving yourself is something we all have to face up to before we come in. Of course we get weaker, and of course it hurts, but that’s what forces the authorities to let us out. They daren’t let us die in here. It would look too bad.’


  ‘Normally it might.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  There was a clatter of pails along the corridor and the sound of another wardress opening a cell door and ordering a prisoner out. Ruth Harkness glanced nervously over her shoulder to ensure that she was standing with her back to the little judas spyhole in the door, so that no one could see in.


  ‘Listen to me, Mrs Becket, please. I didn’t want to get mixed up in your troubles but I am, and if I get this wrong I won’t just lose my job, I’ll end up locked in ‘ere like what you are now. So do me a favour and trust me, and try to think straight, will yer? Mrs Watson wants to send a party of suffragettes round to expose what goes on in these ‘ouses of Armstrong’s but she daren’t, not while you’re in here.’


  ‘Why not? She doesn’t know where they are, does she?’


  ‘Yes, well, they know something, it seems. I didn’t understand it all. But if anything goes wrong they want a signed statement, sworn before a lawyer, and the only person who can do that is you, right? About what was in that letter you got sent, what you ‘eard from them women in the cell at the police station, what you saw outside ‘is consulting rooms in Kensington. And Armstrong knows that too. So he ain’t going to let you out no matter how much you starve yourself, is he, eh? If you die there won’t be no proof. He might even be glad if the world thought you’d starved yourself to death. Can’t you see that?’


  ‘But if I died in prison there’d be a scandal.’


  ‘‘Course. But he’d survive it, don’t kid yourself, Mrs Becket. You may think force feeding’s wrong, but there’s plenty of others what don’t. I seen dozens of letters in the papers saying as ‘ow suffragettes orter be left to die, or be made outlaws an’ lose all their property, or be sent to a desert island, like. Chances are if you die, Dr Armstrong’ll become a public hero. Anyhow it’s a risk he’s got to take, rather than let you out to tell the world about those poor kids in them brothels.’


  Sarah slumped down on her bed. She was too weak to stand up. Spots were swirling in front of her eyes and her legs were shaking uncontrollably.


  ‘What can I do then?’


  ‘I’ve got a plan. I ain’t going to tell you what it is but it can’t happen till Monday. Today’s Friday. So you’ve got to get through the weekend without getting any weaker or dying. You’ve got to start drinking again, and I suggest you give up your ‘unger strike as well.’


  ‘Don’t be silly. I can’t do that now!’


  ‘Look, I ain’t going to carry you out of ‘ere. You’ll need yer strength. Anyhow, ‘ave you thought he might poison you with that soup what he pours down that tube? He’s already feeding you bromide.’


  ‘Feeding me — what?’


  Ruth explained. ‘Ain’t you noticed yourself feeling weaker? I look in ‘ere and you can ‘ardly stand ‘alf the time.’


  ‘But bromide’s a poison.’


  ‘It’s a sedative, that’s what ‘e calls it. But it might be worse than that if ‘e gave you too much. He’s a doctor. He could poison you with anything he liked and you’d never know.’


  ‘Even the food you bring me.’ Sarah shivered. The cell seem suddenly icy cold.


  ‘Maybe. But we get ordinary cooked food sent up straight from the kitchens, don’t we. He prepares the forced feeding soup himself. There could be anything in it. Look, Mrs Becket - eat, won’t you? Think of me, if no one else. I’ve got to feed yer, later today. D’you think I like it?’


  It was the wrong thing to say. In the riptide of bewildering emotions that were surging through Sarah there was no place, at the moment, for gratitude to the young wardress. She looked at the cross she had scrawled on the wall this morning, and remembered suddenly the story of Christ, who had fasted forty days and forty nights. At the end of that time the devil had taken him up onto a high mountain, and shown him the world spread out below. What had he said? ‘All this can be yours, if you will but abandon your fast and listen to me.’ Wasn’t this the same temptation?


  ‘How do I know you’re not lying to me? Torturer! You’re on his side, aren’t you — a devil sent to tempt me!’


  ‘Oh, for God’s sake! Think, woman, can’t yer?’ The two women stared at each other, in desperate incomprehension. Then, abruptly, Ruth heard something outside. Had anyone heard them? She was not supposed to talk to prisoners about anything at all, let alone about escaping. Hurriedly, she shouted: ‘Pick up that pot now and take it to the sluice! This cell’s a disgrace. ‘Ow many times ‘ave I told yer? ‘Olloway’s a clean prison!’


  While Ruth opened the door, Sarah stumbled off her bed and picked up the toilet bucket. Then the two of them went out into the corridor. As they passed another prisoner and one of Ruth’s colleagues on the same errand, Ruth thought: Please God, don’t let her say anything now!


  And a little later: Perhaps she is mad, just like Dr Armstrong said. In which case I’m about to commit a crime and risk my job for nothing.


  Deborah paced up and down in Jonathan and Sarah’s library, thinking. Such an impressive house, so comfortable, so deceitful. She stopped for a moment in front of Jonathan’s writing desk. It was a large, luxurious desk, with a number of little pigeonholes for paper, envelopes, ink, nibs and so on. The surface was made of richly engraved red and brown leather, which she knew his butler, Reeves, polished carefully several times a week. It was a desk which Jonathan was immensely proud of.


  It was just the sort of thing he would like, she thought. All beautiful colours and glossy surfaces. Probably he looked at women in the same way. He liked the ones with fancy clothes and feathered hats and too much lipstick . . .


  And little children.


  Oh God, what am I saying? My sister’s husband! He couldn’t do that, could he?


  Why not? He even tried to seduce me!


  Deborah picked up an elaborately engraved paper knife and pressed it into her palm, hard, without realising what she was doing. How could he? Were Alice Watson and Ruth Harkness both mistaken? No — it all made too much sense. Sarah’s sudden, surprise action, apparently unauthorised by the movement. Even she had to have a reason for it. Deborah knew that the women in the WSPU were usually highly organised, well disciplined. Christabel Pankhurst, their general, masterminded the whole thing from Paris and disliked spontaneous actions like Sarah’s. They happened, all the same — but why would Sarah go out and do such a dreadful thing, so suddenly, unless some violent inner urge had compelled her?


  Unless she had found out that she had been betrayed by her husband.


  In such a dreadful way too. With whores. Perhaps with young children.


  She put down the paper knife and went to the window. Outside, in the square, there were new leaves on the trees. A nanny was taking two young children for a walk, a servant was pushing an old lady in a bath chair. A motor taxi drove into the square and stopped. A man got out — a prosperous gentleman of about forty in top hat, tailcoat, striped trousers. He paid the fare, swung a silver-topped cane jauntily in his hand, turned and ran up the steps to one of the houses.


  One of Jonathan’s neighbours. He is like that, Deborah thought. Prosperous, successful, urbane, civilised. How could he possibly . . .?


  Look at me. I did.


  Not for money, though. I didn’t pay anyone or take a child to my bed. What I did was quite different, it was all done for love.


  So?


  The world won’t see it like that. The man’s world. The world of prosperous, urbane gentlemen who were educated in the Inns of Court and sit in Parliament and live in Belgrave Square. What was it Jonathan told me the other night? The law allows a man to divorce his wife for one single instance of adultery, but she cannot divorce him unless his adultery is aggravated by something more serious such as — what was it? Cruelty, desertion, sodomy.


  Nothing about paying to go to a whore, or seducing under-age children. That’s normal, civilised, male behaviour, then? If I have a baby girl she’ll grow up in a world like this.


  Poor, poor Sarah. Deborah clutched the curtains so tight, she felt her fingernails coming through the thick damask cloth into her palm That’s why she slashed the picture, I’m sure. She probably stood all alone in this room just like this, knowing what I know about her own husband.


  With a letter in her hand from a prostitute. That’s what that Miss Harkness said, wasn’t it? Sarah had received some kind of blackmail letter from a prostitute, telling her that her husband wasn’t going to Dr Armstrong because he was ill, but because he was morally sick. She probably stood right here in this room and read it.


  If I had that letter it would be conclusive proof, Deborah thought suddenly. What did she do with it? What would I do?


  Deborah glanced around the room. Sarah’s writing desk was at the far side of the room, in a corner next to a side window and a small table cluttered with books and pamphlets. Deborah went over and started to rummage curiously through the clutter on the table. Old copies of The Suffragette, pamphlets about sweatshops and socialism and suffrage in New Zealand . . . No letters though — they would be in Sarah’s desk. It was a roll-top desk, closed, but the key was still in the lock. Deborah opened it. It was fairly tidy inside, with everything stuffed into its little pigeon-hole or drawer. Writing paper, envelopes, ink, nibs, stamps, paper clips, postcards, blotting paper . . . She felt a little like a thief, rifling through someone’s private possessions. But there was nothing here, no secrets.


  She sighed, moved her elbow clumsily, and knocked the blotter on the floor.


  When she bent to pick it up, she saw the corner of a letter sticking out from under the blotting paper. She took it out and read it.


  Dear Mrs Becket,


  I suppose you know that your friends in the WSPU have recently been poking their noses into things which concern them even less than the vote. They have been troubling several of us young ladies and asking for the names of our gentlemen friends, which is none of their business at all, especially when they stand outside the house where we live and work and try to put men off, so we have to move house. This does no one any good and makes us all poorer. In particular, they have been troubling Dr Armstrong too, who is a decent man and a good help to us.


  Well, all this has got to stop. Tell your friends to stay away from our houses and Dr Armstrong or you will be sorry. Your husband gets the same treatment as other men and whose fault is that? If you don’t want to read about him in all the newspapers tell your friends to STAY AWAY. That’s all.


  Deborah shuddered. It was what she had expected but it still made her feel ill. She held the letter a little away from her, between finger and thumb, as though it might contaminate her.


  ‘Ahem.’


  ‘What?’ She whirled round and saw Reeves, standing discreetly just inside the door. How long had he been there? She had been so busy with her thoughts, it could have been ages. He was such a quiet, unobtrusive man.


  ‘Yes, Reeves, what is it?’


  ‘A letter has arrived, madam. From Mr Jonathan.’


  She saw he had a silver tray in his hand. ‘I see. Thank you.’


  She took the note, waited until the man had padded noiselessly out of the door, then walked across to Jonathan’s desk to pick up the engraved paperknife to open it. It was on House of Commons notepaper, with a small portcullis at the top.


  My dear Debbie,


  A quick note in haste. A trial in which I am defending has come to the boil more quickly than I had anticipated, and I shall have to spend most of tomorrow in Lewes sorting matters out, so I am taking the train down to Sussex tonight. It is only a brief matter but it concerns a promise made to an old friend of mine. I had thought of inviting you but in all likelihood it will be a tedious round of dull business and the womenfolk are dreary, so I hope you will forgive me for deserting you. I will probably stay over on Sunday but hope to see you some time Monday.


  Yours,


  Jonathan.


  She read it twice, incredulously, and then crumpled it slowly in her hand. So he could just walk away for the weekend like that, could he, while his wife was being force fed in prison? Does he really have a court case so pressing it had to be discussed over the weekend, or has he got some whore down there that he doesn’t want his wife’s sister to meet?


  And not a word in the letter about Sarah.


  How could he?


  Quite deliberately, she picked up the paper knife and jabbed it into the polished leather surface of Jonathan’s writing-desk. Then, fiercely, she dragged it sideways, six inches, a foot, two. The leather parted with a steady ripping sound, like the opening of a wound. Reeves isn’t going to like this, she thought. He’ll probably want to mend it before his master comes home on Monday. To make that harder she took the knife out and jabbed it in at the opposite corner, tearing across the surface of the desk again until it was split by a cross.


  There, Johnny, she thought.


  I am a savage too, beneath the surface.


  Perhaps we all are . . .


  ‘‘Ere. Go on, read it.’


  ‘Get out! I don’t want to see you!’


  ‘I’ll go when you’ve read this. Not before. You owe me that at least.’


  ‘I owe you nothing. Leave me alone!’


  Sarah had her back turned to Ruth. Her arms were folded and she was staring at the corner of her cell. Like a child who had been punished in school, Ruth thought. But this woman is punishing herself. Refusing deliberately to see what has to be done. She looked at the short dark hair, the thin, determined shoulders under the arrow-striped grey prison dress, and said: ‘I’m riskin’ my job for you, you know.’


  ‘Go away!’


  Ruth sighed. I should shake her, she thought. I should pick her up and shake her until her teeth chatter, to bring her to her senses. Instead she said: ‘All right. I’ll leave the note on the table ‘ere and come back in five minutes. If you’ve read it and want to change yer mind, fine. Otherwise I’m giving this up. The children can stay in them brothels for all I care.’


  She went out and closed the heavy door. When she had gone Sarah stood for a long time unmoving, staring unseeing at the wall. I hope you die, Ruth Harkness, she thought. I hope you trip at the top of the stone stairs and fall and smash your head and the brains come out and . . . Stop it!


  Stop this, for heaven’s sake, and come to your senses, woman!


  She turned round abruptly and sat on her bed and began to cry. Harsh dry sobs that shook her frame and brought no tears. They didn’t last long; they hurt too much. Her throat was raw from the forced feeding and the inside of her mouth had ulcers everywhere and her tongue was swollen and her lips cracked but that wasn’t the worst. There was an ache deep inside her ribs that never let up, and whenever she moved too quickly it stopped her dead with a jab that brought bile into her mouth. She’d had it for two days now. She was sure they had put too much tube into her stomach, too roughly and fast — and it was that Ruth Harkness who did it. She held the tube while Dr Armstrong shoved it in through the gag with his big butcher’s hands. And he’ll do it again today . . .


  I wish I was dead!


  If I was dead they couldn’t do it again. Then I wouldn’t have exposed Martin or Jonathan but I would be a martyr to the cause and they would have a huge funeral like they had for Emily Wilding Davison, and my death would make them stop the forced feeding and set Mrs Pankhurst free and give women the vote. And then the exploitation of children would stop with everything else. We’d have the vote. That would be worth giving my life for.


  Maybe that’s what Emily Davison thought when she seized the reins of the King’s horse at Ascot and it killed her.


  Nothing happened, though. They just said she was mad. Like me.


  Sarah looked at the folded piece of paper on the table. She took a deep breath. Maybe I am going mad. I’ve never had emotions as violent as this before. They sweep through me like flash floods and I can’t control them at all. It must be the starvation or maybe I’m being poisoned or perhaps it’s Jonathan — you bastard, Jonathan, if I ever see you again I’ll rip your eyes out and suck the blood from their sockets . . .


  No, don’t. Please don’t. Not again.


  Why not look? It can’t do any harm.


  Very quietly she stretched out her hand and picked up the piece of paper and looked. She held it in her hand a little distant from her, by one corner, as though she could drop it at any time if it displeased her.


  It said:


  Dear Sarah,


  Please trust the bearer of this absolutely. She is taking a great risk to bring it to you. I understand your doubts and that it is hard for you to abandon your fast but you must do that. It is an order from the WSPU committee. We will be waiting for you on the outside.


  With all my love and admiration,


  Alice Watson.


  And underneath, in another hand:


  Deborah Cavendish.


  Sarah’s hand started shaking and she let the note flutter to the floor. It lay there, upside down. But she could still read it. She considered it thoughtfully.


  It was definitely Alice Watson’s writing. She had seen that too many hundreds of times to be in any doubt. And almost definitely her sister’s signature . . .


  WSPU headed notepaper too.


  The cell door opened. Ruth Harkness came in and closed it behind her. She stood carefully with her back blocking the judas hole. She saw the letter on the floor and frowned.


  ‘Well?’


  ‘I’m . . . sorry.’ Sarah looked up.


  Ruth’s frown remained. ‘What d’yer mean, you’re sorry?’


  ‘Sorry . . .’ Sarah sighed, and tears started unbidden to her eyes. ‘Sorry I disbelieved you.’


  Ruth took a long, deep breath. She had come into the cell angry, more than half prepared to give up the whole escape plan. It would be so easy, so safe. To pass by on the other side. To keep your conscience quiet and pretend that you had not seen, or could do nothing. Now everything would be harder.


  ‘You’re quite sure you believe me now?’


  ‘Yes. Quite sure. You couldn’t have forged that letter.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘What must I do, then? If I am to get out it must be soon - I can’t bear this place. It’s like hell, full of monsters!’


  ‘Sssssh! Calm yerself, Mrs Becket, please. I can’t work miracles.’


  ‘Can’t you? But I’m told to obey your orders, trust you absolutely. What are you going to do?’


  If this woman’s not insane she’s on the edge of it, Ruth thought. The strain has been too much for her. But then what do I know of what she’s going through? If I get this wrong I may find out. I’ll be locked in, too.


  ‘The first thing, Mrs Becket, is to eat the food I’ll bring you at twelve. You don’t ‘ave to eat all of it if there’s too much, just so long as you eat some. Then I can announce your ‘unger strike’s off and you won’t ‘ave to be forcibly fed.’


  ‘And then? What will Dr Armstrong do?’


  ‘I don’t know. I don’t see what ‘e can do at first. Just make sure you don’t eat nothing unless I bring it to you. But eat as much as you can to get yer strength up.’


  ‘For what? Do you want me to climb the walls or something?’


  ‘‘Course not. But the other thing is you got to obey normal prison rules. Do third division work, scrub the floors and take out laundry when I order you. That’s important, you’ll need your strength for that. And with luck you’ll be allowed into the yard for exercise.’


  ‘Exercise!’ Sarah thought ruefully of miserable women walking in circles round the prison yard, heads bowed, forbidden even to speak to each other. Oddly, she felt afraid of it. It would be so strange after this cell.


  ‘When do I get out?’


  ‘On Monday, I ‘ope.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘That . . . I ain’t going to tell you yet. For two reasons — please, Mrs Becket, listen and trust me.’ Ruth saw with alarm the light of combat leap into Sarah’s eyes, saw how quickly emotion could engulf her. She ploughed on, determined. ‘In the first place I don’t know yet, exactly, not all the details. And in the second, you got to admit you’re in a highly emotional state just now. You might let slip something without meaning to, and give us both away. But if you don’t know, you can’t. Just trust me, please. And do what I say.’


  Sarah stared at her blindly for a moment. She hardly saw the girl, so intent was she on fighting down the flood of resentful memories within herself. The filthy bath Ruth had forced her into when she first arrived, carrying the slop-bucket to the sluice, the brutal feeding. And now she was asked to trust and obey a girl who had done all that to her. A servant who had held her down while men thrust a tube into her body. A torturess.


  ‘All right.’


  ‘Good.’ Ruth picked up the letter from the floor and put it into her purse. ‘Don’t want no one to find this now, do we?’ Then she looked at Sarah for a long moment. ‘You’re a brave woman, Mrs Becket. Maybe I should have said that before but it’s hard, when you’re in my position. If we get out of ‘ere I might even come and join you in that suffragette shop. If they’ll ‘ave me.’


  There was a brief twitch on Sarah’s face that might have been meant for a smile. She herself felt it chiefly as pain, from muscles unused for too long.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘We take all sorts, you know!’


  ‘Mmmmm!’


  ‘Tastes good, does it?’


  Sarah did not reply. She was overwhelmed by the number of tastes, memories, and textures that could co-exist in a single spoonful of chicken broth. For the first time in nine days her salivary glands responded willingly to food; the sensation was exquisite. For several minutes she savoured it; then took another spoonful. A third.


  ‘Don’t overdo it, now.’


  Sarah nodded. After the fifth spoonful she felt bloated, obese. She pushed the bowl away and shot an anxious glance at Ruth.


  ‘That’s all right, Mrs Becket. You’ve started, that’s the main thing. You’ll manage some more tomorrow.’


  By the next morning Sarah’s body was beginning to return normal. She had slept a little better; she managed to eat most of a bowl of porridge. Ruth let her rest for three hours, then put her on light duties, cleaning the corridors.


  It was odd, not to be supervised the whole time. True, there were always wardresses around, appearing from one place or another every few minutes; but no one stood over her continually. She could rest, as she needed to, for long minutes at a time, without being scolded. She could choose where to go, which areas to sweep next. It felt like freedom.


  It was also exhausting. In the afternoon she was allowed outdoors for the first time, to exercise. It was as she had expected — slow silent circles round a restricted tarmac quadrangle, a regulation three yards from the other prisoners. She could not talk to them, but she could exchange glances - curious, silent glances of sympathy - which were themselves a thrilling form of human contact, after so many days alone with four walls.


  And then there was the sun. She had forgotten what it was like, that unexpected caress of heat on your neck and face and arms. To bathe in warm air, breathe in light. To hear the sound of the city all around you, even if distant, over high walls topped with jagged glass. Sarah spread her arms to embrace the luxury of it all — and because Ruth was supervising the exercise, was not rebuked, the first time.


  Afterwards, in her cell, she slept. At five o’clock, when the rattle of the feeding trolley had previously made her break out in cold sweat, she was sleeping the deep refreshing sleep of a child. The trolley did not come. Dr Armstrong did not disturb her.


  Sunday was the same, but better. Sarah felt a little more strength return. She could sweep the floor and walk the yard for a moment or two longer without pausing. And she felt, too, a return of impatience.


  When Ruth brought her evening meal she said: ‘Tomorrow’s the day, isn’t it?’


  Ruth nodded. Sarah’s decision to eat had brought a welcome interlude of calmness, of rational obedience, to her behaviour; but Ruth was acutely aware that this could change at any moment, if she said the wrong thing. And she herself had scarcely slept last night, worrying over every detail of her plan.


  ‘Aren’t you going to tell me what I’ve got to do? I need to know something, or I may get it wrong.’


  ‘Yes, you do.’ Ruth spoke softly, her voice scarcely a murmur above the busy hum of the prison. But she had decided for herself that Sarah needed to be prepared. ‘Listen. Tomorrow morning I ain’t going to ask you to do no sweeping. You’ve got to strip beds and carry laundry. Are you strong enough for that?’


  ‘Up to a point. I’m not Hercules yet, you know.’


  ‘Well, you got to do your best. You’ll be taking dirty clothes and sheets down to the laundry room. Most third division prisoners will be doing it. I’ll only give you one load, two at the most. When you’re there you stuff ‘em into baskets, and when the baskets are full, the laundry company takes them away.’


  The thin whisper of a smile flickered across Sarah’s lips. ‘That sounds exciting.’


  ‘It will be for you.’ Ruth watched her carefully. This was the first crucial point. She thought of Sarah as a courageous woman but people could be bold in one way and finicky in others. ‘You’re going out in one of them baskets.’


  Sarah’s eyes sparkled. She drank a spoonful of soup and rested her elbows on the table, staring at Ruth.


  ‘In a basket. How amusing! But how?’


  ‘Exactly ‘ow, you’ll ‘ave to leave to me. When one of the baskets is fairly full and there’s no one around, you hop in and I’ll fasten it down. Make yerself a space to breathe somewhere near the top, I should. Then keep mum until you reach the laundry.’


  ‘But what then? They’ll find me there, won’t they? I’ll come back washed and ironed.’


  ‘Not if your Mrs Watson can do what she promises. She tells me most of them women what work in that laundry are suffragettes. They’ve been urging her to try this trick for some time.’


  Sarah thought for a moment. ‘How long shall I be in the basket, do you think?’


  ‘An hour or two, probably. No more. We usually pack the baskets before ten and the wagon comes at ‘alf past.’


  ‘And if I can’t breathe?’


  ‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll check you can before I close the lid.’


  ‘It’ll be a triumph if it comes off.’ There was a definite smile in that haggard, intense face now. I could like her, like this, Ruth, thought. Then Sarah frowned. ‘What about you?’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘When I’m gone, won’t they suspect you? If you were in charge and you’ve lost me?’


  ‘If I’m lucky, they won’t know.’


  ‘What on earth do you mean, they won’t know? We’re counted all the time in here, like coins in a bank.’


  ‘Yes, but I do the counting on this floor, don’t I? Mostly. So before we start we’ll bring some of the laundry in ‘ere, and make it up into a roll to look like you’re lying in your bed. If anyone asks I’ll say you’re tired and resting after straining yourself with the unaccustomed work. Them bundles of sheets can be ‘eavy, you know. Specially for fine ladies what ain’t used to work, an prefer starving theirselves instead.’


  Sarah ignored the jibe and frowned thoughtfully. ‘I’m not sure I like that part of the plan so much. I mean, any wardress come in here at any time. And if they find out you’re lying . . .’


  ‘That’s for me to worry about, Mrs Becket. I’ve said I’ll get you out and I’ll do it, but I ain’t about to get meself caught either if . . .’


  The cell door crashed open behind Ruth, catching her between the shoulder blades. As she stumbled forwards and turned she saw a man in the doorway. Big, burly, in respectable tweed suit. Heavy jowls, thick sensual lips, a solid fleshy face.


  Martin Armstrong.


  Behind him, an older wardress, carrying a tray. On the tray a jug, a glass with a spoon in it, and a glass jar.


  When both of them had come into the room there was scarcely room to move.


  Martin Armstrong smiled. It was a confident, patronising, avuncular smile. The sort of smile many doctors affect when going from bed to bed in hospital. But the smile did not quite reach the cold grey eyes in the flabby overfed face. There was a ghost of fear in them, Sarah thought. Fear and hatred. Or was that just a reflection of her own eyes in his?


  ‘So, I am pleased to see our patient eating at last. It was a wise decision, Mrs Becket, very wise. I am sure you will find that your mental faculties return to you soon, if you persevere with this course.’


  As soon as he had come in, Sarah had stood up, with her back to the wall beside her small table. She grasped her spoon in her right hand like a weapon.


  ‘There is nothing wrong with my mind, Dr Armstrong, as you very well know.’


  ‘You will allow me to be the judge of that, madam.’ He turned away from her and took the tray from the wardress who had come in with him. He put it down on Sarah’s table by the bowl of soup. ‘Thank you, Mrs Canning. Since Miss Harkness is here I think I can manage. We can hardly move with the four of us.’


  As the older woman left, Sarah said: ‘I suppose you ask her to go so she won’t hear my description of your abysmal character. Of how you pimp to middle-aged lechers and supply them with poor under-aged girls from charity homes for children.’


  Despite herself she found she was trembling. I thought I had stopped the violence of these emotions, she thought. The spoon rattled against the wall beside her as she gripped it in her hand.


  ‘No one wants to hear that sort of thing, Mrs Becket. But your fantastic accusations prove my point about your mental state. Now, I have brought you some medicine which may help to put these matters right.’


  He spooned some reddish-brown powder from the jar on the tray into the glass, mixed it with water, and held the glass critically up to the light.


  ‘I won’t take it! I don’t have to — I’ve had enough of your poison!’


  She swiped at the glass with her spoon, but Dr Armstrong was too quick for her. He swung the glass out of her reach with one hand and caught her wrist with the other, laughing deep in his chest.


  ‘Temper, temper, my fine lady! Every move you make proves your own lack of mental balance. Hold her arms, will you, Harkness?’


  From the moment the man had spooned the powder into the glass Ruth had been frozen with horror. What was it? What was he going to do? If she stopped him, if she refused to help, there would be a tremendous row and she would probably be dismissed at once. So there would be no escape, no hope for Sarah. But if she let him give Sarah the medicine, the woman might be dead by morning.


  ‘Come on, girl, help me, don’t hang about!’


  Sarah, at least, had no doubts about what she should do. She was reaching for the glass desperately with her free left hand, trying to grab it or knock it over. Dr Armstrong held her away by twisting her right wrist across her throat, so that Sarah had to either turn left away from him or be half throttled by her own forearm. Wildly, she began to scream and kick his shins.


  ‘Miss Harkness, quick! Before I spill the damn stuff!’


  Ruth made up her mind. Feeling her arms like lead, she grabbed first Sarah’s free left arm, and then the other, and twisted them both behind her. Then she swung Sarah round to the right, so that she couldn’t kick the doctor because the table was in the way. She pushed Sarah forwards against it.


  ‘Let me go, you pig! I shan’t take any — oooooooh!’


  Armstrong shoved his hand across her face and forced her forehead back with the palm of his hand, so that she was staring upwards into the great meaty fingers across her eyes. At the same time he pinched her nose between finger and thumb, so that she couldn’t breathe. For a minute the three of them swayed backwards and forwards, but Sarah couldn’t kick the wretched man because of the table and she couldn’t bite him because his hand was too high up her face and she couldn’t hit him because Ruth held her arms behind her and worst of all she couldn’t breathe . . .


  She opened her mouth to suck in air and as she did so he poured the medicine down her throat.


  She choked and spewed half of it back. He caught most of it in the glass and when she breathed in again he poured it back into her mouth. Then he put the glass down and jammed his free hand under her jaw so that her head was tilted back even further and her mouth was closed.


  After another long minute she swallowed.


  He took his hands from her face.


  ‘All right, Miss Harkness. You can let her go now.’


  Ruth guided Sarah towards the bed so that she collapsed onto that rather than the floor. For a moment she slumped face down, ignoring them both. Martin Armstrong picked up the tray with the glass and jug and jar on it. Ruth gazed at him expressionlessly. He glanced down at the crumpled figure sprawled on the bed.


  ‘If you didn’t resist, everything would be much easier, Mrs Becket,’ Dr Armstrong said. ‘Take my word for it, I only give you medicine for your own good.’


  Sarah was sobbing, gasping for breath. She moved her head slightly and gazed up at him from the bed, speechless. There was blood on her chin from her lips and also a rust-coloured smear, from the medicine she had spat out.


  Dr Armstrong opened the cell door. He glanced at the table where there was some soup, some of it miraculously still in the bowl.


  ‘I should feed that to her if you can, Miss Harkness. It all helps to build up her strength, you know.’


  Then he was gone. Slowly, Sarah’s eyes focused on Ruth.


  Just survive until tomorrow morning, Ruth thought. Please, lady, don’t die on me now. She bent down and hissed: ‘Stick yer fingers down yer throat! Quick — you’ve got to puke it up!’


  As she touched Sarah’s chin Sarah jerked her head up convulsively and spat in her face.


  Then she turned her back and hunched into a ball on her bed, her head as close into the far corner as she could get.


  ‘Please, Mrs Becket! It may be poison. You’ve got to get it out if you can!’


  ‘I don’t want your help! Ever! Leave me alone!’


  For a long time Ruth stood watching her sob, but she could think of no more to say. To force the woman to vomit now after what she had helped the doctor to do, was impossible. Also, she could not remember if she had heard Dr Armstrong’s footsteps going away down the corridor, and she was obsessed by a fear that he might be outside.


  She mopped up the spilt soup on the table with her handkerchief, picked up the bowl, opened the door, and went out. There was no one there. She locked the door behind her and walked away down the empty corridor.


  22


  WHEN RUTH came on duty in the morning she did not know what she would find. Maybe an empty cell with Mrs Becket moved to the hospital wing, under the intensive care of Dr Armstrong. Or an unfortunate death in the night. An inquest — who had last seen the prisoner, what state was she in, why had the doctor not been called?


  Lies to write on an official form. Collusion with Dr Armstrong. What could she say that would not implicate herself as well as him? But surely he would not use a poison that could be easily traced back to him? Surely — unless he were in such a panic about what Becket might say that he would do anything . . .


  And then what could she tell Mrs Watson? I helped poison her, you see. I had to, to keep our plan secret. To save my own skin.


  She opened the cell door and went in.


  Sarah Becket sat on the bed and looked at her.


  White-faced, pale as a ghost with wide dark haunting eyes. Dazed, a little sleepy, hazy-looking. But a firmness too around the mouth, a grim smile that no ghost ever had. She stood up shakily, steadied herself with one hand behind her against the wall.


  ‘You’re all right then?’


  ‘Yes.’ Sarah nodded towards the bucket in the corner. ‘I took your advice. Some of it’s in there at least. If it was poison at all.’


  ‘How do you feel?’


  ‘Strange. As though my legs don’t belong. But they work - look.’ She took a bold stride away from the wall towards the table, another — then sat down abruptly, hard on the stool. She swayed, clutched at the wall to steady herself, and started to giggle. ‘They don’t work very well, do they? It’s just that they seem so far away, and the floor is too . . . unsteady. I’m sorry.’


  ‘Don’t be. Just concentrate, you’ve got to walk downstairs somehow.’


  ‘Yes.’ Sarah stopped giggling abruptly and propped her head in her hands. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll manage.’


  ‘You’ll have to. We won’t get another chance.’ A cocktail of relief and fear flooded into Ruth’s veins, making her hand tremble. So she hasn’t changed her mind, she thought. She plonked the bowl of porridge down on the table.


  ‘‘Ere. Eat this if you can. To give you strength. It may mop up what’s left of that medicine, too.’


  Listlessly, Sarah spooned some into her mouth. Then spluttered and choked. ‘Quick — water!’


  ‘‘Ere.’


  Ruth held the mug while she drank. Then Sarah’s hand came up and took it from her. Gently, but firmly. It was hard for her to grip it but she forced herself. Sipped, deliberately, then looked up. Not a kind look.


  ‘About yesterday,’ Ruth said. ‘I’m sorry, but I had to do it. You do realise that, don’t you?’


  A nod. As though the matter was acknowledged, dismissed for the moment. Then Sarah said: ‘I spat at you, too. That was unforgiveable.’


  Ruth flushed. ‘It don’t matter. I’ve had worse.’


  ‘Nonetheless, I’m sorry.’ Grimly, Sarah fed herself a second spoonful of porridge, swallowed. A third, and a fourth. Half the bowl.


  ‘When do we begin?’


  ‘When you’ve eaten and slopped out. Take your time.’


  All around them was the noise and clatter of prison, the slamming of doors and shouting. Anxiously, Ruth listened for the rattle of keys that would mean another wardress on the corridor outside. She was shaking with nerves and the need for hurry, but at the same time acutely aware that the woman in front of her looked scarcely able to carry herself, let alone a bucket or a bundle of linen. But it had to be done.


  Sarah finished her porridge and stood up, swaying slightly. To Ruth’s surprise she did not sit down again. She nodded towards the corner of the cell.


  ‘All right, I’m ready. Pass me the bucket, will you?’


  For a wardress to perform such a task was unheard of, but Ruth did it. It was a gesture of respect to the woman’s bravery, her determination to go through with the scheme after all. A recognition that they were in it together.


  It took a long time for Sarah to carry the bucket to the sluice, empty it, and return, but not quite so long, Ruth thought, as to attract attention. It was not unknown, after all, for prisoners to dawdle out of spite, or sullenness. And, on the corridors and landings around them, others were busy with their own duties. When they returned to the cell, Ruth recovered her normal loud assertive bawl.


  ‘Now, roll up the linen from your own bed first, and make a decent job of it. ‘Olloway don’t send things out all scrumpled up and ragged, whatever the men’s prisons do. We teach respect ‘ere! When you’ve done that yer can carry it down. Jump to it, Becket, if yer wants to go out and exercise later!’


  Sarah managed to get out into the corridor with her bundle of dirty sheets. She swayed and put one hand against the wall, but Ruth dared not help her. There were other wardresses and prisoners in sight — such a gesture would be bound to excite comment. Slowly, Sarah walked along the landing and down the metal stairs.


  I came this way yesterday, she told herself. It’s not so far. And if I fall I can just hold these sheets in front of my face and they’ll form a lovely soft pillow and I can sleep for a week, right here on the floor . . .


  ‘Becket! Stand up straight and stop dawdling! We ‘aven’t got all day!’


  Ruth’s harsh wardress’s voice awoke her. Just in time. Sarah realised she had been drifting off into a dream. She managed the rest of the stairs without mishap, concentrating on the clank of her heavy prison shoes on the metal staircase. I am a condemned woman going to execution, she thought. Mary Queen of Scots perhaps . . .


  For God’s sake pay attention! This is real, it’s important, you’ll never get another chance to escape. Don’t let your mind drift now.


  The laundry room was down a short passage at the foot of the steps. There were a dozen large wicker baskets in it. Eight of them were already full, four stood half empty. Sarah entered the room behind another prisoner in a grey arrow-striped dress, who threw a large bundle of sheets into the basket furthest from the door. Then she turned, glanced briefly at Sarah, and went out.


  Ruth came in behind her. There was no one else in the room.


  ‘Quick — there!’ Ruth hissed. She nodded at the further basket, which was now three-quarters full. ‘I’ll stand by the door.’


  Sarah walked to the basket, dropped her bundle of sheets in, and then clutched the side with her hands. She swayed, bowed her head.


  Ruth watched her, appalled. ‘What the ‘ell are you doing? Get in, woman — quick!’ She could hear footsteps clanging down the metal stairs at the end of the corridor.


  ‘I can’t!’ Sarah turned to her, a silly, desperate smile on her face. ‘It’s . . . too high, you see. The sides, I mean. We didn’t think of that.’


  ‘Great God Almighty!’ Ruth left the door and strode swiftly across the room. It was true. The woman was so weak and dazed with bromide or whatever it was that the side of a three foot wicker basket seemed like a wall to her, impossible to climb. She reached Sarah’s side and put her hand on her sleeve.


  ‘Bit slow on your landing this morning, aren’t they, Miss Harkness?’


  ‘What — beg pardon?’


  Ruth swung round as though she had been stung. Mrs Canning, her supervisor, stood in the door — a short stocky woman with iron-grey hair and forearms like legs of lamb. Panic-stricken, Ruth thought: she knows — she knew all along, she’s come here on purpose to trap us!


  ‘Oh. Yes, ma’am — it’s this suffragette ‘ere, coming off hunger strike. She’s still weak, can’t move so fast. I thought she was going to fall.’


  Mrs Canning glanced dismissively at Sarah and then glared at Ruth as though she were being deliberately obtuse.


  ‘Nonsense, girl. You’re not trying to mollycoddle ‘em, are you? If they’ve still got legs, they can walk. Bit of hard work’ll do ‘em good.’


  Behind her, two other prisoners came in. The first threw her sheets into a basket, turned, and went out. The second was slower, dawdling as though even the small liberty of the laundry room was a refreshing change to her.


  So we’ve failed, Sarah thought. I can’t even climb into the basket and anyway the room is full of people. She sighed, and began to move dispiritedly back towards the door.


  A loud noise echoed outside, from somewhere up on one of the landings. One of the usual appalling prison noises, which echoed in the vast central hall, Sarah thought. As though someone was banging a metal bucket, deliberately, as loud as she could. Not just one person, but several. And women screaming, chanting.


  ‘Just a minute.’


  Mrs Canning pushed past her, strode out into the corridor. Sarah could make out some of the words from upstairs now. They were like a song of joy to her.


  ‘Votes for Women!’


  ‘Justice!’


  ‘Free Mrs Pankhurst!’


  ‘Down with the Cabinet of Torturers!’


  And then the banging of buckets became more rhythmical, the accompaniment to a song:


  ‘I shall not cease from mental fight


  Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand


  Til we have built . . . Jerusalem


  In England’s green and pleasant land.’


  ‘What is it?’ Sarah glanced at Ruth and the other prisoner, stunned, then stepped towards the door. It was like a dream. Perhaps she would not need to escape anyway. Suffragettes were taking over the prison!


  ‘Just a minute, Becket,’ Ruth said. Her voice was loud, overbearing. ‘Ignore that row, whatever it is. Just get over there and ‘elp fasten these down, will you?’


  ‘But . . . it’s suffragettes . . .’


  ‘I said ignore it, Becket!’ Ruth stared at Sarah insistently, forcing her to meet her eyes. ‘Just get over ‘ere now and ‘elp me, will yer? Now!’


  The other prisoner in the room, a young, healthy girl with a pinched, disrespectful face, glanced at Sarah, clicked her tongue, and rolled her eyes upwards to indicate how deeply stupid any order from a wardress was. Then she made a movement as though to help Ruth herself. Ruth scowled.


  ‘Is your name Becket?’


  ‘No, but I thought . . .’


  ‘You ain’t in ‘Olloway to think, Raikes, you’re in ‘ere to do what yer told and be punished. Now git off up them stairs smartish!’


  ‘Charmed, I’m sure!’


  The young woman ducked the ghost of a curtsey, then flounced briskly out of the door before anything could happen. Ruth glanced out after her. Several wardresses were hurrying towards the landing where the noise was still going on. Mrs Canning was striding determinedly in the same direction, keys clanking at her hip. There was another prisoner at the top of another flight of stairs with a bundle of linen in her arms, but she was staring open-mouthed at the row, with no sign of moving. Ruth turned briskly back into the room and took Sarah firmly by the arm.


  ‘All clear. This one — now!’


  ‘But what is it? What’s that noise?’


  Ruth grinned. ‘Your friends, ain’t it? That Mrs Watson of yours gave me a note to take to ‘em, telling ‘em to make a hell of a row at nine-thirty this morning, and by God they have! She promised ‘em if they did they’d have something to crow about later, so we’d better make sure that’s right, ‘adn’t we? Come on, get in, quick!’


  The laundry baskets were large, about five feet long by three feet wide, and three feet deep, too — that was Sarah’s problem. The one they had chosen was about three-quarters full, with its lid propped open against the wall behind. But this time Sarah had more energy. She leaned against Ruth with one arm round her neck, lifted one leg over, then stopped. The long prison skirt impeded her. Something caught, held her back. The song on the landing ended. There were shouts, screams.


  ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘It’s my skirt — I can’t move.’


  ‘Hold still. It’s snagged on this buckle.’ Conscious all the time of the need for haste, Ruth wrenched, ripped it free. ‘There! Get in now. Bury yourself under them clothes!’


  ‘But if I can’t breathe?’


  ‘Make a place for your head. Hurry!’


  Ruth snatched a sheet from another basket and flung it on top of Sarah. Then another, while Sarah hunched herself into a ball, her arms around her face to hold the clothes back. Wide, scared eyes — footsteps on the stairs outside. Ruth seized the lid, dragged it swiftly down, ignoring the hand that Sarah raised feebly to prevent her . . .


  ‘Wait!’


  But there was no time. Ruth had the lid down, one leather strap through the buckle, heaving it tight against the creak of the wickerwork. She looked round, a fine mist of sweat prickling on her forehead, under her arms.


  No one.


  The row upstairs was still going on. Cell doors were slamming, buckets clattering, women screaming. She could hear Mrs Canning’s loud voice shouting orders. I must get up there and help before it’s over, Ruth thought. People must remember I was up there, not down here.


  She fastened the second strap. A prisoner walked in with a bundle of sheets in her arms. Without looking at Ruth, she marched straight to the last empty basket and threw them in. Ruth hurried past her, ran along the corridor and up the landing towards the noise of screams and bangs.


  As she went, she glanced at the big clock on the wall in the hall.


  Nine thirty-six.


  In another quarter of an hour, if all went well, the laundry van would arrive. If Sarah’s departure hadn’t been noticed by then, the van men would come, carry her out, and she would be free.


  And, with luck, they won’t discover there’s just a rolled-up blanket on that bed in her cell for another two hours. By which time she’ll be out of the laundry.


  But if they find out I was alone with her down in the laundry room while this riot was going on, it won’t be just a rolled-up blanket that takes her place in that cell.


  It’ll be me.


  If I can’t breathe . . .


  For the first few minutes in the basket Sarah thought of nothing else. Her pulse raced, her breath came short and fast, there was a singing in her ears. She writhed and twisted among the linen, trying to get her head in a freer position where she could see light through the wickerwork, ignoring the creak of the basket around her. She moved her hand to try to push the lid, and a fold of old smelly sheet came with it, wrapping itself over her nose and mouth like seaweed. Dear God, I will die in here! She dragged her hand free and shoved hard against the lid but nothing moved, the straps outside held it firm. Sarah thought she would scream.


  ‘Over there, and be quick about it. The van’ll be ‘ere soon, and this lot’s not ‘alf full.’


  A strange wardress’s voice came to her and somehow in a moment the panic was gone. The calm bullying certainty of it — I don’t want to return to that, she thought. That and the foul medicine of that doctor. I have to take this chance — if Ruth Harkness is right, I’m lucky to be still alive.


  Further away, she could hear shouting and banging from the landing upstairs and she thought: those brave women will be punished for this if I call out now and the escape is discovered. And Ruth Harkness will be locked up, too. I will have betrayed someone who’s risked everything for me — and let down all those who are waiting outside, just because I can’t bear half an hour or so in a basket. Look, I can breathe, it’s easy. There’s air coming through these gaps. I can even see a little — is that dark shape a woman’s dress?


  For a moment she stared but she could see nothing distinct, and it made her eyes ache, so she gave up and closed them. It was not uncomfortable here, among the bundled sheets and dresses, when she got used to it and wriggled free from the hard lumps that one or two had tangled themselves into. Her legs were bent awkwardly, but she had her arms in front of her, humping a bundle of cloth under her head like a pillow. For a while she listened intently, taking in every nuance of sound from outside. The noise upstairs carried on for a while, grew louder and then stopped. A couple more prisoners came into the room — she heard the slither and slop of their ill-fitting shoes across the floor, the flop of the sheets as they threw them into the other baskets, the creak as those baskets were closed and strapped tight. Then silence.


  She was alone.


  Sarah was so tired . . . The laundry room was warmer than any she had been in for days, the sheets softer than her bed at home. Without intending to or even realising it, she fell asleep.


  It was the longest morning of Ruth’s life.


  The riot on the upper landing went on for nearly quarter of an hour. Ruth had passed Mrs Watson’s message to only two suffragette prisoners, but they — bless them, she thought now — had managed to pass it on to three more. These five women, all of whose cells were open for the change of linen, had seized sluice buckets, cups, brooms and mops, and marched up and down the landing banging and shouting out songs and slogans as loud as they could. The other prisoners, startled and amused, egged them on, and Mrs Canning and her warders found their way obstructed by women carrying piles of linen and offering to help in the most useless way possible.


  When Ruth arrived on the landing, the five suffragettes had not only linked arms across the corridor, but thrust two broom handles behind their backs, which they gripped with their elbows while they clasped hands in front. This had the effect of making them into a completely solid straight line which stretched right across the corridor. No one woman could be moved in any direction unless all the other five went that way, too — and this they resolutely refused to do.


  Singing and chanting slogans all the way, they backed slowly along the corridor towards the sluice, and jammed themselves across its doorway. All the wardresses were in front of them; there was only one elderly prisoner behind in the sluice itself, and she sat there on an upturned bucket, cackling helplessly with laughter.


  Eventually, by dint of much pushing and slapping and punching, the five women were disentangled and locked into their cells. Ruth was quite prominent in the struggle, and frogmarched one of the ringleaders, Mary Lethwaite, along the corridor past Mrs Canning, who was outraged.


  ‘Shameless baggage!’ Mrs Canning yelled. ‘You ain’t fit to be in a decent prison like Holloway. You ought to be whipped!’


  ‘Votes for Women!’ Mary Lethwaite yelled back. ‘Set us free, then, if you don’t like us here. We’ll get out anyway, so save yourself the trouble! Wait till this afternoon, fat cow!’


  For a terrible moment Ruth thought that Mary, carried away by the excitement, might give the game away. Ruth swung her roughly by the arm so that she cried out with pain, and then, when she had slammed the door behind them in Mary’s cell, said breathlessly: ‘Sorry if I ‘urt you. Thanks. It was magnificent!’


  Mary rubbed her arm, grinning ruefully. ‘It was fun! But did it work? Did she get out?’


  ‘Don’t know yet. Keep your trap shut for another couple of hours, whatever you do. Then you can claim it was all your own work.’


  ‘Without knowing how we did it, eh?’ Mary said.


  ‘Yes. Best way.’ Ruth turned quickly, went out of the door and locked it. Mary and the other woman had been asked to make a disturbance to cover Sarah’s escape, but they had not been told how she was going to get out. It was best like that, Ruth thought, and Alice Watson had agreed. She and Mrs Watson had discussed the plan two nights ago, slowly and painstakingly going through every detail. Now they would see if those plans would work out.


  On the landing Mrs Canning was hot, red-faced, angry.


  ‘Shut the whole lot of them up in their cells for an hour and let them cool down. Blasted suffragettes!’ she muttered furiously. ‘Has that laundry gone yet?’


  That was what Ruth wanted to know, but she dared not go down to find out. Instead, she went across to her own landing, where Sarah’s cell lay quiet, the door closed, one blanket rolled into a sausage with another spread over it, in the hope that a casual observer might think the prisoner was asleep. She locked the door and went along the corridor to where a window looked out towards the main gates. They were just closing. Did that mean the laundry van had just gone out? She couldn’t see, but she hoped so.


  For the next half hour nothing unusual happened. Ruth let out one or two of her trusty prisoners and set them to cleaning the floor. The noise in the prison died down. Ruth began to breathe more easily.


  It was Alice Watson who convinced me to do this, she thought. I was impressed by Sarah Becket, of course I was, but I wouldn’t have done it for her alone. That Mrs Watson has persuaded me to change my life.


  She had sat with Alice Watson for hours in the little upstairs office in Clements Inn, and afterwards had accompanied her home. Mrs Watson lived in a small top-floor flat in Blackfriars. It was neat, comfortable, unpretentious, with soft green curtains, faded brown carpets, and photographs on the walls of groups of young women in white dresses and pinafores with high white bonnets with badges on. In the middle of each group sat a proud, younger version of Alice Watson.


  Ruth had been nearly right when she thought Mrs Watson was a headmistress. In fact she had once trained nurses in hospital. She had probably been very good at it, Ruth thought. Certainly she found the woman easier to talk to than any other middle-aged lady she had met for years.


  To her surprise, Ruth learned that Alice Watson had come from an unpretentious lower middle-class background, little better than her own. Her parents had not wanted her to become a nurse; that had been a struggle. But, like Ruth, she had a strong sense of right and wrong.


  ‘They used to think nurses were prostitutes, too — do you know that?’ she had said, as they sat drinking tea at the little table in her window, looking down on the tops of trams and drays in the street below. ‘Men thought they could do what they liked with them, especially the doctors. That’s why the uniform was so important. It marked us out, made it clear we were doing something decent and clean for society. I can understand you felt something of the same for the prison service.’


  ‘Not any more.’ Ruth had told her of her childhood struggle to get a decent job, the pride she felt in her own little flat, her hopes of a decent life with her fiancé, George Smith. ‘If I help you now,’ she said. ‘I’ll lose all that.’


  ‘It’s possible, certainly,’ Alice said. ‘And I’ve no right to ask you to take that risk. I’m just grateful for what you’ve done already. If you decided to do no more, I couldn’t complain.’ She paused, looking at Ruth calmly through her round spectacles. Waiting perhaps for me to get up and walk out, Ruth thought later.


  But she hadn’t. So Alice had poured her some more tea and said: ‘If you go on, then of course we’d welcome you and there’d be a lot of companionship. But it’s not easy. You should be clear in your mind that what you’re doing is right.’


  That, for Ruth, was the crux of the matter. She was a very moral young woman. She had gone into the prison service not just because it was a secure, respectable job, but because she had believed she would be on the side of right against wrong. Of Christian against Apollyon. Now, with a man like Martin Armstrong in authority over her, she felt that was not true. Either she kept her job and served the devil, or left it, and served God.


  Alice Watson had listened to her explanation, and smiled. Then she reached out and patted Ruth’s hand.


  ‘You are a brave young woman,’ she said. ‘I am proud to have met you. It is not easy, what you are doing, but let us not despair too soon. If everything we have planned works out as I hope, there will be no reason for anyone to point a finger at you. They will blame the suffragette movement, which is too big to arrest and imprison all at once, however hard they try.’


  Ruth remembered that conversation now as she stood in the upper corridor of Holloway, a few yards away from Sarah Becket’s empty cell. Certainly they had planned carefully, and it had gone well enough so far. Alice Watson had been in Holloway herself, twice in the past five years, and that had been invaluable. But, as a prisoner, she remembered long empty stretches of utter boredom, when she was left in her cell to think or starve or watch a sunbeam crawl slowly across the floor. To her it seemed quite likely that no one would notice Sarah’s absence for two hours.


  To Ruth, now, feeling the sweat prickle on the back of her neck, it seemed almost impossible.


  Prison, to a wardress, was a busy place, with countless duties to get through in the course of a day. Not the least of these was keeping an eye on the prisoners. Spying on them through the judas hole as you went down the corridor, just to see what they were doing.


  Any wardress could do that, on any landing. Any time.


  They had decided on two hours for a number of reasons. They had hoped to get Sarah in the basket between nine-thirty and nine forty-five, ready for the van which usually arrived and began to load at about ten to ten. It then took the best part of an hour, perhaps longer, to splutter its way through the traffic to High Holborn and stack the baskets in the large shed beside the laundry for the laundresses to empty. That was the most frightening part, Ruth thought. There would be little enough air in those baskets as it was, and the men might easily stack one or even two baskets on top of the one Sarah was in.


  Then the drivers usually stopped for a cup of tea and a chat in the laundry. They were not part of the plot, nor were all of the laundresses. So it would take at least another half an hour, maybe more, before Ruth could be reasonably certain that Sarah was out of her basket, and free.


  Then she could sound the alarm. They had agreed that if Ruth herself found that Sarah was missing, it would point less suspicion at her. Providing I can act well enough, Ruth thought.


  I’ll blush, my hands will shake, sweat will pour down my face. I was brought up to never tell lies . . .


  She walked out onto the landing to look at the clock in the main hall. Five to eleven. Another forty minutes. Then she would be safe.


  Safe?


  ‘Where is the girl, damn it? Miss Harkness? Ah, there she is. Come here, girl. I need you.’


  Oh my God. Ruth turned, feeling her mouth dry, sweat damp in her palms. Dr Armstrong, climbing the iron staircase towards her. Control your face, girl. Don’t show any nerves now.


  ‘Yes, doctor?’


  ‘Just doing my rounds on your landing. Thought I’d call in on that blasted suffragette of yours. What’s her name — Bucket?’


  If it was meant as a joke even he did not seem to think it was a good one. Of course he knew her name, very well — as she knew his. Ruth looked at him and saw that behind the bluff, confident authority of his face there was something . . . what was it? Fear? Anxiety? Guilt? The eyes seemed smaller, darker, more sunken than she remembered. He was not examining her, quite the reverse. His gaze shifted away. He was sweating!


  Ruth’s mind worked fast. Five to eleven, it was too early. Sarah was still in the basket, she might be caught. Why is Armstrong sweating like that?


  Because of that medicine he gave her last night? Perhaps it was too much. He thinks she may be dead!


  ‘Becket? She’s asleep, Dr Armstrong.’


  ‘What’s that you say, girl? Asleep, at this time of day? What is this, a rest home? Don’t you get the damn convicts up?’


  Not when they’ve been murdered, no. We leave them to lie until the doctors find them.


  I was right. He’s sweating more now. I’ve never seen guilt written so plain on a man’s face. Murderer!


  ‘Well, we’d better go along and wake her up. Got your keys?’


  ‘Yes, of course, Doctor.’


  Ruth turned and led the way along the corridor. But as she walked, she thought, this is no good. I’ve aroused his suspicions when I shouldn’t have. He has to go in now because there’s something unusual. And it’s too early!


  She stopped outside the cell door, glanced through, and said: ‘She’s still asleep, Doctor. It seems a pity to wake her. She was up early this morning, carrying the linen downstairs. I expect that tired her. She’s only just started eating again, as you know.’


  Dr Armstrong hesitated. ‘Up early this morning, you say?’ Is that disappointment on his face? ‘What was she like then?’


  ‘Oh, a bit tired, I would say. Not very strong, but all right in her mind. I expect the exercise was too much for her. That’s probably why she’s sleeping now.’


  ‘What do you know about what’s all right in her mind?’ Dr Armstrong took a deep breath, staring at the cell door as though coming to a decision.


  Go away, please! Let him come back in an hour and it won’t matter, please God. Ruth prayed, her hands clasped demurely by her belt where she thought Armstrong wouldn’t notice. Our Father, who art in heaven . . .


  ‘Open the door, girl.’


  ‘You’re going to wake her up?’


  ‘Yes, of course. I haven’t got time to fool about. It’s a medical matter. Come on, you’ve got your keys, haven’t you? Hurry up!’


  ‘Yes, Doctor.’


  Ruth sighed, unclasped her hands, and slipped the key into the lock. As she did so a vision of the clock in the main hall came into her mind. Forty minutes too soon, she thought.


  Eleven o’clock . . .


  When Sarah awoke it was because the basket was moving, swaying abruptly and violent up and then down again, sideways, being carried somewhere at a slant so that she slid down towards her own feet and felt sure she would break through the wicker walls entirely at any moment. There were men’s voices, grunting softly with the effort, swearing. Then without any warning the basket seemed to fly through the air and land with a crash on an echoing wooden floor.


  It was dark. Cautiously, she stretched so that she was no longer bundled into a ball around her own feet, and moved until her head once again came into contact with the basket wall at the far end. It was less comfortable than before. The sheets had tangled themselves in a perverse way around and under her and for a moment she had a second panic attack. This time she would really not be able to breathe, and would have to scream. Another basket was heaved on top of hers, so that the wicker lid bent down, inwards, touching her head. Sarah could hear the men outside and stuffed a sheet into her own mouth so if she did scream she would not be heard. Then they were gone.


  When they came again more baskets were slammed in behind and around hers, and with the noise that they made she knew that the men were so distant and so busy that they would not hear her anyway unless she really yelled out loud, and she was not going to do that. Not now. She was going to escape!


  It was really hot and close in the basket by now and she did have trouble breathing, but for a while she felt too elated to care. There was panic again when the van doors closed but then joy when the engine started and the van began to move — she actually sang for a moment and then felt suddenly, horribly sick with the jolting and the smell and the close, stale air. But she could still breathe. She took shallow, careful breaths with the top of her lungs only and thought, irrelevantly, this is how the midwife told me I should breathe when my baby was born, only it never was born. Not alive. Perhaps this is my delivery instead. I am being delivered. I am delivering myself.


  The van stopped with the engine running and men talked outside for ages and ages. Sarah thought, miserably, they’ve discovered I’m missing and they’ve sent someone to search all the baskets and I’ll be found and dragged out and . . . The van started.


  This time it drove quite steadily with only brief stops here and there in the traffic for a long time and in the hot close air Sarah began to sweat and then doze again, so that she had no idea how long it was before the engine was switched off and there was a crash of doors opening. A little grey light seeped into the basket which let her see the weave of the lid. Then she heard grunting from the men again and the van bounced upwards on its springs as the first baskets were lifted out and there was more light. The basket came off the top of Sarah’s lid and it was her turn; she felt herself dragged along the floor of the van and then lifted swooping into the air, with what seemed a louder grunt and curse from the porters.


  Like a queen, she thought. Cleopatra wrapped in a carpet. She smiled to herself, enjoying the unpredictable jolting motion, and then panic came again — who opens these baskets?


  If these men open them they’ll take me straight back to Holloway and it’ll all have been for nothing, all wasted. So I must — her basket was slammed down to the floor so suddenly that she banged her head on the lid and the bile came into her mouth and she thought nothing, nothing at all for a long moment until she came to and realised that the men had gone away.


  Then no one came for quite a long time. Slowly, all the joy and anticipation drained out of her and a small voice began to whisper: it’s all a mistake, no one knows you’re in here and you’ll have to wait for hours and hours, perhaps they don’t even open the baskets to begin the washing until tomorrow and by then you’ll be too cramped to move, and also . . .


  A door opened. Footsteps, a rustling noise, skirts, women’s voices, furtive, excited whispers.


  ‘Sarah?’


  Should she call out? Somehow the pressure of keeping hidden for so long kept her mouth shut. It was like a child’s game of hide and seek — just because the others call you don’t give your hiding place away. Anyhow, could she trust them?


  The creak of a basket opening. Not hers. Cries of disappointment. ‘Sarah, where are you? Tell us, quick — are you all right?’


  ‘Yes, here.’ Her mouth was so dry it sounded like nothing to her. She shouted again and banged her hand feebly against the lid. A woman called out: ‘Alice! This one!’


  The straps loosened, the lid was pulled back and there was sudden, glaring light. And there above her was Alice Watson. Round spectacles on the lined face, grey hair as ever pulled back into a severe bun, thin lips pursed with anxious determination. Like a nanny with a naughty child. Sarah began to laugh. She could not help it. And with the laughter, tears, so that she could not see well. She tried to get up, failed, flopped back.


  Hands came down to help, untangling her from the sheets, beginning to lift her. Many hands, many women. Her sisters in the movement. Laughing, anxious, triumphant.


  ‘There now,’ Alice Watson said. ‘Put her down on her feet, gently, the poor dear lady. She weighs less than a ten-year-old child!’
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  WHEN SHE was out of the basket, she could not stand. Her legs crumpled under her. But there were arms all around — to hold her, support her, carry her gently to a chair in the corner of the big laundry store room. Women all around — tears, laughter, kisses, celebration, and a lady doctor testing her pulse, peering quickly into her eyes, her sore mouth, asking how she felt.


  ‘Wonderful!’


  Sarah’s first word led to smiles, laughter, applause even. But Alice Watson had no time for that.


  ‘Then you must get out of that prison dress as quickly as you can. Here, I’ve brought one of your own. I’ll help you put it on. The others will turn their backs if you wish.’


  ‘What? No, no need. I’m not modest any more, I’ve nothing to hide.’


  Indeed she had not, Alice thought, as she and the doctor bundled the dirty prison smock over Sarah’s head and saw the thin arms and legs, the narrow sinewy neck, beneath. She had been thin enough before she slashed the picture; since then, Alice thought, she could scarcely have kept a mouthful down at all. Hunger is an illness when it looks like this.


  But the cure is freedom — and joy.


  As Sarah stood, tottering slightly, in her own long blue woollen dress with little white stars around collar and cuffs — one that Deborah had chosen from Sarah’s wardrobe — Alice thought she understood, once again, what a striking figure Sarah must have made as a young bride. The beautiful society girl who had married the elegant rising young bachelor and prospective MP, Jonathan Becket. Someone combed her hair for her, and with a smile of relief on her face and a sparkle in her eyes, she looked radiant. Her bones were good — only one did not expect to see them quite so clearly, in such a starved, emaciated face.


  She will look like that when she is old, Alice thought. When she looks back and remembers these days.


  Sarah smiled, overjoyed at her reception. She tried a few steps in her dress, swayed, and sat down rather too abruptly on a hard wooden chair.


  ‘But how did you get this, Alice? It’s perfect — it’s my own!’


  ‘Deborah sent it.’ Alice Watson glanced up from a sack into which she was hurriedly stuffing Sarah’s heavy shoes and grey, arrow-striped prison dress.


  ‘Deborah? But how could she?’ Sarah asked, confused. ‘She’s at Glenfee!’


  ‘No. That’s where you’re going. Soon.’ Mrs Watson stood up, the sack in one hand, and smiled down at her friend quietly. Ruth had been right. Sarah’s mind was wandering. The bromide, perhaps. ‘Didn’t you get our letter?’ she asked gently.


  ‘Letter? Oh yes.’ Memory came back, slowly. Everything in the prison seemed so distant, already. A dream. Another country.


  But Alice Watson was full of bustle and orders. She handed the sack to one of the laundry women, with orders to burn it immediately. Then she bent down, put one of Sarah’s arms gently round her neck, and raised her to her feet. The doctor, Rachel Camperdowne, took Sarah’s other arm, and they walked her quickly out through a small door at the back of the building. Then down an alleyway between some dustbins.


  ‘Where are we going?’


  ‘To a car, I hope.’


  A car was waiting in a back street at the end of the alleyway. A gleaming yellow 6-cylinder Noiseless Napier, with a young woman in plus fours and a motoring helmet holding the door ready for them to get in, and a crowd of street urchins in flat caps and oversize jackets clustered around to gape.


  ‘Not perhaps as discreet as I could wish, but we’ll change to a taxi cab before we get to the hotel,’ Mrs Watson said. ‘The chief thing now is speed, and young Miranda here makes a speciality of that! I don’t want to have the air sucked out of my lungs or see any dogs run over, now, miss. We’ve an invalid aboard.’


  What little they could see of the face of the young lady chauffeur grinned, and a gauntleted hand saluted. Then she walked round to the front to crank a handle, leapt aboard, and the car set off with an unfortunate jerk which dislodged three of the most curious street urchins from the back mudguard.


  As they turned out into Holborn High Street, swerving between bicycles and grocers’ drays at twenty and sometimes even thirty miles an hour, Sarah sat back in her seat and laughed in sheer exhilaration at the sudden extraordinariness of it all.


  ‘Where are we going?’


  ‘To meet your sister, Deborah Cavendish,’ Mrs Watson said. ‘She’s in a hotel run by one of our sympathisers near Euston.’


  ‘But — why not home?’ Sarah asked. ‘I have to meet Jonathan sometime. It may as well be soon.’ At the thought of what she would have to say, all the joy went out of the unaccustomed sunlight, and a pulse began to beat unpleasantly in her neck. Alice Watson glanced at her oddly.


  ‘Well, you can’t meet him in Belgrave Square. Use your wits, dear — you’ve just escaped from Holloway, in open defiance of His Imperial Majesty’s government. The first place the police are bound to look for you is your home, so you can’t possibly go there. We hope they won’t realise for some time just how you got out, but the chances are they will, so we had to leave the laundry as fast as we could. Not every woman there sympathises with us, or has the sense to keep her mouth shut.’


  ‘But you said I was going to Glenfee — didn’t you?’


  ‘Yes. It seems the safest place. Deborah will tell you about it, later.’ She leaned forward to tap their young chauffeur on the arm. ‘This is it, Miranda. We get out here.’


  The yellow car pulled up in a side street near Euston station. The three women got out and the car drove away quickly. They walked round the corner into the main road and Sarah suddenly felt dreadfully vulnerable, like a ten-year-old English child suddenly abandoned in Timbuctoo. The street was crowded with strangers, who understood nothing of how she felt. Her legs were shaky, and she could hardly stand, but she realised that to lean too obviously on Alice’s arm would attract unwelcome attention.


  There was a policeman in the street, further down — she could see him, calmly strolling along with his hands behind his back, occasionally catching sight of himself in a shop window and preening his moustache. Everyone in the street — men, women, children — was a potential enemy, who could betray her without even meaning to. Would it be in the newspapers that she had escaped yet? Surely not. But still, any attention attracted to her was dangerous.


  The doctor, Rachel Camperdowne, left them to go along to the station and hire a taxi. She disappeared in the crowd and Sarah felt even more dreadfully alone.


  ‘Why didn’t we just drive there?’ she asked irritably. ‘This is stupid, Alice — I can’t stand!’


  ‘Lean on me. Look, if you do it like this it’s not so obvious.’ She stood very close to Sarah, holding her hand at waist level, shoulders touching. ‘She’ll be back in a minute. There are always taxis at Euston.’


  ‘But why didn’t we just drive there?’


  ‘That yellow car of young Miranda’s is too conspicuous. She was the only one I could trust to take us from the laundry but I don’t want anyone to remember where we’ve gone. Look, there’s Rachel already. You’ll be all right, Sarah.’


  To Sarah’s vast relief the taxi arrived, and they got in. She sank back in the seat, exhausted. Her own weakness frightened her. Rachel Camperdowne felt her pulse anxiously, then pulled back the skin of her eyelids and looked underneath. Alice pulled the window across, so that they could talk without the taxi driver hearing. ‘When did you last eat?’


  ‘This morning. I think it was then. I had porridge.’


  ‘And before that?’


  ‘The day before. It was . . . difficult.’ Haltingly, Sarah answered the woman’s questions about her time in prison. Her fast, the forced feeding. The number of times she had vomited it all up. The bromide. Dr Camperdowne listened, appalled.


  ‘The man should be struck off the register!’


  ‘He will be, Rachel. Don’t worry,’ Alice Watson said. ‘But not for any of that. That was just government policy.’


  ‘Well, it’s a good bowl of beef broth for you, Mrs Becket,’ Rachel said. ‘And then bed. A long quiet sleep, I should think, with just a few friends and no emotional strain.’


  ‘You’re very kind,’ Sarah said. ‘But I don’t think I can. You see, there’s something . . .’


  ‘This is the place. Set us down outside that door, driver, would you?’


  Sarah got out of the taxi carefully, and looked round. They were in a quiet side street with a motley terrace of tall buildings behind iron railings on either side. Directly in front of her was a tall narrow four-storey building sandwiched between two larger ones. The house was not very imposing. It had three small steps up to a brown door with a brass knocker and a fanlight above, in the glass of which she could see the letters Anglesey Hotel. There were net curtains in the windows, and colourful flower boxes on the sills outside. It looked clean and neat and comforting and feminine.


  They walked up the steps and knocked on the door.


  ‘You last saw her when?’


  Ten forty-six. ‘I couldn’t say when exactly, sir.’


  Ruth stood on the carpet in front of the prison governor’s desk. It was a large room, comfortably furnished with a desk, fireplace, books, leather armchairs and a collection of pictures on the walls. The pictures were of ships on the Thames, sea battles, and bearded former holders of the governor’s office. The present governor, a small man with luxuriant side-whiskers and moustache over a pink bristly chin, sat upright in the large leather chair behind his desk, glaring at Ruth. Beside him, on either side, stood Martin Armstrong and the head wardress, Mrs Canning. Both looked furious but, underneath that, a little anxious too. Ruth wondered at that. Were they afraid? Why was that?


  She was too afraid herself to pursue the thought. This is my whole career at stake — my liberty, in fact. If they find out what I’ve done I’ll be locked up straight away. Of course they’ll find out — how can they fail?


  ‘When more or less did you last see her, then, young woman?’ the governor asked, with heavy sarcasm. ‘Try to be as accurate about the time as you can.’


  Ruth frowned. ‘Well, it was between ten and eleven, I suppose, sir. You see, we were getting the cells cleaned out and taking the linen down, and then there was that riot on C landing. I was up there trying to quieten the suffragettes. Nearly all of us were.’


  That was true at least, she thought. Nearly all the wardresses had been there. Ruth had played as prominent a part in quelling the riot as she could, so that everyone would remember her presence. Presumably the other wardresses who had been summoned into this office before her had already testified to that.


  At least that was a point of faint hope. If the governor had been certain Ruth had been involved in Sarah’s escape he wouldn’t have bothered interviewing anyone else. She squared her shoulders and waited for his next question.


  ‘When did you find out Mrs Becket was gone?’


  ‘When Dr Armstrong came to see her, sir. I unlocked her cell door and went in and there was just a blanket rolled up on the bed. It was about — eleven o’clock, I think.’


  And now it is twelve thirty-four, she thought, as she glanced at the clock on the wall behind Mrs Canning’s scowling face. Joy burst in her like sunrise. Three hours since I fastened Sarah in the basket, two and a half since the laundry van went out of the main gates. If Alice Watson hasn’t got her out safe and free by now she never will. And still the governor doesn’t know how it happened!


  Or are these three just playing with me?


  ‘You are smiling, Miss Harkness. You find something funny about this, perhaps?’


  The smile drained from Ruth’s face. ‘No sir, of course not.’


  ‘Then why were you smiling?’


  ‘It . . . er . . . I was just thinking, sir, how odd it was to see those blankets there on Mrs Becket’s bed,’ she said lamely. And how very much odder it had been to see the face of Dr Armstrong in the cell. She had thought the man would have a seizure. He had snatched the blankets from the bed in his great hairy hands and flung them aside as though he thought he would find Sarah Becket hidden beneath them. Stupid man; all he saw was a cockroach. Then he had turned on Ruth. His face had been as white as a ghost and he was sweating, great big droplets of it standing out on that fat forehead, running down his heavy jowls.


  ‘Where is she, girl?’ he had roared. He had even seized her shoulders and shaken them, beside himself with shock.


  But that was all it had been. Only shock. He had not suspected Ruth at all, so far as she could see. He blamed Sarah; he seemed to think she had somehow escaped all by herself. And now that man Armstrong is longing to be elsewhere, Ruth thought. She stole a swift, nervous glance at him. He was fidgeting, shifting anxiously from one foot to the other, gazing everywhere around the room but never particularly at her.


  The governor was the real danger. And Mrs Canning.


  ‘Try to think back, Miss Harkness,’ the governor said. ‘Did you take Mrs Becket out of her cell this morning?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘For what purpose?’


  ‘To empty the sluice bucket as we always do. And then to change the linen.’


  ‘Did she carry her own bucket and linen?’


  ‘She did, sir. Yes.’


  ‘And then you took her back to her cell?’


  Ruth hesitated. Only for an instant, but it was a fateful one. ‘Yes, sir. I did.’


  The governor’s eyes met Ruth’s. She was aware that the other two were watching her intently too but she ignored them. Just kept her eyes cold and steady on the governor’s while she trembled and shook inside.


  ‘You took her back to her cell and locked her in? Are you sure?’


  ‘Yes, sir. Quite sure.’


  Dear God, Father in Heaven, don’t let me blush now. Please if you have ever loved me don’t let that happen. I have never told a lie in my life before - why on earth did I tell this one?


  She had not planned it. The idea had come into her mind out of nowhere. A gift from God perhaps. Or the devil . . .


  Mrs Canning stared at her fiercely. ‘You were with her in the linen room, weren’t you, Miss Harkness? You are saying you took her back up to her cell and locked her in before you came on to help to quell the nonsense with the suffragettes?’


  ‘Yes, Mrs Canning. I did it for her own safety, you see. She was weak after her hunger strike, and I thought she might get hurt, so I locked her in. I think she lay straight down on her bed. Then I came on to C landing to help you.’


  ‘And you didn’t check up on her afterwards?’


  ‘Only through the judas, ma’am. She was asleep on her bed, or at least I thought she was, so I saw no reason to disturb her, like.’


  This is it, then. Condemned out of my own mouth. They must know I’m lying, surely. Why did I do it?


  To Ruth’s surprise the governor and Mrs Canning began to confer in front of her.


  ‘It must have been to do with the suffragettes’ demonstration then, Mrs Canning. I’m sure of it. They started it deliberately to distract you and your staff. Then, when it was in full flight, one of them would have slipped over to D landing to unlock Mrs Becket’s cell door.’


  ‘But what with, sir? They wouldn’t have a key.’


  ‘A skeleton key or a copy, Mrs Canning. It’s been done before. These women are educated and determined. They have connections outside.’


  ‘But even if they got her out of her cell, sir, how could she leave the building?’


  ‘Over the wall, perhaps with a rope ladder? That disturbance of yours took some time to quell, I fear.’


  ‘It’s possible, sir, but unlikely. If one could get out, why didn’t they all go?’


  The governor shook his head sagely. ‘Ah that, Mrs Canning, is a political question, the answer to which may only become apparent with time. It depends on what advantages in publicity they believe they can make out of this wretched affair. What the devil?’


  Ruth looked over her shoulder, away from her inquisitors, who seemed for the moment to be ignoring her. A wardress stood in the doorway. She looked upset and shocked.


  ‘Excuse me, gentlemen, Mrs Canning. But there seems to be another suffragette demonstration. The prisoners on C landing are singing again and can’t be stopped.’


  The truth of what she said was obvious. Even at this distance the sound of singing came clearly through the open door. Mrs Canning reacted quickly.


  ‘Right, then. I’ll put an end to that straight away! If you’ll excuse me, sir.’ She strode across the room. ‘Come on, Harkness. Come with me. It’s time those fancy bitches learnt a proper respect for Holloway — and they can start right now!’


  So I’m still regarded as part of the staff, Ruth thought with amazement. She followed the stocky figure of Mrs Canning out of the governor’s room and down the corridor. At least, I’m a member of staff until I choose to resign. If they haven’t worked out how I was involved by tonight, I can walk out of here and never come back. Take up that job Mrs Watson said she’d find for me. And by then Sarah Becket will be miles away.


  The only problem will be to stop myself laughing. And singing. Singing the same song those women are singing right now on C landing.


  As they came nearer, the words reached her more clearly. The whole landing was singing.


  ‘Sarah Becket’s body went


  a-marching through the wall!


  Sarah Becket’s body went


  a-marching through the wall!


  Sarah Becket’s body went


  a-marching through the wall!


  And her cell is empty now!


  Glory, glory halleluia!


  Glory, glory halleluia!


  Glory, glory halleluia!


  Her cell is empty now!’


  ‘Debbie!’


  Sarah stood quite still in the doorway, swaying lightly. Deborah stepped forward, hoping that the smile on her face hid her shock at the gaunt face, the painfully thin hands her sister reached out to her.


  ‘Welcome, my dear. I’ve been expecting you.’ But her voice broke, she couldn’t go on. For a moment the two embraced, and Deborah thought: how light she is, just a skeleton in a coat.


  They drew apart and looked at each other through a film of tears.


  ‘Same old Debbie. Always here when I need you,’ Sarah said. ‘But why . . .?’


  ‘Never mind all that now.’ Deborah took her sister’s arm and led her forward. ‘Come on in and sit down, poor thing. You need rest.’


  ‘She does indeed,’ said Rachel Camperdowne. ‘I suggest this lady goes straight to bed. You can save any talking until she is comfortable there.’


  Sarah said: ‘Oh, don’t fuss, please.’ But she swayed as she said it. Deborah took her arm.


  ‘It’s all ready for you, dear. Come through here. I’ve brought clean nightclothes, everything.’


  She led the way through a pleasant sitting room, furnished with soft carpets, comfortable chintz armchairs, and light, cheerful wallpaper, to an equally pleasant bedroom. The afternoon sunlight poured in through a window that looked out over a quiet mews and there was a large double bed with clean, crisp sheets turned back. On the dressing table were her own combs, hairbrushes and makeup case from home, a basin with a jug and ewer, and a small fire crackled in the grate. Tears came into Sarah’s eyes.


  ‘Is this my cell? It’s like a dream!’


  ‘Let me help you undress.’ Deborah smiled, and began to unbutton the fastenings of Sarah’s dress. It was an effort to keep the cheerfulness in her voice. She had known her sister would look thin, but not this skeletal. She wondered if she had been wise to plan the journey to Glenfee. And the other thing . . . But they could talk about that later.


  Sarah climbed into bed and lay back with a sigh on the soft clean pillows. Deborah sat down beside her, took her hand.


  ‘Now, our landlady, Mrs Stewart, has a particularly sustaining beef broth on the stove downstairs, with her own home-baked rolls and cheese. Do you think you could manage those?’


  ‘Just a little, perhaps.’ Sarah frowned, torn between laughter and a sudden, overwhelming desire for sleep. ‘Debbie, what are you doing here?’


  Deborah hesitated. Too much truth would be painful for both of them; she was not sure that Sarah was ready for it. But then, part of the truth could be a reassurance, she thought. She said: ‘I heard you took a dislike to a picture, and so I came over to offer my help. I confess that at first I thought Jonathan might need my support too, but since then I have met Alice Watson here and learnt some things that . . . have made me change my mind. Oh Sarah, I am so sorry!’


  ‘About Jonathan, you mean? Don’t be. It’s not your fault.’


  ‘I used to like him, Sarah. I believed in him!’


  ‘So did I, once. Debbie, I want to see him.’


  ‘No!’ They both turned to see Alice Watson glaring at them through her round spectacles, looking more than ever like a headmistress. ‘It would be far too much risk for Sarah to go anywhere near her husband, either at her home or at his office. You have to appreciate that the police will be searching for you, my dear. It is your duty to stay out of sight. That is why Deborah and I have agreed that it would be best for all concerned if you were to get on the train tomorrow morning and go to her house in Ulster. No one will be looking for you there and you can rest in peace and comfort.’


  ‘I see you have it all planned,’ Sarah said. ‘Glenfee would be wonderful. But, sooner or later, I have to see Jonathan. I could confront him at the House of Commons, Alice — why not? That would cook the man’s goose — and the government’s too. Escaped Suffragette Raids Parliament — MP husband exposed as whoremonger — wouldn’t that look fine in the newspapers?’


  She began to laugh, but then the tears took over. She turned away from them all, staring out of the window into the useless sunlight.


  ‘You will do no such thing,’ Mrs Watson said gently. ‘Dr Armstrong is the main villain in this affair, not your husband, and, now that you are free, I will take care of him. If I can do it without causing a scandal to Mr Becket I will, for your sake. When you are safely settled in Glenfee I will write and let you know whether it is necessary to arrange for a lawyer to take a detailed statement of all you know about Dr Armstrong, but it may not be. We already have that letter you received, and there are one or two other things in the WSPU files about that wretched man which you may not have guessed at. So for the moment you need do nothing. Your duty is to obey orders, stay out of sight, look after yourself and get well. Do you understand me now?’


  ‘Oh yes, I understand you.’ Sarah wiped her eyes with the handkerchief Deborah had given her, and stared bleakly at the three women watching her. ‘But life is not as easy as you think, Alice. You are a widow, but my husband is still alive, and marriage is for life, whatever happens. Whatever he has done, I loved him once, you know.’


  There was a silence. Deborah watched and thought: marriage is for life. That is the cruellest thing she could have said, for either of us. What will Charles say, when we arrive together in Glenfee? God forgive me, but he will have to do exactly what I ask, for once in his life. At least as far as looking after Sarah is concerned. Then, when she is stronger, I will tell him about the baby.


  And Sarah will be able to help me.


  Not until Sarah had finished her beef broth, and Mrs Watson and Rachel Campderdowne had left, did Deborah say: ‘It may have been very wrong of me, my dear, but I left a note for Jonathan before I came away. Asking him to meet me here in this hotel, tonight.’


  For Martin Armstrong, the rolled-up blanket in Sarah Becket’s bed had been like the sight of his own grave. He was a large man, overweight, addicted to good food and drink, and, when he had first seen that roll of hairy cloth where the woman’s head should have been, he had thought his heart would drown in its own blood. There had been an intense pain in his chest and he remembered clutching the wardress, sweating, screaming something at her.


  What he had said did not matter. It couldn’t be her fault, surely. She was tough, stupid, unimaginative — she had helped him force-feed the woman every time he had done it. It had to be something to do with the other suffragettes in the prison, as the governor seemed to think. They had got her out while the wardresses were trying to control the demonstration.


  Oh, what did it matter how the woman escaped or who organised it? The point was that she was out, free, and within a day at most she would be telling her story to all and sundry. His life would be in ruins!


  Twice he had tried to leave the governor’s office, pleading that he had important appointments to keep with patients, but the governor had insisted that he send notes cancelling them. Not until three o’clock, when the songs of the suffragettes on C landing had been quelled, and several of them had been interviewed with no result, was he able to leave. He made immediately for his consulting rooms in Kensington.


  As he sat in the cab on the way across town he totted up in his mind the list of dreadful things that were likely to happen, and what he could do about them.


  First, Sarah Becket would tell her husband that she had been forcibly fed. And so Jonathan Becket, KC, MP, would know that he had lied to him. He would undoubtedly be furious. But what could he do about it, Martin wondered. Complain in Parliament, ask questions of the Home Secretary? Perhaps, but complaints had been made in Parliament about forcible feeding many times before. Public opinion was divided about it — many people would support the government. Particularly since this woman had destroyed an irreplaceable work of art, and then escaped from prison. Publicly. McKenna would be bound to stand firm and support Martin. There was no problem there.


  Martin thought carefully. Jonathan might say that he asked me for help, though, and I lied to him, he realised. That wouldn’t look so good. I could stop him from doing that by threatening to reveal that he visits prostitutes — that would shut his mouth. But then, if I actually did reveal that, he could tell the world that I rent rooms to these same prostitutes, which would ruin us both. That’s no good, then. Damn.


  The worst aspect of all, however, was that Sarah Becket knew, or appeared to know, a great deal about the brothels and prostitutes which Martin profited from. Ever since she had confronted him with this in her cell at Holloway — when he had gone in at the request of her husband to help the wretched woman, damn her to hell! — Martin had been wondering what to do about it. He would have to close the brothels down, he could see that. Move the girls to a different address where they could not be traced, and let the rooms to a respectable married couple, or a few elderly widows, or something. But such things took time, and he had been earning good money every day by leaving things as they were. So long as Sarah Becket had remained isolated in prison, nothing could have happened.


  He had promised himself that he would begin the moves next week. He had already broached the subject with Mrs Burgoyne and received such a poor response that it had terrified him.


  ‘Maybe you’ll be sent down for a good long time, Doctor,’ she had said. ‘But I won’t, and neither will the girls. A couple of months in the first division, at most. It’s not such a crime or a scandal for us. If the Home Office start getting too harsh I shall threaten to name names in open court, and that’ll stop ‘em. Prominent lawyers with their members waving in the air and their pinstriped trousers round their ankles — won’t look good in the columns of The Times, will it now?’


  If she was forced to move at short notice from the rooms in Kensington, she said, she would have to cut down the amount of money she paid him. He already took far too large a cut for doing next to nothing.


  It was after that conversation that he had returned to Holloway to find that Sarah Becket had decided to give up her fast and begin eating again. A decision which had enraged him so much with its pure wilfulness and perversity that he had lost his temper entirely and gone into her cell with a dose of bromide so large that it might easily kill her.


  It had not done so and in a way he was glad, because the post mortem would have shown him to be incompetent at the least. But on the other hand, a dead suffragette could tell no tales. He would have been able to keep the girls and Mrs Burgoyne in the rooms where they were . . .


  Now they would have to go. Today. Otherwise his career would be in ruins. He would be struck off the medical register. He would lose his posts in Holloway and the charitable children’s home, and be unable to practise privately. He would be imprisoned. His wife would desert him.


  He got out of the hansom cab outside his consulting rooms in Kensington and looked at the brass plate by the door and the rich curtains in the rooms upstairs. I was too greedy, he thought. Too confident. I thought that no one would suspect anything because this is such a respectable neighbourhood, with a doctor’s plate downstairs. No one would think this could possibly be a brothel, and so rich, respectable men like Jonathan Becket would be happy to come here and pay ten times the normal fee.


  God, I should never have pandered to a man with such a damned puritan killjoy for a wife!


  But that’s why they all come.


  Damn! Damn! Damn!


  He strode through the door and up the stairs. This deep pink stair carpet cost me nearly forty pounds, he thought bitterly, only a month ago. All wasted. On the stairs he met an eminent lawyer with a satisfied smirk on his face. Martin strode past him without a word.


  Two hours later, after an extremely bitter and wounding conversation. Mrs Burgoyne and all the girls currently in residence had packed their bags and gone. Where they had gone, Martin did not, for the moment, know. They had not gone quietly, either. Not only had they made some extremely cutting remarks about his personal sexual abilities, they had flounced down into the street in their most conspicuous feathered hats and striking dresses, and sang and shouted at passers-by on the pavement while Mrs Burgoyne dithered around trying to hail a taxi. When Martin had gone down to check that they had finally left for good, he had noticed several neighbours staring openly at him from across the street.


  Then, when he turned to go in, he saw that one of the girls had taken a penknife and scratched the words Cunt For Sale underneath his name on the brass plate. Appalled, he dashed indoors, found a large screwdriver, and wrenched the thing bodily off the wall.


  He spent another desperate three quarters of an hour clearing the place of anything that might be seen as incriminating evidence if the police should visit, or which might put off the seventy-year-old widows he hoped to introduce as new respectable tenants. In one cupboard he found a collection of dildoes and fancy underwear, in another a selection of young girl’s dresses, in a third some ropes, straps, handcuffs, boots and riding whips. He took all these down into the kitchen and fed as many as he could into the fire. The rest went into a dustbin in the back yard.


  The two things he kept were the large, leather-bound book in the front sitting room, with the photographs of girls and descriptions of their interests; and Mrs Burgoyne’s book of accounts. She was a meticulous woman, well organised, and he was amazed she had left them. Probably she had forgotten in all the hysteria and the fun of mocking his sexual prowess.


  He put them into his briefcase, thinking they would be useful when everything had calmed down and he was trying to set up a network again. Then he had a final look around, went outside, and hailed a cab for Hackney.


  ‘How d’ye do, Reeves. Fine morning. Is my sister-in-law at home?’


  ‘No sir, I’m afraid she is not.’


  ‘Oh really? That’s a surprise. She’s usually here at midday.’ Jonathan handed his top hat and gloves to his butler and began to shrug his way out of his coat. Reeves hung up the hat, dropped the gloves on the hall stand, and then moved behind Jonathan to help him off with his coat. There was something in the man’s manner, Jonathan thought, which was slightly odd.


  ‘Anything up, Reeves?’


  Jonathan hoped not. It was a fine, breezy spring morning. His business in Sussex had gone well, and he had returned on the train to London in cheerful, expansive mood. He had thought quite a lot about his sister-in-law on the way, and realised he had been a bit precipitate that first night when she had arrived. After all she leads a sheltered life over in Ulster with that dreadful prig Charles. Of course she is fond of me but it will take time to make any progress.


  He had hoped to find her here waiting for him in Belgrave Square. They could have had lunch together and gone out for a walk in the park, and he would have been charming and urbane and impressed her with his knowledge of the world. Then, perhaps a few days later . . .


  He glanced at Reeves again. The man had not answered and there was definitely something odd, uneasy, in the expression on his face.


  ‘Come on, man. Out with it! What’s up!’


  ‘It is . . . a little hard to say, sir. Perhaps . . . it would help if you came into the library.’


  ‘The library? Why — is there a visitor?’


  ‘No, sir.’ Reeves opened the double doors of the hall, and stood back. ‘On your desk, sir.’


  Jonathan walked to the writing desk. It was a piece of furniture he was exquisitely proud of. It had been given to him in part settlement of a fee in his first really prestigious case. There was a letter lying on it. He reached out a hand to pick it up and then stopped, stunned.


  ‘My God! What the devil is this?’


  ‘I think perhaps the letter will explain, sir. It is from Mrs Cavendish.’


  ‘Yes, but my God! The desk — it’s slashed to ribbons!’


  ‘Indeed, sir.’


  Jonathan stretched out his hand across the ragged edges of ripped leather and picked up the envelope. The paper knife was there on the desk beside it. He slit the envelope.


  Jonathan,


  I will not write ‘dear’ because you are not that any longer. You will see from your desk that I have become a vandal, like Sarah. I believe it is from the same cause. What that may be is for your conscience to discover. I hope one day you repent of your perversion and become the brother-in-law I once knew. Until then, the damage I have done to your desk is as nothing to what you deserve.


  Don’t expect to find me here because I cannot bear to spend another night under your roof. I am going back to Glenfee.


  Deborah.


  Underneath was another sentence in a slightly different shade of ink, as though it might have been written later.


  PS. It may be that you think you deserve a fuller explanation of this. If you think you do, meet me at the Anglesey Hotel, near Waterloo Station, between four and five.


  He read the letter twice, astonished. Then he realised that Reeves was still standing deferentially, watching him. He had a sudden overwhelming desire to be alone.


  ‘Yes, I see. That will be all, Reeves. You may go.’


  ‘Sir.’ The man inclined his head and left, his polished shoes clicking quietly across the floor. When he had gone, Jonathan stood for a moment in a daze, the letter crumpled in his hand. Then he sank abruptly into the chair in front of the desk and fingered the torn leather.


  My God, he thought. Debbie did this! What the devil has she found out?


  I hope one day you may repent of your perversion.


  I go away for two nights and my wife’s sister believes I have become a monster. Has all the world gone mad?


  Sarah had not slept after all, that afternoon. Deborah felt guilty about it. Sarah looked far paler and weaker and thinner than she had expected. Twice she had insisted on leaving the room but each time Sarah had called her back, like a fractious child.


  ‘I’ve been alone in a cell so long,’ she said. ‘You can’t understand what a joy it is to have company. Don’t go, please.’


  So Deborah stayed and they talked. First, about life in prison, and how she had escaped. Then, innocuously, about Charles in Ireland. Sarah had not heard about the gun-running. She was intrigued, but not afraid, at all. She agreed with Deborah that, even if there was a conflict, women and children would be safe, and the fact of the troubles would mean that Ulster police would be too busy to search for missing suffragettes. But Deborah wondered if Sarah was strong enough to travel.


  Sarah laughed. A rather strained, hoarse laugh from her scarred throat, but a laugh for all that.


  ‘Don’t worry — I may look thin but I’m not dead yet. This is the essential me you see before you, Debbie, bereft of all unnecessary fat. I think it’s a wonderful idea going to Glenfee.’


  ‘At least you will be safe from the London police.’


  ‘Yes. I may have been a martyr for a week, but I have no desire at all to go back to prison. The further we can get from Holloway the better.’


  For a while they talked about Tom. Deborah was determined to keep all news of her own problems from Sarah until she was stronger. Or at least until they were on the train.


  Then, inevitably, they talked about Jonathan. Quietly, bitterly, Sarah told her sister the story of what she had discovered that day before she slashed the picture. And the role Martin Armstrong had played. It was as Deborah had suspected. Anxiously, she asked: ‘Was I right to invite Jonathan here? If you don’t want to see him, I can go downstairs and see him myself, or ask Mrs Stewart to send him away. He doesn’t even know you’re here, and he’ll never suspect it.’


  Sarah thought for a minute. She stared quietly out of the window into the sunlight over the mews, the bones over her sunken face clear and proud as those of a Spanish aristocrat. Then she said, very quietly: ‘No. Send him up. I want to see him.’


  ‘I shall be with you all the time. You mustn’t let him tire you too much.’


  A faint, bitter smile flickered on Sarah’s face. ‘It will be exhausting, of course. But it has to be done. You were right to arrange it. What time will he be here?’


  ‘Between four and five, I said.’


  ‘Then I must be up and dressed by then. I don’t want to meet him like an invalid.’


  ‘You should rest before then.’


  ‘I’ll try, if you stay beside me. You don’t have to talk. Just be here.’


  And so Deborah drew the curtains and sat quietly in an armchair by the fire, her hands clasped softly on her stomach, thinking, while Sarah lay in her bed and dozed. Both of them, from time to time, glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece and watched the way its hands gradually swept on towards four . . .


  ‘Your visitor, Mrs Cavendish. In here, sir, if you please.’


  ‘Hello, Debbie.’


  ‘Jonathan. So you came?’


  ‘As you see.’


  Mrs Stewart closed the door softly behind him. Jonathan stood in the pleasant sitting room, taking in the flowery, overstuffed armchairs, the light cheerful wallpaper, the pictures of country scenes on the walls. The rigid, unsmiling pose of his sister-in-law standing in front of him.


  ‘May I sit down?’ Jonathan had left his hat and coat downstairs. He felt awkward, standing like this in a modest hotel room. It reminded him a little of the rooms above Martin Armstrong’s consulting rooms. Don’t think of that now.


  ‘I think I would rather say what I have to say to you standing, Jonathan.’


  She knows then, he thought. How on earth did she find out? He held out his hands, took a pace towards her.


  ‘Debbie, what is all this? Why on earth are you here?’


  ‘Partly, Jonathan, because I couldn’t bear to stay in your house any longer. Oh Johnny, do I have to spell it out to you? Not only have you betrayed your own wife and lied to me — you put her life at risk by what you did!’


  ‘Her life? Sarah’s you mean? What in the world are you talking about, Debbie? I tried to help her — you know I did!’


  ‘By sending in Martin Armstrong?’


  ‘Yes. Of course. You know that — you were there.’


  Deborah stared at him. Her own husband, she thought. Sarah could have been killed if Ruth had not rescued her. Does he really not know?


  ‘Listen, Johnny. We know all about the . . . the women you went to see above Martin Armstrong’s flat. We know about the little girls he takes there and the money men pay to seduce them. And about the house in Hackney — and you know all this too! So how could you possibly take me to see such a man and then pretend he had persuaded her to eat? Johnny, he nearly killed her!’


  Silence. Jonathan stood very still, trying to take in what she had said. She looked so flushed, furious with herself because of the tears that were coming to her eyes because of the trauma of this moment. All the way here he had told himself that her letter meant she must have found out about his whoring. Though he could not understand how. But this was worse than that, much worse.


  ‘Debbie, I don’t understand you. Truly.’


  ‘Then if you don’t understand her, ask me.’


  He hadn’t noticed the door into the bedroom which had been left ajar. Now he turned and saw . . .


  A ghost.


  ‘Sarah!’ But it was not Sarah. This woman was too thin, too pale and anyway this is the wrong place entirely she must be really dead as Debbie says . . .


  ‘Everything she says is true, Jonathan. Every word.’


  ‘But . . .’ He recovered, took a step towards her. ‘My dear, is it really you?’


  ‘Don’t touch me, Jonathan!’


  Well, that at least rang true.


  ‘Why did you send that man to torture me? Debbie is right — I might have died. Do you hate me so much?’


  ‘I don’t . . . Sarah, why are you here? Have you been released, is that it?’


  On the proud, beautiful face a wintry smile. No love though. ‘I escaped. Don’t ask me how.’


  ‘I don’t care how! My dear, you look ill. Won’t you sit down? I can’t bear to see you like this.’


  Sarah paused, then sat. It was true, her legs were shaking. But maybe that was with anger. Very quietly, her throat hurting slightly with the words, she said: ‘Jonathan, I went out to slash that picture as a political protest against the government’s treatment of Mrs Pankhurst, but also because I had discovered what you were doing when you were visiting Martin Armstrong. You didn’t really get treatment for a stomach complaint, did you? You were visiting prostitutes. Don’t pretend – I know quite well it’s true. You must imagine how much that hurt me. It would hurt any woman but especially me. Jonathan, you know how my father died. When I married you I believed that I had found an honourable man who would never, ever do such a thing, and yet . . .’


  ‘Sarah, I did not . . .’


  ‘You ran the risk of infecting me, Jonathan! Just as any man does who goes to such dreadful places. And worse than that, I discovered in prison that that man Armstrong whom you claim as a friend is actually a whoremaster who purveys young girls as merchandise for the sexual attentions of men such as my husband . . .’


  For a moment her voice failed her. The tears got in the way.


  ‘Sarah, I promise you this is not true . . .’


  ‘Don’t lie, Jonathan! You know it is. And not only that – you sent this man, this monster, to my cell to . . . to torture me. That’s all it can be called. Stuff a yard of tube down my throat and pour cold soup down it until I vomit all over him. That’s what he did and you sent him!’


  ‘The devil he did!’


  Jonathan swung round, glared for a moment at Deborah, stunned . . . She saw eyes wide with shock, fists clenched in rage. Then he knelt down in front of Sarah, took her hands in his.


  ‘Let go of me!’


  ‘Johnny, don’t!’ Debbie hovered over him, pushing him back. He turned, got up.


  ‘I don’t want to hurt you – my God! Sarah, are you telling me that man forcibly fed you?’


  ‘Yes, Jonathan. That’s exactly what I’m saying.’


  ‘Then he lied to me! The utter, filthy slug – he told me he had persuaded you to eat. I told you that, didn’t I, Debbie? It was the truth!’


  ‘And you believed it? Knowing what sort of a man he really is?’


  Jonathan stood quite still, staring first at his sister-in-law, then at his wife. He felt numb. As though a spear had struck him deep inside, where there are no nerves. Just heart and lungs and liver. And a man’s soul.


  Slowly, his mind searched through what they had said. He was a lawyer, even in shock. He took things piece by piece.


  ‘You say that he force fed you – believe me, I did not know that. You say I visited prostitutes at his consulting rooms – that is true. But they were all medically clean, Sarah, I could not infect you. I took good care of that.’


  ‘And some of them were children?’


  ‘Some were . . . quite young, yes.’


  He met her eyes briefly. Husband to wife, with the memory of all the years they had known each other. Thought they had known each other . . . Then he looked away, his face haggard.


  ‘Sarah, none of this would have happened if we . . . if you . . . The women I went to, it was for a medical problem, as Martin told me. Perhaps I was foolish to believe it, but that was how it began.’


  For a while there seemed no more to say. Once, Jonathan met Deborah’s eyes and she looked down. Without thinking about it Jonathan said: ‘I will kill him.’


  ‘What?’ Deborah gasped. ‘Jonathan, what are you saying?’


  ‘You heard.’ He turned to Sarah. ‘Clearly I have been a fool and betrayed you, my dear. If I were in your position I would not want to see a man like myself ever again. Perhaps you won’t, I don’t know. But, whatever you think of me, I value you and I have a score to settle with that man. When I have done that I shall come back and beg forgiveness perhaps, if I can. Till then, take care of each other; and Sarah . . . I am sorry.’


  The door closed and he was gone. The two women looked at each other.


  ‘Does he mean it?’ Deborah asked.


  Sarah sighed. ‘I don’t know, Debbie. Somehow I doubt it, he’s not that sort of man. But, to tell you the truth, at this moment I don’t really care!’


  On the way across town Martin Armstrong thought: if I can do the same here, I’ll be safe. This is the only other place Sarah Becket knows about. If I can get all the girls out of here, the Commissioner of Metropolitan Police himself will be able to walk around this house and won’t be able to prove anything!


  It was rush hour, though, the end of the working day. Martin’s motor taxi was blocked in a series of jams caused by motor omnibuses, horse-drawn drays, other taxis, trams, hansom cabs, cars, motor lorries, and even coster boys pushing barrows. The pavements were thronged with clerks, businessmen, and shoppers returning home. At one point a shire horse, pulling an omnibus in front of Martin’s taxi, got its loose shoe jammed in the tram rails. The animal panicked, wrenched itself free of its traces, snapped the four-inch thick shaft of the omnibus, and kicked in the spokes of the wheel of a brewer’s dray, which collapsed sideways, spilling barrels of beer all over the road. When the ensuing chaos and argument had lasted over half an hour, Martin paid off his taxi driver and got out to walk. But that proved a further mistake because he was not a fit man, and after a few hundred yards he was out of breath and his chest hurt. He did not find a free cab capable of moving through the streets until half past six, and it was nearly eight when it set him down outside the house in Red Lion Street.


  The argument here was calmer, but not dissimilar to that which he’d had with Mrs Burgoyne. The madam, Mrs Stone, saw no reason why she should move immediately, and she had nowhere obvious to go. If Martin would pay to put herself and the girls up in a hotel or a boarding house for a week, she might consider it, she said. Otherwise, no. Anyway, there were customers in the house at the moment and others who had made appointments. She couldn’t close down just like that! She was a businesswoman, she had a reputation to keep up. Surely a man like Martin, with connections in high places, could head off any unpleasant investigation that might take place?


  Anyway, everyone knew that suffragettes were mad. No one in authority would take what they said seriously for a moment.


  The conversation was interrupted by a scream from upstairs.


  ‘Mrs Stone! Mrs Stone! Look out the window, quick! There’s a terrible huge crowd outside, all pointing here!’


  Martin felt the same shock to his heart that he had felt earlier that day when he had discovered Sarah Becket was missing. He swayed, clutched the back of a chair, and breathed deeply until the pain in his chest lessened and his pulse slowed. He walked to the window beside the front door, sweat prickling his forehead.


  Outside in the street was an awesome sight. Thirty or forty women, all dressed in white, stood close together under the streetlights, holding placards and chanting. Martin read some of the placards.


  End Child Prostitution


  Close this Whorehouse.


  Chastity for Men!


  Stop Veneral Disease — End the Great Scourge!


  Votes for Women!


  Round the outside of the group of suffragettes was a crowd of onlookers. Some — a group of young shop assistants and delivery boys in flat caps and scruffy suits — were enjoying themselves throwing fruit and tomatoes, several of which had splashed on the suffragettes’ white dresses. For a moment Martin cheered them silently, hoping they would drive the women away.


  Then a delegation of women approached the front door. They were led by an elderly, determined looking woman with grey hair swept back severely into a bun under a small blue hat, and round spectacles on her nose. Behind her came four others. Three were in white dresses carrying banners; the fourth was a tall young woman in a plain brown dress whom Martin had seen before somewhere.


  The wardress! Ruth Harkness.


  Hurriedly, Mrs Stone locked the door and Martin stepped back from the window and turned down the light so that he could see and not be seen. The women outside hammered on the knocker. To his disgust, Martin saw that there were a number of shabbily-dressed young men behind them, earnestly scribbling into their notebooks.


  The doorknob rattled. When the women outside found that the door was locked, one of them called out.


  ‘Open this door, please! We represent the Women’s Social and Political Union. We are campaigning for the purity of relations between the sexes, and we believe this to be a brothel which is responsible for the spread of venereal disease and the deliberate corruption of young children! We want to speak to the landlord, Dr Martin Armstrong.’


  Martin groaned. He saw the young reporters scribbling frantically in their notebooks. Girls were milling around on the stairs behind him and two flustered middle-aged men came downstairs, hurriedly buttoning their waistcoats.


  ‘What the devil is it, Mrs Stone?’ one of the men asked. ‘What’s going on?’


  Mrs Stone gestured helplessly towards the door. ‘Bloody suffragettes! Blasted health and purity campaign, looks like! Caught you with your trousers down, haven’t they?’ Despite her annoyance, she couldn’t resist a smile.


  The man looked furious, pompous, and terrified all at once. ‘I can’t be found here, woman! I’ve got a family, a home, a reputation to keep up! Is there a back way out?’


  Mrs Stone laughed. ‘Yes, if you have to. Out through the yard by the dustbins. Show him, Jane, will you?’


  As the two men hurried out, Martin looked about him irresolutely. Should he stay? After all, the suffragettes couldn’t get in, unless . . .


  There was a crash of breaking glass. The window next to the front door smashed and a stone rolled on the floor.


  ‘Bloody hell!’


  ‘Look out!’


  ‘Stand back, there!’


  ‘Open this door!’


  ‘No!’


  More windows smashed. Martin ducked out of the hall into one of the downstairs front rooms, but stones were coming in there as well. Two, three, six — there was shattered glass everywhere, all over the chairs and carpet. Shouts and cheers from outside, screams and yells from upstairs. He could see the stones going up to the first floor too.


  Then the keen, piercing sound of a policeman’s whistle.


  I can’t stay here, Martin thought. The police will come in and interview anyone who’s here — I’ve got to get away. Whatever happens, this is ruin. Where shall I go?


  He ran out through the kitchen and the scullery, into the back yard, past the dustbins and the outside loo. On down the filthy alleyway, panting, his heavy body unused to exercise. At least there were no women here — they had not thought to guard the back entrance. The shouts and screams were fading now. It was a long alley — at the end he could see a pool of light cast by a gas lamp where the alley emerged into the main street. Martin’s chest hurt and his forehead was sweating. As he came near the end of the alley he slowed to a walk, breathing deeply, painfully.


  Where now? he thought. Away from here. Home, to hide and plan and think. What good will that do? The scandal will be all over the press in the morning. What shall I say? The police are bound to go into that house now, even if they do arrest the suffragettes for breaking the windows. At least I wasn’t there. If Mrs Stone lies convincingly they may not be able to prove any connection at first.


  Oh my God!


  He had forgotten his briefcase. It was there on the floor in Mrs Stone’s front room with all the accounts and photographs he had saved from the house in Kensington. And it was engraved with his name and address.


  He dithered halfway along the alleyway. I shall have to go back and get it. No I can’t — the police may be in there now and the suffragettes, too, for all I know. I hope they get arrested and their skulls split open by truncheons — but what am I going to do?


  It’s no good, I’ll have to run.


  He lumbered out into the street and almost bumped into two policemen. He turned to get away from them but one of them seized his shoulder.


  ‘Just a minute, matey!’


  ‘What are you doing? I . . .’


  He turned, trying to be indignant, but, as he did so, the policeman shoved his right arm up his back, painfully, and the other bent to peer into his eyes.


  ‘Yeah, this is one of ‘em all right, Bill. Dashing out the back way to save ‘is skin. You can see the guilt in his face!’


  ‘But I . . .’


  ‘Come on, sunshine. Save it for the Inspector at the station. You can make all your excuses there.’


  Martin would have protested vehemently, but the pain of the arm twisted up his back was too intense. And then, as he thought of the briefcase he had left in the house another pain came sharp and fierce into his chest. He was gripped by a fierce cramp so that he couldn’t breathe, and the harder he tried, the worse it became, so that he could feel his face turning blue and his tongue hanging out and then he flopped in the man’s arms and fell face down in a puddle in the gutter, hunched over into a ball and twitching in agony as though with some huge effort his body might get his heart going again.


  The two policemen bent over him, shocked, uncertain what to do.


  ‘Blimey, George,’ one of them muttered, awestruck. ‘I think we frightened the bugger to death!’


  Deborah had booked tickets on the night train to Holyhead which left at ten o’clock. She knew it would be a strain for Sarah but she thought it offered the greatest chance of concealment. Once they were on board and in their sleeping compartment they could go to bed, and no one would disturb them until morning. If they had travelled by day they would have had to sit in a compartment with others, or go into the restaurant car, and in either place there might have been someone who would recognise Sarah, or simply comment on her unusually strained, starved appearance.


  The difficulty was getting her to the station in the first place.


  It was only a few hundred yards from the hotel, so they could easily have walked. But Sarah was in such a state of emotional and physical collapse after Jonathan had left that Deborah decided to ask Mrs Stewart to order a cab. At half past nine they sat in the front of the hotel downstairs, waiting for it.


  Sarah wore a long black fur-lined coat which covered her body completely from head to foot, so no one would see how thin she was. It kept her warm, too — even indoors with coal fires Deborah had seen her shiver, and it was a cold night outside, windy with the threat of rain. She wore a small, veiled black hat, fastened under her chin with a ribbon as though she were a widow in mourning.


  Deborah looked the cheerful one, with a pale blue coat and a feather in her hat with her hair up, but she was not. The scene with Jonathan had depressed her more than she had expected, and the cold dark night outside the window frightened her with its loneliness. She kept thinking of Rankin, walking away from her with his hands in his pockets under the streetlight on the embankment. Perhaps, if I go out now, he will be waiting at the station to see me off, she thought, and knew it was nonsense.


  I am leaving London, I shall not see him ever again.


  Only in my baby’s eyes . . .


  But at least now she had something to do, someone to care for. Sarah sat silent, reaching her hands out to the fire. She seemed to luxuriate in the warmth of the flames, as though she had never seen such a thing before. If she collapses on this journey it will be my fault, Deborah thought. We could have stayed another day . . .


  ‘There it is!’


  She saw the cab draw up outside and went out to the hall to show the cabbie which bags to take. Then she took Sarah’s arm as they went outside, but Sarah climbed in without trouble.


  ‘I’m not an invalid, you know,’ she said. ‘I could have walked.’


  ‘I’m sure you could. But it’s not necessary. Anyway, look!’


  Outside the station were two large policemen, patrolling quietly up and down. Are they looking for us, or are they always there, Deborah wondered. She had never sheltered an escaped prisoner before, she had never thought to look. But coincidence or not, she was glad to drive past them in safety. It’s going to be like this all the way to Ireland, she realised.


  Mrs Stewart had collected their tickets earlier that afternoon, so they only had to find a porter to carry their bags, and get on the train. When they were safely settled in their sleeping compartment, Sarah sat down quietly in the single armchair while Deborah unpacked their bags and brought out the nightdress and dressing gown she had brought for Sarah from Belgrave Square. Sarah watched her, smiling sadly.


  ‘You’re an angel, you know,’ she said. ‘To take all this trouble for me. I don’t deserve it.’


  ‘You never deserved to fall off your pony or slip on the ice when we were young, either,’ Deborah answered. ‘But I was there to help you home and bandage you all the same. I think I enjoyed it, at the time. Probably I just wanted to be loved.’


  Sarah seized her sister’s arm, and stared intently into her face. ‘Don’t mock yourself, Debbie,’ she said intensely. ‘You were here when I really needed you. That’s not something to despise. I’m truly grateful. I hope I’ll be able to repay it some day.’


  Deborah looked away.


  ‘None of us knows what’s going to happen in life, do we? Come on, let me help you out of that dress.’


  Sarah stood up and turned her back so that Deborah could help with the fastenings. There was a whistle from outside and a chunter of steam from the engine. With a lurch, the train began to move out of the station.


  ‘No, we don’t,’ Sarah said. ‘And this year, too many dreadful things have happened that I never wanted. It’s like a dream to me, to be going back to the peaceful countryside at Glenfee.’


  Deborah helped her sister into bed, and then stood for a moment leaning on the wooden bar across the window, watching the lights flashing past behind clouds of steam. After a while, the glow of the city faded and the stars came out.


  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It’s always very peaceful, at Glenfee.’
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  ‘THAT’S IT, sir. Tuck the stock tight into your shoulder. Elbows firm, like a tripod. Heels flat on the ground. Rock . . . steady.’


  Simon Fletcher was aware of the mountains of Mourne in front of him, a faint blur in the distance. Nearer, fields, a line of elms in a hedgerow above a sunken lane, newly bursting into leaf. In the hedgerow, primroses, new ferns uncurling, some bluebells, a foxglove. And a small paper target.


  Tiny, at this distance. Concentric circles, a black spot in the middle. Bring the foresight onto the black spot, hold it there, just in the middle of the vee of the backsight . . . damn!


  The weight of the rifle, the tension, made his arms tremble slightly. The foresight wavered from the target. Simon took a long, shallow breath, and let it out slowly. Get it right, he thought. They’re all watching. The sergeant, the other men waiting their turn. Charles, somewhere behind with his swagger stick.


  Bring it back, that’s it, just under the spot. Steady.


  Now!


  The kick in his shoulder, the enormous ringing bang in his ear, surprised him. The barrel pointed up, high, over the elm towards the mountains. Damn.


  The instructor, Sergeant Cullen, knelt beside him.


  ‘That’s right, sir. Not bad, but you jerked the trigger. Squeeze it gently like I told you. And lean into the butt against the kick, to hold it firm.’


  Simon’s shoulder felt like a horse had kicked it. Grimly, he worked the bolt to bring another round into the breech, and pressed the butt against the bruise. Beside him, all along the line, other rifles went off, each flat crack seeming half as loud as his own. The scent of cordite, the sense of vast, lethal power, exhilarated him. I could learn to like this, he thought.


  He brought the foresight down again onto the target, squeezed the trigger.


  Five paces behind, Charles Cavendish stood, tapping his stick softly against the polished brown leather of his riding boots. He wore his khaki officer’s uniform, revolver holster at his belt, a gleaming Sam Browne belt across his chest. Under the peak of his cap the grey eyes crinkled as they often did out of doors with the look of a soldier or a countryman; and there was the hint of a smile on his lips.


  The exercise was going well. When these men has finished, every man under his command would have fired ten rounds. The guns, brand new Mannlichers still in their travelling grease, were in perfect condition. The results of the shooting ranged from average to highly creditable. Some of the men – perhaps a third – were ex-Army, with a sprinkling of marksmen; but the rest, like Simon, has seldom or never fired such a high-powered weapon before. It was for them the exercise had been arranged. Most, under the skilled instruction of Sergeant Cullen, had landed at least half of their rounds somewhere on the target; and all, he felt sure, were immensely cheered and heartened by the exercise.


  We must be the most powerful military force in Ireland now, he thought. If the government in London tries to impose Home Rule on us by force, they won’t be able to.


  Of course the Nationalist volunteers, the Catholics who wanted Home Rule, had plenty of spirit; but they had little discipline and no arms worth speaking of. And the British Army, though well-equipped and highly disciplined, must have lost a great deal of morale after the Curragh Mutiny, when their officers had expressly refused to obey orders to march against the Ulster Unionists. That had led to the resignation of the Secretary of State for War, and an utter shambles in the British high command. And that was six weeks ago, when we were virtually unarmed, Charles thought. Whereas now, after the gun-running, we have the most modern rifles you can get. And the British Army in Ireland have only a fraction of the men we have.


  And not a tenth of our spirit, Charles thought with a smile. I would hate to have a commission in the regular Army now. Half of their men would probably support us, if they dared.


  ‘Sir! Sir — Colonel Cavendish, sir!’


  He turned to see a young boy, a sentry, running towards him across the field.


  ‘Yes. What is it?’


  The boy reached him and saluted, panting for breath. Charles recognised him as one of a section which had been posted as scouts, to keep a lookout during the shooting. This boy had been with a corporal, at the edge of the field to the west.


  ‘Sir, British Army patrol, sir. Heading this way. They’re marching along the road, sir, from the west!’


  ‘Good Lord! How many, boy? Where?’


  ‘About twenty or twenty-five. Maybe a platoon, Corporal Duncan says. You can see them better from that hill over there. They’re about a mile away, marching quite quick!’


  ‘Come on then, let me see.’ Charles strode across the field, not running, keeping calm. He had three times that many men in this field alone. But an imp of excitement and delight filled him. What if the British Army had really come out in search of trouble? To punish the UVF, perhaps, for getting the guns?


  The boy was right. From the hillock at the edge of the field, Charles’s binoculars showed a platoon of men, infantry, in full gear with haversack and ammunition pouches, marching with their rifles at the trail. In loose order, moving quite fast. An officer a few paces in front. As Charles watched, the man turned and waved an arm as if to urge his men on.


  A pulse started to throb urgently in Charles’s throat. They’ll have heard the shooting — they can’t fail to know we’re here, he thought. It could be. It really just could be that the war for the freedom of Ulster will begin here, in this field, today! And I will give the first command.


  Wouldn’t that be a story to make young Tom proud!


  Swiftly, he scanned the road in the other direction, and the fields north and south. No one else in sight, so far. Just the one British Army platoon. He turned to the two men beside him, gave out a string of orders.


  ‘Right, you boy! I want you to take two men from that group over there who’ve finished shooting. Each of you go to one of the other three lookout posts and ask them to send one man to me with a full report on everything they’ve seen so far. Everything, you understand. You and the other two replace the men you send and make sure you keep your eyes peeled — I don’t want to be surprised from any other direction. Got it?’


  ‘Yessir!’


  ‘Good! Now, Corporal, run to Sergeant Cullen and tell him that, as soon as those men have finished shooting, I want everyone except the scouts formed up in three ranks by platoons. And I want Robinson, Conroy, and McNeill sent to me up here, with rifles, right away. Off you go!’


  ‘Sir!’


  As the man ran, Charles took another look at the approaching platoon through his binoculars. He noticed his hand was shaking ever so slightly. I could start the war now if I wanted, he thought, very secretly to himself. Maybe these men will start it anyway, but, whatever they do, I could destroy that platoon completely and claim they fired first, if I wanted.


  But that’s not what my standing orders are. Charles knew them off by heart. Do not fire unless fired upon and avoid all provocation. To avoid any possibility that the Army or police should attempt to seize your weapons, UVF officers should ensure that their contingents are of sufficient size to render any such attempt hopeless.


  Well, I’ve done the second, anyway, Charles thought. Now it’s up to the British Army officer down there. He glanced behind him as he heard the first of Sergeant Cullen’s barked orders and saw nearly fifty men hurrying into three ordered ranks. The three marksmen he had sent for came across the grass towards him.


  ‘Right, gentlemen. I don’t want you to draw attention to yourselves — and on no account are you to, fire unless I give the order. But the rest of us are going to parade openly in front of that advancing platoon of the British Army. Do you see them, there? If by any chance I should give the order, and only then, you understand, I want you to be in a position where their officer and sergeant should be the first to fall. But you do not shoot unless I give the express order or fall myself. Is that clear? Now, let me show you where to hide.’


  One of them spoke English, of a sort. Enough to negotiate with Mrs O’Donnell, at least. When Werner brought them to her, fresh from the ferry, they stood in the doorway of the little hillside terraced house and smiled. Blocking out the sunlight with their bulk, their heavy kitbags slung over their shoulders. All the little woman could see was three hulking shadows, the flash of teeth, and a glint of sunlight in their fair hair.


  To Werner’s relief she was undaunted. ‘So, away in with you then. It’s the three of them like you promised, Mr White, is it? Wipe your boots on the mat now and put your things in the two rooms upstairs — it’s the ones on the right, you’ll see them plain enough when you’re there. And then if it’s a meal you’re wanting, it’s on the table at half past six prompt, mind you, I don’t keep it waiting and it’ll go cold and be fed to the dog if you’re not there, good hot food too, you’ll see no better this side of the water.’


  She kept on talking as she led the way into the narrow hall at the foot of the stairs, and had to back out of the way into the kitchen as the three big men followed her. Their shoulders scraped the walls and one kitbag brushed the single framed painting, of a little girl with beautiful curly yellow hair dancing on a beach in sunlight. At the foot of the stairs the first one, Franz, the only one who knew any English fit to repeat, stopped, clicked his heels, and bowed to Mrs O’Donnell as though she were a countess.


  ‘It is a fine house, Mrs. I think we shall be comfort here. I hope your food is plenty hot and good too, so your dog get hungry, eh?’


  Then he smiled and held out his hand, and the little Catholic landlady shook it, scowling a little to maintain her dignity, but pleased nonetheless.


  ‘Don’t you worry about that, now. I know, what you boys like. I’ve two sons of my own in the merchant service and another in the King’s, and it’s their rooms you’re having while they’re away. My boys write to me from Rio and Boston and Hong Kong, they do, they see all sorts of wonderful things, but never any cooking to match their old mum’s, that’s what they say in every letter I get, I’ll show you sometime if you like, if you can read good English.’


  ‘You show. I like that,’ Franz said, and moved quietly away from her up the stairs, leaving the other two, monoglot Germans, to shake the old lady’s hand and mutter ‘Herrlich, gnadige Frau,’ and smile in their turn.


  The house was a three storey one on a corner of the terrace, and the two rooms upstairs were surprisingly large. Two iron beds in the front room, one ancient armchair, and a window giving a view down a line of steep cobbled streets to Belfast docks. Werner wondered if he had been wise, choosing a landlady as talkative as Mrs O’Donnell. But she lived in a Catholic area where there would be no support for the UVF. And there should be nothing to arouse suspicion about foreign sailors seeking lodgings so near the docks.


  The three were called Franz, Karl-Otto and Adolf. They were all in their mid-twenties, six feet tall, and very broad across the chest. Franz had a charming smile and pimples on his chin; Karl-Otto had a nose that someone had pressed in, so that it zig-zagged puffily down his face. Adolf, the only dark one, had a thin face with receding hair and bony hands as strong as nutcrackers, with an anchor tattooed on the back of one and ship in full sail on the other.


  They sat down on the beds and the chair and looked at Werner, and he felt simultaneously reassured and annoyed.


  Reassured, because each of them was clearly capable of picking up two Ulstermen and putting them in his pockets if necessary; annoyed, because the job might take a little more subtlety and training than that, and he doubted if these boys had either.


  Despite his rank as Major, Werner had almost no experience of commanding men. The very nature of intelligence work meant that he worked on his own. He was not even sure how much these men knew, or what he should tell them. He had still less idea how he should establish a good rapport with his team, or make them trust him. The thought that he might have to give them instructions every day about where to go, what to do, came as a great burden to him.


  He launched into a lecture he had prepared about Belfast, the people in the city, and the political divide.


  ‘The Catholic people around this house, like Mrs O’Donnell, may be counted largely as our friends, because although they have little active interest or sympathy for Germany, they are a minority oppressed by the ruling caste which is divided against itself — the Protestants of the Ulster Volunteer Force on the one hand and the British Army on the other. It is our job to provoke a civil war between the UVF and the British Army, so that they destroy each other and provide no threat to the legitimate ambitions of His Imperial Majesty Kaiser Wilhelm in Europe. Exactly how we are to do this I shall explain to you later. The first thing . . .’


  ‘Major von Weichsaker?’ Karl-Otto, the one with the zig-zag nose, raised his hand. Like a boy in school.


  ‘Yes, what is it?’


  ‘Where can we hide the guns?’


  ‘Guns? What do you mean, man?’


  ‘Well, I’m sorry to interrupt you, sir, but that woman downstairs, I know her type. She’ll be in here searching through our clothes and cleaning up the minute we’re out of the house. If she finds the guns it won’t look good. Are we to carry them all the time or . . .’


  ‘No!’ Werner thought of the police, the way sailors could get into a drunken brawl, lose their temper. On the other hand . . .


  ‘It’s all right, Karl-Otto.’ Franz spoke, his smile calm, radiating competence and control. ‘I’ll go down later and charm her. While I’m doing that you and Adolf can prise up one of these floorboards and put them under there. I’ve already noticed a loose one in that corner.’


  Werner felt irritated. The men were supposed to be listening to him, he thought. But on the other hand he should be glad they had come all the way from Germany with their weapons safe, undiscovered by the customs. Perhaps they do know their job, after all.


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Do that. And I’ll save the rest of the lecture until later, if you like. The main thing is to keep your mouths shut and your eyes and ears open. For the rest, behave like normal sailors. Franz can buy newspapers and translate them for you. I’ll be in touch most days, so if you want anything I can help you to get a feel of the place. But for the moment your job is to establish yourselves here — and wait. My job is to plan exactly what is best for us to do, where, and when. Until I am sure of that, we can do nothing. So you just settle in, enjoy the hot meals, and live in comfort. But be ready to move any time I want you. All right?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’ The three heads nodded in unison. They did not: salute — it would have seemed incongruous to all of them. But there was no sense in which they smiled or mocked him either. A small part of Werner expected that, always had done, because of his hand, which made him inferior to other men, unable to be accepted into the Imperial Army. To say nothing of what Charles Cavendish had done to him at school, all those years ago.


  To his relief, these three, so far at least, seemed to accept him for what they had been told he was. A Major, a professional soldier in the service of the Kaiser. The leader of their operation.


  He was beginning to sense, too, that they were not quite the boors they seemed. There was an air of quiet confidence about them, as though they had done these things before and we unworried by them. As though they knew their job, and trusted him to know his.


  Let’s hope they do, though Werner. After all, to ask just three sailors and a man with a ruined hand to persuade the UVF and the British Army to destroy themselves, that’s not an easy task. If I do it, it will be the triumph of my career.


  He left them, walking out into the smoky, cobbled street, feeling curiously alone, and excited.


  ‘What’s happening, Sergeant?’ Simon asked.


  ‘Show of force, sir. And the Colonel’s taking precautionary measures.’


  ‘Do you think they mean to fight?’


  Sergeant Ian Cullen was a short solid man with a face like a seamed cannonball. He had fought the Boers, the Pathans, the Zulus, and the Catholic Irish, but his most formative military experience had been five years on the North West Frontier. There, as a young man, he had discovered that almost every rock could hide a bearded tribesman with a long flintlock rifle, any waterhole could be poisoned, any tempting glance from a veiled, sloe-eyed village girl might mean her brother was hidden behind a curtain with a slim curved knife, hoping to slit your throat and present your balls on a plate to his sister. The message was: trust no one but your comrades, and believe most of them are fools, too.


  He glanced briefly at the sparkling eyes of Simon Fletcher. In Sergeant Cullen’s view, anyone with eyes alight like that meant trouble. The young ADC had just fired a high-powered rifle for the first time, and now he thought there was going to be a battle. Not only that, but he looked as though he might enjoy it.


  ‘They might mean it, but they’d be mad to try,’ he said shortly. ‘I should go to the Colonel if I were you, sir. He might need you.’


  As he watched the young man cross the field, Sergeant Cullen saw the platoon of British soldiers come into sight along the country lane about a hundred yards away. Always, throughout his military career, it had been axiomatic that you trust your comrades; and now those comrades, British Army soldiers, were the enemy. Not only that, but Colonel Cavendish, like a Pathan chieftain, had snipers concealed in the hedge, to fire on them at any false move.


  For a second the Sergeant felt a twinge of conscience. If this went wrong, he would be in open rebellion, liable, perhaps, to be hanged as a traitor. But that was all nonsense, he told himself. The government would never have the nerve, and anyway, it was they who were in the wrong, with their Home Rule that would hand the country over to a bunch of disaffected Fenian rebels. Some of the best men in the army were in the UVF. Colonel Cavendish, for one. The way he had organised the landing of the guns at Bangor was staffwork of a high order, and this training session showed a commendable attention to the needs of young recruits. Now, in Sergeant Cullen’s eyes, his instant decision to ensure their safety by covering the approaching men with an ambush showed a commendable mistrust of appearances.


  If a man was ready for things to go wrong, the Sergeant thought, he was more likely to survive when they did.


  Charles met Simon halfway as he strolled back across the field towards the main body of his men. He was in clear sight of hidden snipers all the way; he had a white handkerchief in his hand which he would drop if he wanted them to fire. But it was unlikely, he thought. There had been no reports of any other groups approaching to surround them, and it would be suicide for this single platoon to try to attack from the road. The most they might do was attempt some police action — demand the surrender of the guns, perhaps, which would make them look foolish. This is about propaganda and morale, Charles thought; I must manage this situation to gain the maximum psychological boost for my men.


  He saw the young officer — a Captain — marching busily towards him at the head of his line. He’s in a fix, too, Charles thought. If he ignores us, he’ll look a fool; if he tries anything he’ll fail.


  He wandered casually on towards his men, listening to the steady tramp, tramp of the British Army’s boots approaching. Sergeant Cullen had drawn up the UVF soldiers in three platoons of three lines each. All stood rigidly to attention. A few — about a quarter, maybe — wore military khaki; the rest were dressed in rough workmanlike jackets and coats which approximated as closely as possible to the same thing. Many were in flat caps, a few in trilbies or bowlers. Several had wrapped puttees around their trousers and most had some kind of military-looking belt, with ammunition pouches, and haversack.


  And all, now — every single one of them — had his own brand-new Mannlicher rifle.


  Charles thought: if I was that young British Army captain, I wouldn’t want to see that. I’d pretend I hadn’t noticed.


  He smiled, and glanced sideways over his shoulder. The hedge at the edge of the field was less than three feet high, so the two sides could see each other very clearly. The British platoon was nearly opposite them now, about ten yards away from the rigid lines of the UVF. They had shouldered arms, and kept up a steady, well-drilled pace. But none of them were looking to the front, as the drill-book said they should be. Every single eye in the British ranks was straying sideways, taking in the details of the UVF men they were about to pass.


  Every eye, that is, except those of the young Captain, who was affecting to ignore them.


  In his best, clipped, Sandhurst-style tones, Charles said: ‘Sergeant Cullen! Order the men to present arms, if you please.’


  ‘Sir!’ Just as the tradition of the Army ensured that his commanding officer’s voice was quiet, casual, polite, assuming that discipline was so absolute that an officer’s request in the gentlest tones would be instantly obeyed, so Sergeant Cullen’s parade-ground voice, assiduously cultivated over the years, was a high-pitched bullroar, so ear-shatteringly loud that no private soldier, even if deaf, blind, and afflicted from birth with congenital idiocy, could fail to be affected by it, and jump to obey.


  ‘Companeeeee! Prepare to salute! Preeezent ... arms!’


  A cloud of rooks rose, flustered, from a treetop four fields away. Nearer at hand, as it had to, the head of the young British Army captain turned right to see what was happening.


  He was being paid a compliment. The entire company, fifty men of the Ulster Volunteer Force, were saluting him in the traditional style of the British Army. Charles, Sergeant Cullen, and his half-dozen officers all had their right hands raised to their caps. The men in the ranks stood, ramrod-straight, one foot behind the other, with their rifles held vertically, directly in front of them.


  Brand-new, totally illegal, German rifles. Better than the ones the British soldiers had. Held out, straight in front of them, in a position no one could possibly pretend to ignore.


  As a salute. A loyal gesture of respect.


  Charles could not quite keep the smile from his face. He guessed that there were probably several other smiles in the ranks behind him, as well.


  He watched the young British Army captain. What do you do now, boy? he asked him silently.


  For a moment the young man looked away, and Charles thought: by God, the puppy, he’s going to ignore us! If he does that, the brat, I’ll march behind him, all the way down the road to Ballygowan, and arrest him at the crossroads!


  But the habit of military courtesy prevailed. The young man was, after all, being saluted not only by a force vastly superior to his own, but by a commander wearing the cap of a Colonel. The order came ringing back over the hedge.


  ‘Platoon! Eye-es . . . right!’


  The order was slightly superfluous. All the British Army soldiers were already gazing to their right, but now they had permission to do it. In the traditional response to the salute, they marched past the saluting UVF men, their eyes looking rigidly at them over their right shoulder, the young Captain with his hand raised stiffly to the peak of his cap in salute.


  In Charles’s left hand, he felt the white handkerchief crushed firmly in his fist. Fifty yards away, hidden in the ditch, his three best marksmen watched the scene, grinning to themselves over the sights of their guns. One of them could just see the young captain’s eyes, tiny black dots at this distance, over the foresight at the tip of his barrel.


  25


  THE LOUNGE of the Imperial Hotel was comfortable, warm, extensive. An ample coal fire blazed in an impressive grate, surrounded by a fireplace of pink and grey marble. On the walls, solemn portraits of city dignitaries alternated with pictures of railways, docks, and shipyards. The room was full of armchairs and chesterfields, screened from each other by luxuriant potted palms and aspidistras. Waiters flitted discreetly between them, ministering to small groups of earnest businessmen and gossiping wives.


  Werner sat in an armchair in a corner by the window, where he could look out into the street and keep an eye on anyone who came in through the main entrance. A newspaper lay unread on the low table in front of him, a cigarette smouldered in his left hand. A thin smile crossed his lips as he watched the solid citizens of Belfast moving and chattering between the potted plants, like beasts in a jungle. I am like a hunter here, he thought, hidden in the foliage, waiting for the perfect shot.


  He flicked his ash into the ashtray, blew a smoke ring, and watched.


  A young man entered the lounge.


  He was very slim, in blue blazer and flannels, with a straw hat in his hand. His brown hair was cut fashionably short, and his profile, as he glanced around the room, was classically beautiful. Broad forehead, regular aquiline features, smooth rosy skin. He moved through the room with casual grace, like an athlete, a gazelle amongst hippopotami. At last he saw Werner, strolled towards him, and sat down on the sofa opposite.


  ‘I couldn’t see you. Were you hiding?’


  ‘No.’ Werner took a long drag at his cigarette, exhaled, smiled. ‘Just watching.’


  His manner, the long slow look from the unsettlingly cold blue eyes, irritated Simon Fletcher. He looked away, out of the window, to reassure himself that no one had followed him here. ‘Well, I hope it amuses you.’


  ‘Oh, it does.’ It was the first time Werner had seen Simon in civilian clothes. Close to, he noticed that the blazer was slightly threadbare around the cuffs and elbows, the straw boater faded. This relieved him. He didn’t want Simon becoming too wealthy; too independent. ‘Would you like coffee?’


  ‘Why not?’


  Werner raised his hand to beckon the waiter and order. While they waited, he said: ‘Our last interview was very useful. I was much praised for my articles in the Neue Zuricher Zeitung. My editor is coming to regard me as something of expert on Ulster affairs.’


  ‘How nice.’ Simon lounged back comfortably in the sofa raised an eyebrow ironically. ‘That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? But then, I expect these things seem a little different from the perspective of Zurich.’


  ‘Of course. Most of my readers are satisfied with a very superficial understanding. But for my own self-respect, I like to maintain higher standards. I need to know more.’


  The waiter arrived and put a tray with silver pot and cups on the table between them. Werner paid, bent to pour the coffee carefully with his left hand, then put the pot down and passed the cup to Simon with the same hand. Simon made no move to help him. As the young man took the cup Werner noticed him gazing contemptuously at his damaged right hand, the one he could never use for such delicate operations.


  Simon sipped his coffee and smiled, looking perfectly relaxed, perfectly at ease, casually aware of his own good looks. He said: ‘I could tell you more, of course, if you like. If the pay was right.’


  Werner finished pouring his own coffee, balanced it carefully beside him on the left-hand arm of his chair. ‘The pay would be the same as before. The newspaper is quite happy with that.’


  ‘I might need more.’


  Simon let the words hang in the air between them, and watched a flicker of surprise cross the other man’s face.


  Werner felt a surge of anger, fuelling the contempt which he had felt ever since he had met this young man. But he controlled it, quickly. Simon Fletcher was the most useful informant he had found so far in Ulster. For the past two months they had been meeting regularly in different places, always with a straightforward, mutually profitable exchange of information for money. As ADC to one of the leading UVF commanders, Simon had access to and understanding of some of the most important plans of the organisation. As a talented young man of poor background with no moral principles, he was prepared to sell some of this information for money. On condition that it was published in Switzerland, attributed to no one, and shorn of certain precise details which might give the informant away.


  Those were terms which Werner could happily comply with, since the most crucial details of Simon’s information were not intended for publication at all. Instead, they went straight into the reports which Werner wrote for von Falkenhayn in Berlin. Any extra money Simon received would come straight out of the coffers of the German Chancellery.


  I suppose they can afford it, Werner thought. The only question is, how much this smooth-faced little whore deserves.


  The vital thing that Simon Fletcher did not know was how Werner had worked out that he would be a useful informant in the first place. Simon had no idea that Werner had known Charles Cavendish at school. And even less idea what that schoolboy relationship had been like.


  Werner smiled and said: ‘Why more, Simon?’


  ‘It’s becoming difficult. We’re better organised now, better armed and equipped. There are more people around all the time, more checks on everything, more security. It’s quite possible the government will move against us any day, so we have to be careful. And if anyone was to think I was a police spy . . .’


  He left the sentence in the air, but he did not shudder or look frightened at the prospect. Werner had the impression it was just something the boy said, for bargaining purposes only. There’s real steel at the heart of this boy’s selfishness, he thought. He’ll take care of himself if he has to.


  ‘All right, then. How much more?’


  ‘Fifty pounds.’


  Twice as much as before. Werner thought. More than half a year’s wages for a dock labourer, as this boy’s father had been. He frowned. ‘That would depend on whether you could tell me what I want to know.’


  ‘Which is?’


  A middle-aged lady and three young girls settled themselves noisily into the chairs and sofas immediately behind Simon, and for a moment Werner did not answer. But there was a screen of thick-leaved foliage between the back of Simon’s head and the young women, and when they were busy with the waiter Werner leaned forward and said quietly: ‘I need to know about Sir Edward Carson.’


  Simon looked surprised. ‘What about him, exactly?’


  ‘Well . . .’ Werner hesitated. I’ll try and do this as a journalist first, he thought, but if it doesn’t work, there’s always the other. This is the time to use what I know, if I have to. It’s safer if he still thinks I’m a journalist, though. ‘Carson was over here in Ulster shortly before the gun-running, wasn’t he? I saw him making speeches. And your unit was guarding him.’


  ‘Some of the time, yes. So?’


  ‘Well, as you say, it’s quite possible the government could attack you at any time. Or even arrest Carson. You must have thought of that.’


  ‘Of course. That’s why we guard him.’


  ‘Quite. Well, my editor would like an article on that. The security aspect and so on. How exactly you organise it, how many men are involved at each stage, where he sleeps, what you think the major risks are, that sort of thing. It would be an interesting article to read; it would make clear to everyone what an important man Sir Edward Carson is, and how seriously you people take things.’


  Simon frowned, thinking. ‘Well, I suppose I could tell you in general terms . . .’


  Werner shook his head. ‘No, you don’t understand. In general terms I could write it myself, already. Any journalist could. To make it authentic I need to know the exact details of his next trip to Ulster — dates, times, the units involved, everything. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t publish it until the day after his trip was over, to safeguard you. But I need to have accurate details in the first place. That’s what would really give colour to the article, make all the difference. It would help my career. After all, it’s only going to be published in Switzerland. None of your colleagues are ever going to read it.’


  Simon hesitated. The girls behind him looked at the plate of cakes the waiter had brought, and one exclaimed: ‘Ooh, Mummy, you shouldn’t!’


  Simon said: ‘I don’t know. I think the best thing would be if I told you everything about how we guarded Carson last time he was here, before the gun-running. That would give you colour all right but there would be no risk to us.’


  ‘No.’ Werner stubbed his cigarette out decisively in the ashtray. ‘That’s no good at all. You don’t understand the newspaper business. If I tell my editor what happened last month it’s no use to him at all — it goes straight in the bin. It’s only today’s news, or better still, what’s going to happen tomorrow that he wants to know. It’s got to be Carson’s next trip or nothing.’ He took out a notebook. ‘I imagine there will be a round of speeches soon to celebrate the safe landing of the guns. When is he coming over from London?’


  ‘This Saturday, I think.’ Simon hesitated, watching Werner write it down.


  ‘Good. Where, what time?’


  ‘I don’t know. I’d have to check. You know these things have to be secret.’


  ‘If it wasn’t secret, I wouldn’t have to ask you.’


  ‘I know.’ Simon sat very still for a moment, his soft hazel eyes fixed on Werner’s. There was a slight flush on his cheeks. Don’t try to pretend you’ve got principles now, boy, Werner thought. It’s too late.


  Simon said: ‘I don’t think I can tell you that. It’s too risky.’


  ‘Think of the money, Simon. I might even pay more than you ask.’


  It was the wrong thing to say. A tight, hard look came across the young man’s face, and Werner glimpsed for the first time the cruel little guttersnipe hiding behind the perfect features. And mixed with the cruelty, suspicion and cunning. It was a look he had seen on the faces of boys at Eton, long ago.


  ‘I don’t believe you want this for a newspaper article at all, do you? You’re in the police, aren’t you? Either that or a German spy.’


  So the journalist idea has failed, Werner thought. He said, coolly: ‘And if I am?’


  ‘It would have to be a lot more money.’


  ‘I can pay.’


  The two men stared at each other in silence, recognising the change in relationship. One of the girls behind Simon said: ‘You meet such interesting people here, don’t you, Muriel? That’s why I come.’


  Keep him here, whatever you do, Werner thought. If he gets up to go now you’ve lost him. He said, carefully: ‘I always wondered how a young man like you could fit in with the Orange movement.’


  ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Simon stared at him, his voice low and urgent with tension. ‘Are you a spy or not?’


  ‘Sssssh.’ Werner put his finger to his lips, nodding significantly in the direction of the young ladies a few feet away behind the potted plants. ‘Never mind who I am for the moment. I’ll tell you that in a minute when you’ve answered my question. Don’t worry, I’m not insulted.’


  Werner’s coolness, the odd menacing light of amusement which flickered in his eyes, disconcerted Simon. ‘Answered what question, exactly?’


  ‘How an intelligent young man like you can work and survive in a military organisation dominated by a fundamental religious movement, the Ulster Presbyterian Church.’


  ‘I don’t see what that’s got to do with anything. I go to church like other people. Anyway, the Orangemen are just cannon fodder, rank and file. They provide the bodies and the organisation, and industrialists provide the money. But the UVF is actually run by professional soldiers, aristocracy. Men of the upper crust. Mostly Anglicans, actually.’


  ‘Like Charles Cavendish?’


  ‘Yes, if you like. I don’t see what the hell this has got to do with . . .’


  ‘One minute, and you will.’ Werner held up his crippled right hand, one finger extended like a warning. The finger seemed to fascinate Simon. Werner said: ‘So when you and the aristocratic Colonel Cavendish hear some of the fundamental Orange preachers holding forth about Old Testament values, how do you feel, Simon? When they talk about Sodom and Gomorrah, for instance? After all, Sir Edward Carson is a fine speaker, as I heard for myself the other day, but he is very morally correct, too, is he not? I believe it was he who prosecuted the poet, Oscar Wilde, for . . . what some people call unnatural vices, some twenty years ago. He does not seem to me a man who would look kindly on any . . . immorality . . . amongst his followers. I wonder if that is a strain, sometimes, for a young man such as you.’


  For a moment Simon sat quite still without speaking. He seemed very cool but a flush flared on his cheeks and then drained away. There was a vicious look in his eyes, like that of a weasel who has been cornered by a terrier and will bite if it comes any closer. One of the girls behind said: ‘Oh, Belinda, you really can’t have another! It’s sinful, that’s what it is.’


  Simon murmured: ‘I don’t understand you.’


  ‘Let me make myself clearer then. If I wrote in my newspaper, or better still in a letter addressed to Sir Edward Carson, House of Commons, a paragraph to say that Simon Fletcher was a sodomite, committing sin and buggery with Colonel Charles Cavendish of the UVF, what would be his reaction, do you think? What would happen to you? It is a crime that carries a two-year prison sentence, I believe.’


  For the first time Simon appeared flustered by the proximity of the young ladies behind him. Werner had deliberately raised his voice a little louder than it needed to be and Simon glanced nervously over his shoulder to ensure the women had not heard. Then he turned his head this way and that, as though looking for a way to escape.


  ‘If you leave now I shall do exactly what I said. Sit still.’


  Simon shuddered, then took a deep breath and gripped the edge of the sofa firmly. He met Werner’s eyes with a look of hatred.


  ‘How did you know?’


  ‘That is none of your business at the moment. Let us just say I am older than you, and . . . you are not quite so invisible as you seem to believe.’


  Let him sweat, Werner thought. He had no intention of revealing his schoolboy connections with Charles Cavendish. That would only give Simon a weapon to turn against him. After all, knowledge was power. If he had not known from his own body what Charles was like, he would not have watched him for weeks with the intense gaze of hatred. Would not have seen that he had a young, handsome aide-de-camp who was constantly with him. Would not have approached that aide-de-camp to test his loyalty, and found it wanting. Would not have tested it further with the inspired guess that he had made just now.


  There was no doubt it was true. The fascinated horror in Simon Fletcher’s eyes, the fear and honesty that went into his response, put it beyond doubt.


  ‘What do you want me to do?’


  Werner took his time. He extracted a fresh cigarette from the silver case in his pocket, lit it left-handed without offering one to his victim, and said: ‘No more than I have already told you. I want you to get me a full itinerary of Sir Edward Carson’s next visit to Ulster. Date of arrival, people he’ll meet, speeches he’ll make, houses he’ll stay in. I need a precise time and place for all those. Also, exact details of how he’ll be guarded – which unit, how well armed, how many men, how often the guards change, that sort of thing. It shouldn’t be too hard for you. A matter of detailed staffwork, that’s all – and that’s what your unit’s good at, isn’t it? Part of your job.’


  ‘I can’t find out all those things! They don’t write it all down on one sheet of paper, you know. They keep it secret and change their minds at the last minute, sometimes, for security.’


  ‘You’re part of that security, aren’t you? You and your lover boy?’


  ‘Yes, but . . .’


  ‘Then make it your job to find it out! If it’s difficult, that’s too bad. You know what the alternative is.’


  As the shock of discovery sank in, Simon struggled to get control of himself. He felt as though he had stepped through a looking-glass, into the sort of situation which he recognised, but in which he had always previously been in control. He had to find out what the rules were, what were the limits to Werner’s blackmail.


  ‘Why do you need to know? You are a German spy, aren’t you?’


  This time it was his voice that was raised slightly higher. He noticed Werner’s eyes flicker momentarily past him, to check if they had been overheard. Two can play this game, he thought.


  But then we both lose . . .


  Werner said: ‘You can think that if you like, it doesn’t matter to me. I’ve always regarded myself as a humble journalist.’


  ‘Liar!’


  Werner stared at him coldly, noticing a hint of courage return to the young man’s face. But it was the courage of desperation, the weasel trapped with nowhere to run. He exhaled smoke across the table.


  ‘You can insult me if you like, little pederast, I am impervious to that. But I give you two days, that’s all. You must come up with the bones of the information by then. I shall look it through and possibly ask for more details. If there is any backsliding or failure, then you and your Colonel will provide the biggest scandal the national press has seen this year. And for all I know Sir Edward Carson himself will lead the case in court for the prosecution. It will do the cause of Ulster Unionism no good at all. Rest assured, young man, I am a genuine journalist, and your story would further my career just as well as the other.’


  ‘Why don’t you just publish it then?’


  Werner smiled. He was aware that it was not a nice smile but he was enjoying the situation. His dislike for Simon and everything he stood for was intense — and he was also aware just how viciously the young man would fight back if he got the chance. It was not a chance Werner had any intention of giving him.


  ‘Let’s just say that I understand and sympathise with your perversion, shall I? And that it would pain me to think of a sensitive young man like you being beaten and buggered all day by strangers in prison. Or does that appeal to you, perhaps?’


  Simon’s face had gone quite white, and his hands shook as he stood up, quite involuntarily, quivering in front of his accuser. Werner thought he might have gone too far. But then they both saw a waiter, hovering uncertainly, and the moment when Simon might have attacked him was gone. He turned abruptly to leave.


  ‘Simon!’


  It was a pleasure to Werner to see how his voice brought the boy up short, like a dog on a leash.


  ‘Yes. What now?’


  ‘You forgot this.’


  He held out the faded straw boater. Simon reached for it but Werner held it back. As the boy bent towards him, Werner hissed: ‘At the Royal Ulster, on Monday at six, as before. And remember, I shall write the article beforehand and leave it in an envelope ready to be posted if I do not return. Don’t pretend to have principles, will you?’


  ‘Can I have my hat?’


  ‘Here.’


  As Simon snatched it and strode away through the jungle of potted plants, Werner leaned back in his armchair and took two deep, satisfied breaths. That young man will dream of killing me tonight, he thought. Slowly, he held his cigarette at arm’s length in front of him, watched the smoke curl lazily up towards the ceiling, and smiled.


  His fingers were not shaking at all.


  26


  SUMMER HAS come early, Charles Cavendish thought.


  It was an unusually perfect day. The sun sparkled out of a cloudless blue sky, a cool crisp breeze blew in from the sea over the waving green corn, and all along the hedgerows the trees were in their first flush of new leaf. Charles lounged in the back seat of his open-topped chauffeur-driven Lancia as it bowled along the country roads towards Lough Neagh. They drove past fields full of sheep and young lambs, bouncing after each other like long-legged white rubber balls; woods with a sudden hazy, limitless carpet of bluebells under the trees; a deep swirling river where a single fisherman stood, up to his thighs in water, like a silent, watchful heron; a meadow where a hare stood up on its hind legs in alarm and then ran, zig-zagging left, right, and away, out of sight behind a herd of stolid munching cows.


  This is my country, Charles thought. In its way it is the most beautiful place on earth.


  The wind on his cheeks was cooler, softer than the breeze on the high veldt, or the harsh dusty blast of oven-heated air that came down the Khyber Pass in summer; but this was the place that mattered most to him. Those other places were for travel and adventure; this was home.


  They drove through a small village of a few dozen thatched and slate-roofed cottages with a large Catholic church with a spire like a small cathedral at the end of the street and he thought: it is their land too in a way. But they are not fit to govern it, no more than peasants in the Sudan or Zulus in South Africa or Muslims in Lahore can be expected to rule themselves. It is not their place in life, nor will it be for a hundred years. If the government gives way to them all the energy and prosperity of Ulster will be lost, we will sink in confusion and savagery.


  But it isn’t going to happen.


  The Lancia bounced and swayed down the long rutted track towards St Andrew’s Preparatory School, and Charles glimpsed an orderly pattern of young boys in white between the trees, with a little crowd of spectators clustered by the pavilion and the scoreboard. In the sudden silence as the chauffeur stopped the car and switched off the engine outside the front door of the school, Charles heard the sound of his own boots scrunching across the gravel, sparrows chirping in the ivy, the crack of bat on ball and young boys cheering in the distance.


  There was no one about. He made his way quietly through the garden to the cricket field. As he appeared near the pavilion the headmaster, Dr Duncan, rose from a deckchair to greet him enthusiastically.


  ‘Colonel Cavendish! What a marvellous surprise, sir, marvellous! Your timing couldn’t be bettered — your son is next in to bat, I believe. Yes, that’s right! Fifty-three to get off eight overs with four wickets in hand! They have a wickedly good off-spinner but we’re still in with a chance, I think!’


  ‘Splendid!’ Charles glanced up the steps of the pavilion to where his son, in cricket whites and pads, sat with his bat clutched tensely across his knees, staring out across the field. At first he thought Tom had not seen him but then the boy turned his way, and his eyes widened with surprise and delight. Charles walked up the steps towards him and Tom got awkwardly to his feet.


  ‘Hello, Father.’


  ‘Hello, Tom. Thought I’d drop in, see how the old team was getting on.’


  ‘It’s a bit stiff. They were a hundred and thirty two all out and we’re eighty for five, and one of their bowlers is . . . oh crikey, look at that. He’s going to catch him!’


  Charles turned to see a young fielder running slowly backwards with his hands raised high, intent on the flight of a ball which came down to him, safe into the hands which clutched it to his chest. There were cries, groans, and applause from the crowd.


  ‘Help! I’m in! Where are my gloves?’


  ‘Here, I think.’ Charles picked them up from the floor and handed them to him. ‘Good luck. Play a straight bat, Tom.’


  ‘I will if I can.’


  And then his son was gone, out onto the field, still fumbling with the gloves, his bat held clumsily under one arm. The pads, Charles thought, were a little big for him — the straps flapped and clinked as he walked. There was polite applause as he passed the batsman on the way out, and then Tom was there at the crease, taking his guard at the umpire’s directions while the bowler waited impatiently.


  Charles was astonished at the sudden tug of emotion the sight wrought in him. The boy seemed so small suddenly, so vulnerable — only a foot or two taller than the stumps he was standing to guard. I hope he does well, he thought, in front of all these people — and me. I could have put him off by arriving just at that moment. That would be awful.


  He was suddenly aware that more than half the spectators and boys were watching him, rather than the game. He was in full military uniform, right on the front steps of the pavilion. Quickly, he stepped down and went to an empty chair right at the back of the crowd, to make himself less conspicuous.


  Tom survived the first ball and the next, and Charles began to breathe more easily. The third spun off the outside edge of his bat and Charles groaned, but the boy in the slips dropped the catch. Off the last ball Tom drove the ball for two runs and Charles heaved a sigh of relief.


  Over the Easter holidays, father and son had become, for the first time, friends of a sort. It was a new emotion for Charles. He had been away abroad so often while Tom was young, and when he was at home on leave the boy had seemed either afraid of his father or indifferent to him, more interested in collecting worms or beetles or stealing cakes from the kitchen. Then, Tom had been Deborah’s concern. Now, at the same time as he was finding his relationship with his wife harder and more repugnant than ever, Charles had come to feel new pride in his growing son.


  That boy in white out there with the flapping oversize pads will grow into a youth and then a man and will one day inherit Glenfee, he thought. I shall never have another son. The sort of man he grows into will depend a great deal upon me.


  When two more overs had gone and Tom had scored ten runs, Charles began to relax. The headmaster came over to talk to him and Charles responded civilly. His son, he learned, had settled in well this term and, in every department except Latin, was up to scratch. Dr Duncan was chiefly interested to learn what shape the UVF was in and Charles told him, curtly, that they could now take military control of the entire province overnight if they wished. Then Tom, to his father’s vast delight, hit a four, and both men applauded.


  When the match was over Charles obtained permission to take his son out for a drive in the car for a couple of hours. The chauffeur drove them along the shores of Lough Neagh until they came to a small village where a stream joined the lake. Charles remembered from a previous visit with Deborah that there was a pub here which also sold groceries and could be induced to provide a cream tea. Father and son sat out in the garden together, watching a small brown-sailed fishing boat drift slowly in the distance.


  ‘You did well,’ Charles said. ‘Though it was a little ambitious to try to knock that spinner for six. You deserved to be caught making a cackhanded swipe like that.’


  Tom grinned. ‘It was a bit wild. But Hale and I had a bet on it. He mucked it up too.’


  ‘Hale?’


  ‘The team captain. Didn’t you see him? Big fellow, fair hair, went in number four. His brother’s in the first team at Haileybury.’


  ‘Oh. Decent sort, is he?’


  ‘I’ll say!’ For a while Charles listened as his son rattled enthusiastically on about the exploits of Hale and his other school friends, and he thought, this is a whole world the boy has which I know nothing of. Or rather, I know nothing of the particular boys. The general atmosphere of Tom’s school sounded much as his own had been.


  ‘How about you, Father?’ Tom asked. ‘Was it very dangerous landing the guns?’


  Charles smiled. The sudden intense, shy eagerness in his son’s face touched and amused him. ‘Not really, no. More a matter of careful staffwork and forward planning, you know.’


  Tom looked disappointed. ‘But didn’t the others — the government army — try to stop you?’


  ‘They didn’t know anything about it.’ Charles relented, and told the story of the phantom army of British soldiers which had marched out of Holywood Barracks and vanished into the night when they had landed the guns at Bangor. Then, seeing the spark in his son’s eyes, he told the story as carefully as he could of how the guns had been landed and where they had gone, and of how he had outfaced a British Army patrol a few days later. After that, somehow, they got on to his exploits in Egypt and the Sudan, and the day, many years ago, when he had ridden forty miles through the desert alone, in danger of being captured by hostile tribesmen at every yard. Tom demolished his scones and cake and listened, his eyes alight with romance and pride.


  I am a hero to this boy, Charles thought suddenly.


  It was not a thought that he had consciously been aware of before. It brought with it immense pleasure, and a slight, hidden fear. He did not want to think about the fear. There is no reason, he thought, why Tom should not be proud of me. Especially now that I am here at home in Ulster, fighting for something I believe to be right. If Tom believes in it, too, that makes it all so much more worthwhile.


  On the way back to St Andrews he told Tom of his own time at school when he had been in the Eton team which had beaten Harrow by three runs and of another, stranger match on the North West Frontier, which had been brought to a sudden, untimely end when the pitch was invaded by a wild band of Waziri horsemen, who rode across it at a mad gallop firing flintlock muskets at the players.


  In his dormitory Tom introduced his father to Hale, his cricket team captain. The boy shook Charles’s hand politely and accompanied them downstairs as Charles took his leave. Charles shook hands with them both on the front steps of the school and got into the back seat of the Lancia. He felt proud and happy, pleased that he had come. The open-topped car scrunched away across the gravel drive, and he turned in the seat for a final wave.


  But the boys had already turned their backs and were going into the house. Hale, the bigger boy, had slung his arm casually across Tom’s shoulders.


  An eel started to gnaw at Charles’ spine. He shivered suddenly in full sunlight, and was tempted to order his chauffeur to turn the car round, so that he could sprint back across the gravel and wrench the two boys apart. But he gripped the back of the seat and did nothing. The car carried him smoothly through the lovely countryside, away from his son.


  Surely not, he told himself. They’re both far too young, that boy Hale’s only a year older than Tom.


  But in a few short years . . . I remember a boy who looked a bit like Hale once. In my study at Eton. The one with the beautiful hips and the broken hand. If I could love other boys, then sooner or later Tom . . .


  He had not thought of Tom in this context before. But once the idea had occurred to him, it had to be faced. Charles prided himself on being a logical man, clear-thinking, direct. It was that which had led to his success as an army officer. That, combined with a less logical love of the thrill of personal danger, a delight in the daring risk.


  What would I feel if my son preferred men to women? As I do.


  The answer stunned him with its violence and finality. I will not have it! It cannot be allowed. I would ache with grief.


  Why?


  He sat back in his seat, watching a herd of cows wending their way homeward through the long evening tree shadows, and thought, it is mostly jealousy. I could not bear my son to be used like that by a man or another boy.


  What if he enjoyed it?


  He wouldn’t, at first. Be honest, Charles, he told himself, none of the boys I knew at school enjoyed it initially. They had to be trained, coerced, persuaded.


  Corrupted, the world would say.


  Charles knew, from some of the Greek and Latin poets he had read at school, that there had once been a time when sexual love between two men, soldiers even, had been acceptable. Achilles and Patroclus, perhaps. Hermes and Lysander. He had once heard it argued that such a time might, one day, come again. The point was interesting, but academic. In the real world of the British Empire homosexuality was a crime punishable with instant dismissal from military service, imprisonment, social ostracism. Not so long ago the penalty had been life imprisonment.


  Do I want that for my son?


  Of course not. No father could. If the boy grows up like me in this he will be condemned to secretive, snatched, hidden affairs, often with different men, usually brief and guilty, enlivened only by the thrill of lust and the horrible, appalling danger of discovery and instant utter ruin. Little tenderness, love, security — where is the room for that, in all the fear, suspicion, danger?


  And an impotent marriage, too. I am lucky to have a son at all. Deborah was right, I suppose. I have been cold to her since I came back from Egypt and it must be hurtful to her and impossible to understand. Even if it is repugnant to me it is my duty to give her the chance to have a family. To give myself another son.


  Only . . . I wanted to be faithful to Simon.


  For once in his adult life, after so many years of rigid celibacy and occasional secret snatched encounters with strangers, Charles had believed that in Simon Fletcher he had found someone to love. A boy who was not only beautiful and discreet, but who could return tenderness and trust and love, whom he could have by his side constantly, and not be afraid of losing.


  There is no fool like an old fool, Charles told himself.


  I am nearly forty years old, there is grey hair in my moustache and my forehead is higher than it was because my hair is receding. I am still fit enough but my body is leathery and hard and scarred in places by sabres. In cold weather I limp because of the knee that was crushed when the polo pony fell on me. There is no beauty in me for the boy to admire, only my power for him to cling on to.


  As the Lancia swept into the drive at Glenfee Charles thought, what would I do if Tom found out about me and Simon?


  Would I sit down and explain it to him like a father, as I talked about cricket this afternoon?


  Or take out my revolver and shoot myself in the head?


  Simon Fletcher was furious.


  All his life people had been taking advantage of him. Usually they succeeded at first; always they failed in the end. He knew all about blackmail; he had used it half a dozen times against men who had deserted him. The power of blackmail gave him a thrill which warmed him all along his spine. It was an addiction he loved. But he had never dreamed that it would be used against himself.


  What was infuriating about it was the sense of helplessness. The sense that he was about to lose control of his own life; to become a doll, a puppet in another man’s game. To do something that meant nothing to him, and a great deal to that German, Werner von Weichsaker.


  As Simon cycled back to Glenfee along the quiet country lanes, the expression on the German’s face, and the curious ugliness of his crippled hand, obsessed him. He remembered the malicious confidence of the man; the way Werner had enjoyed teasing him by raising his voice, summoning him back when he wanted to leave. That was only the beginning. If I do what he wants now, it will only get worse. There will be more demands, more hoops to jump through.


  I won’t do it.


  He’s threatening Charles as well as me. No one else has a right to do that. He’s my lover. I should protect him.


  I will.


  Loyalty was a new emotion for Simon. It made him feel virtuous, almost saintlike. He cycled in through the gates of Glenfee in a glow of good feeling. He was less sure how practical it was.


  He saw the chauffeur polishing the Lancia in the carriage shed where it was housed, and deduced that Charles must have recently arrived home.


  What shall I do? Tell Charles? No — no point; it would just make him miserable. I’ll deal with the Kraut myself, somehow or other. For now I’ll just go in to Charles and be pleasant to him.


  The letter had arrived late in the day. Charles sat in the library, reading it. It was brief and disappointing.


  Belgrave Square


  29 April 1914


  My dear Charles,


  I was pleased and touched to receive your letter this morning. With all the difficulty and danger of landing so many guns it must have been hard for you to find time to write, but I am relieved to learn that you are safe and that it went well. Let us hope that the increased strength of your soldiers will not lead to war, but to a decent, negotiated peace.


  I had an uneventful journey over and Jonathan is well. Neither he nor I have been able to see Sarah yet and may not for a month, but I live in hope. I will write more later. In haste,


  Your wife,


  Deborah


  It was unusually short for her letters, and said nothing, really. Charles read it twice, frowned, and flung it dejectedly into the fire. She had taken three days even to write this much. Perhaps he had no right to expect more from her, but he had tried, in his own last letter, to apologise for his coldness. He remembered the words and the thought they had cost him. You will forgive me if I seemed a trifle abrupt at our last meeting. You and I are going through choppy waters at the moment but so long as we keep our chins up we shall not go under! Surely that was clear and decent enough — what more could any man have said? Women were supposed to be the experts in matters of the heart and keeping a marriage going, but she hadn’t even bothered to reply to that part of his letter. Can’t blame a chap for trying.


  ‘Good evening. Mind if I join you?’


  Charles looked up. Simon had come into the room. It was his day off, so he wore civilian clothes — white shirt, blazer, grey flannels. As always, he looked slim, lithe, graceful. Not in any way effete — Charles would not have been attracted to that — but a fit young man who had been gifted with unusual physical perfection.


  He walked to the mantelpiece and stood there, lighting a cigarette. Charles sat back in his chair, surveying him. The last scrap of Deborah’s letter turned to ash in the fire by Simon’s leg.


  When the cigarette was alight and Charles had still not spoken, Simon said: ‘Well? Did you have a good day?’


  ‘Extremely pleasant, thank you. I drove over to see my son.’


  ‘Ah.’ A little twinge of jealousy crawled like a gnat on Simon’s skin. He smiled and brushed it away. ‘And is he well? It’s the cricket season, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes, indeed. He’s in the team. I saw them play.’ Charles would have liked to go on, to describe the scene, but not . . . not to Simon. It would have besmirched the memory, somehow, and anyway he had the sense that Simon’s interest in the game would be feigned. ‘What about you?’


  ‘Oh, I just went into town. Mooched about.’


  ‘See any unusual activity by the army or police?’


  ‘No.’ Simon smiled. ‘We’ve got them on the run, haven’t we?’


  ‘I hope so. We’ll see next week, I expect. When Carson cornes over.’


  Don’t remind me of that, Simon thought. But the subject had a certain fascination, after all. ‘Why then?’


  ‘Well, if they were going to make any kind of stand, that’d be the time, wouldn’t it? Try to prevent the man from parading front of his own armed troops, don’t you see? If I were Asquith I’d have Carson arrested before he left London. But I doubt the man’s got the guts.’


  ‘Probably not.’ Simon exhaled slowly, thoughtfully. ‘What’s Carson’s itinerary, exactly?’


  ‘He arrives at Lame first, then on to the Old Town Hall, Belfast, and after that Craigavon. He’ll spend one night there, and after that he’s due to spend Sunday with a friend of his - Ferris - just outside Dundonald. He gives another speech in Bangor on Monday night and leaves next morning from Belfast.’


  ‘Oh. So he’ll come near us then?’


  ‘Too true he will. I’ve been given the job of picking him up Sunday morning at Craigavon and guaranteeing his security for the rest of the day. I’ve been on to Ferris already and warned Sergeant Cullen to detail half a dozen of his best lads. We’ll need two cars, besides our own — I was going to put you on to that in the morning.’


  ‘I see,’ Simon said softly. ‘A big responsibility.’


  ‘Indeed. A great honour for our boys, as well. He must have liked what he saw of them when he was over a fortnight ago.’


  ‘Yes.’ Simon thought: I’ll tell him now. But if I do, Werner will write that article, and we’ll both be ruined. Wait, until I’ve worked out how to deal with Werner.


  He smiled at Charles and said: ‘You look tired.’


  ‘No.’ Charles said after a pause. ‘A little sad, only.’


  ‘Sad? Why is that?’ Simon strolled over from the mantelpiece and perched on the arm of a chair a few feet from Charles. He dared not come closer. It was a rule they almost always observed, never to touch where there was the slightest risk of discovery by servants or others. Simon had a room at his disposal in the East Wing of Glenfee, where he was sleeping tonight, but only two or three times had they dared to come together there. Mostly they met in Simon’s old lodgings, which he had kept on in Belfast; once in a hotel in Donaghadee. It was a furtive, secret, terrifying business.


  Charles said: ‘Because I have made a decision which pains me.’


  Simon laughed. ‘You sound very solemn for so late at night. Was it so hard, then, with your son at the school?’


  ‘No. Not at all, it was very pleasant.’ Charles looked away from Simon, into the fire; then made up his mind and faced the boy calmly. ‘Simon, you are much younger than me; you don’t know what it is to have a son. Perhaps I haven’t known all these years, as well as I should have, but something brought it home to me today. It’s a responsibility. I can’t do just as I wish because every action of mine has an effect on Tom as well as on myself. I suppose all this sounds obvious to you, but I have not felt it so strongly before.’


  ‘Not obvious,’ Simon said coolly. ‘But very solemn. What are you trying to say?’


  Charles took a deep breath. ‘I am trying to say, Simon, what I have perhaps hinted once or twice before. That . . . it is not sensible for me to carry on a relationship with you as I have done. And I mean it this time, Simon! Please hear me out!’


  His voice rose sharply as Simon stood up and strode to the mantelpiece. He flung his cigarette into the fire and stood with his back to Charles, but Charles went on nonetheless.


  ‘It is not good for me because I cannot be a decent father if I have such a relationship — and I risk losing everything my son has any right to expect, for just a few minutes’ stolen pleasure. And it is not good for you Simon, either, if the truth be told.’


  ‘Not good for me? Oh, wonderful — how do you work that out?’


  ‘Because . . . you build hopes on me that can never be fulfilled. We cannot have any sort of life together, Simon, you must realise that. And also, I am pleased to say, you are turning into quite a decent soldier. I have seen that in the past few weeks. You are efficient, you have the gift of good organisation, you are always smart, well turned out and are learning to shoot like a veteran. You are enthusiastic, too — no one can say any of your duties have been neglected or skimped. You have a great future . . .’


  ‘And this is a reason to cast me out?’ Simon turned suddenly and stared at Charles incredulously. So pompously he sits in that chair, like a judge or my old headmaster. What right does he think he has?


  ‘Yes, of course. Listen for a moment, and think. This is painful for me too, Simon, truly. You are young enough to make a success of your life, and you can do it as a soldier in the UVF. Later, when all this is over and the government has backed down as I believe it will, you could go on into the regular army or whatever other field you chose. With my recommendation you would get a good start, go far.’


  ‘You would do that to get rid of me?’


  ‘No. Simon, listen — and for God’s sake don’t raise your voice. What I am saying is that discovery would be ruin for you just as much as for me. And sooner or later, my boy, believe you me — we will be found out. Then all your young life will ruined, and mine too, and Tom’s. It is not worth it — the world is not made for people like us. Until I met you I had not . . . been with another young man for years. I thought I never would again. Celibacy is the best way, Simon, for both of us. If the Catholic priests can do it, my boy, surely we can.’


  Charles sat quite still in his chair, not getting up, not daring to come close to Simon and embrace him as part of him longed to.


  ‘And all this came to you as the result of a visit to your son?’


  It was not said kindly; Simon had a bitter, sarcastic edge to his tongue. It was a sign, Charles thought, of immaturity; not the part of the boy’s character he was trying to appeal to.


  ‘That was what brought it on, yes. But it is the fruition of something I have been thinking for some time, now. You know we have discussed this before.’


  ‘Yes. Do you remember what I told you?’


  ‘That you could go to another man? Yes, I remember. Of course I would hope you would not do that. Simon. But it is your life, you are free to choose.’


  ‘And you wouldn’t care?’ I came here to show him my loyalty, Simon thought, and then he does this to me. His fists clenched at his sides, as though he wanted to leap on Charles and hit him. But that was not Simon’s way, he had not the skill of it. There were better ways by far to gain revenge.


  ‘Of course I would care, Simon. Think for a moment what I’ve said, what I’ve offered you. I’ve been a soldier a long time now, seen a lot of young men. People in high places would respect my judgement if I put it on paper — they’d give you a chance. That’s how I care. Not for what we do together, which is an obsession, a danger to both of us. But for everything else about you — for your future.’


  ‘So long as I stay clear of your son?’


  Charles sighed. ‘You don’t have to stay clear of him, Simon. I don’t think you’re a monster — I care for you. I just want you to . . . stay clear of me, if you want to put it like that. As I shall of you.’ His voice hardened slightly. He had been a commanding officer for many years: he realised it was time to bring the interview to a close, to give Simon time to reflect on it before he said anything unfortunate, as he so easily might.


  ‘You are still a valuable member of the UVF, and I shall expect to see you around me carrying out orders in the coming weeks as efficiently as before. You are my ADC, so it will be convenient for you to keep your room in this house for the time being. But that is all there must be between us from now on. I know it is hard, but I want you to reflect on what I have said. In a week or two, when you have done so, I shall ask you about it again, and we shall see if we can devise a plan for your future where my connections can be of most use to you. Until then, that is all, so goodnight.’


  Simon’s face was aflame with anger. But below that was the knowledge that he had been in this position many times before, and that revenge was never obtained at once. Only later, with planning and detail and much deeper, fuller satisfaction.


  But he had come here full of good intentions, caring for this man. Revenge would be easy but he had meant to try to avoid it. He made one final effort.


  ‘So that’s all, is it? You think you can end it just like that, before we run the risk of any scandal? Charles, there is something very important I have to tell you . . .’


  ‘I don’t want to hear it! Not tonight, not tomorrow, not for at least a week until you have had time to reflect and cool down. It’s for your own good.’


  ‘But Charles . . .’


  ‘You don’t call me that here. That is all, Simon. Goodnight. You are dismissed!’


  Simon stared, his mouth half open, about to speak. If he hears about Werner that will change his mind surely, he thought desperately. It will bring us together to fight the very danger he fears.


  He doesn’t deserve to hear.


  Abruptly, Simon turned on his heel and strode for the door.


  All love ends like this, he thought. Ever since my father I have known it. Attraction, lust, pleasure, rejection, betrayal. And then, always, the bitter-sweetness of revenge.


  He strode away down the corridor, his mind full of images of Charles, and Tom, and the key he had turned in the front door of the house where he had found his father in bed with a woman. His father, whom he had loved more than any man before or since.


  The flames of that burning house flickered in his eyes.


  The train reached Liverpool at five in the morning, but the passengers were allowed to stay in the sleeping compartments until eight if they chose. Deborah had time to send a telegram to Charles at Glenfee, and then she and Sarah embarked on the ferry in time for breakfast. They found a quiet table in the corner of the first-class dining room, and sat eating boiled eggs and muffins as tugs whistled and hooted on the Mersey and the great grey Liver building slipped by outside the porthole.


  ‘I don’t think he suspects us,’ Deborah said nervously, as she watched the waiter crossing the floor towards them with a fresh pot of tea.


  ‘Of course he doesn’t. Relax,’ Sarah smiled at the man as he gave them the tea, and ordered two more muffins. ‘Anyway, the man’s Italian. What would he know? Look here.’


  She passed across a copy of the Daily Mail, which she had bought from the purser’s office as they came on board. Deborah read:


  FEMALE HOUDINI VANISHES


  SET THEM ALL FREE, SAY PANKHURSTS


  No clues have so far emerged as to the whereabouts of Mrs Sarah Becket, the militant suffragette who escaped from Holloway prison two days ago. Theories as to how she escaped vary. ‘It is possible she was provided with a skeleton key and a disguise,’ a police source said. ‘But she may also have climbed a ladder over the wall, or even escaped in a laundry basket. We are keeping an open mind.’


  Meanwhile the WSPU have been proclaiming the escape as a triumph. Miss Christabel Pankhurst, speaking in Paris, said: ‘This brilliant escape shows that it is impossible to cage either the body or the spirit of a free, independent woman. I call upon the government yet again, in the name of decency and justice, to release all female political prisoners today, and give women the vote.’


  The Liberal MP, Mr Jonathan Becket, said that he knew nothing of his wife’s whereabouts, but claimed he would be seeking assurances from his friend the Home Secretary that his wife had been humanely treated while she was in prison.


  ‘Humanely treated!’ Deborah said. ‘He knows you were force fed!’


  ‘Yes, of course,’ Sarah said sadly. ‘But it would damage his reputation to say so, wouldn’t it? He would have to disagree with the government, and that would lose him any chance of becoming a minister.’


  ‘Is that all he cares about?’


  ‘It seems like that to me. He’s talked about it enough over the past year, at any rate.’


  Deborah sighed. ‘That would explain why he won’t support female suffrage in Parliament, any more.’ She told Sarah about the speech Jonathan had made, that day when she had watched him from the Ladies’ Gallery in the Commons.


  Sarah said nothing. She buttered her muffin carefully and then cut it into squares with quick, vicious strokes of her knife. Deborah wished she had said nothing.


  ‘At least he hasn’t told them where you’re going,’ she offered.


  ‘No. It seems he hasn’t done that, anyway.’ Sarah pushed the muffin away irritably, then leaned forward with both elbows on the table, cradling a cup of tea in her hands. ‘You know, Debbie, it may sound awful to say this, but I truly think I could bring myself to kill him, if he did.’


  ‘Don’t, Sarah.’ Deborah saw the tears well up in her sister’s eyes. ‘You’re still not strong. You’ll wear yourself out with emotion if you start thinking like that. You ought to relax, and eat.’


  ‘Always the motherly type, weren’t you, Debbie? And now you’ve got a real live invalid to look after.’


  Deborah winced. She had suffered frequently from her sister’s sarcasm in her youth and had never developed a strong defence against it.


  ‘I don’t think of you as an invalid, Sarah. Just someone who needs help and protection for a while, that’s all.’


  ‘Yes.’ Sarah reached out impulsively across the table and touched her sister’s hand. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t need to say that. Your help’s appreciated, too, don’t think it’s not. It’s just that it’s a bit of a surprise to come out of prison and find my sweet little sister included in the rabid ranks of the militant suffragettes.’


  ‘Sssssh!’ Deborah looked over her shoulder, alarmed. But the table nearest to them was empty and no one seemed to have heard. Sarah laughed out loud.


  ‘Look, Debbie! The purser’s coming! He’s going to have you thrown into the Mersey for making seditious remarks!’


  Despite herself, Deborah looked behind her. There was no one there. She blushed. ‘Laugh if you like. You could be arrested at any time, you know.’


  ‘I do know – and I’ve no intention of letting it happen. Rather than that I’d jump into the river.’


  ‘You can’t swim!’


  Sarah stared. ‘That’s true. I’d forgotten. You know me too well.’


  ‘Yes.’ It was Deborah’s turn to smile. ‘Listen, Sarah, promise me one thing, will you?’


  ‘Anything. What?’


  ‘When we get to Glenfee, don’t attack Charles.’


  ‘Attack him? What do you think I am? A raving Amazon with a cutlass? Look at me, I can hardly stand.’


  To Deborah’s eyes, Sarah was already looking a lot better. Still thin and hollow-cheeked, but there was a brightness in her eyes and a flush in her cheeks that had not been there last night. She had walked quite firmly from the train to the ship and taken a turn among the deckchairs on the promenade deck before coming in to breakfast.


  She remembered how strong and energetic Sarah had been as a child. She had regularly won races at village fetes, each year. But it was not Sarah’s physical strength that concerned her now.


  ‘I don’t mean that, silly. Just don’t go for him with all your suffragette propaganda. You know how he hates that sort of thing. And it won’t help, you won’t convert him.’


  Sarah raised an eyebrow. ‘Isn’t that just the reason why all men keep their outdated attitudes? Because no one ever challenges them?’


  ‘Perhaps . . . Oh, I don’t know! Perhaps it’s being challenged all the time that makes them worse.’


  ‘Oh, come on now, Debbie, really! That’s exactly the government’s line. If we all believed that . . .’


  ‘Please, Sarah.’ Deborah held up her hand. To her surprise, her sister stopped. ‘You may be right, I don’t know. But in Charles’s case, I . . . I’ve got a reason why I don’t want to antagonise him right now. It’s going to be hard enough to persuade him to shelter you, an escaped convict, but I’ll make him do that, don’t worry. But . . . things haven’t been too good between us and, if you could keep him sweet in every other way, it would be a favour to me, that’s all.’


  Sarah looked at her quietly for a moment. Deborah’s features had always seemed to her like a reflection of her own but slightly softer, somehow, less sharply defined. It was not just the fair hair and the slightly broader face, it was also a gentleness, a placidity which she did not see in her own mirror. Perhaps some of it comes from being a mother, she thought bitterly, but not all. Some of it was there as a child, too — that’s why I could always dominate her.


  And yet there were certain things, she knew, that Deborah felt very passionately about. Her quiet country home, her son Tom. Exactly the things I have never had.


  She said: ‘Always the same old Debbie, eh? Anxious to preserve the appearance of things. Well, don’t worry. My marriage may be a heaving cesspit but I haven’t come to break up yours. If Charles protects me under his roof I will smile and curtsey and make demure polite remarks about his brave rebel soldiers. Nothing else.’


  Deborah breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Really? You promise?’


  Sarah laughed. ‘I promise. Honestly, Debbie, it will be a relief to me, too. I don’t want to destroy your home. Don’t you know that I’ve always seen Glenfee as a haven of peace and security?’’


  ‘Have you? Oh, good.’


  Tears started suddenly into Deborah’s eyes, and, to hide them, she gazed out intently through the salt-smeared porthole, to where the docks of the Mersey were fading slowly behind them.


  A haven of peace and security, she thought.


  Just the place for a child to be born . . .
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  THE ROYAL Ulster Hotel. Monday evening. Five minutes to six.


  Werner sat comfortably in the foyer, reading the evening paper. In the Balkans, there were fears that the Serbs were about to attack the Albanian Moslems. A suffragette had been arrested for slashing the portrait of the Duke of Wellington in the Royal Academy. There was no trace yet of the other escaped suffragette, Sarah Becket. In his Budget speech the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lloyd George, had announced a supertax of 1s 4d for those earning over £7,000 a year. The Kaiser had been present at German Army exercises in Westphalia. Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion was playing to packed houses in London.


  There was nothing about Sir Edward Carson visiting Ulster.


  Werner looked up from time to time, to check on those coming in and out of the hotel. It was a busy time. Two groups of travellers had just arrived from the station and were checking in at the desk while the porters carried in their bags. Several others were coming in and out, waiting either for an appointment or for the restaurant to open for the evening meal. Werner wore a dark well-cut woollen suit, with shiny elastic-sided boots and a clean shirt and tie. His bowler hat and thick tweed coat hung on a hook near the door and his injured hand was concealed in a soft light brown glove. He felt comfortable, prosperous, successful, perfectly in tune with the atmosphere around him.


  Only that morning he had bought a new car, courtesy of the Imperial German government. It was parked in the street behind the hotel. Some time in the next few days, if all went well, he would use it as part of his plan to kidnap and murder Sir Edward Carson.


  I wonder what will be on the front page of the evening paper that day, he thought with a smile.


  The long case clock in the hall started to chime. Six o’clock. A waiter drew aside the red rope at the entrance to the hotel dining room. Simon Fletcher walked into the foyer and stood in front of him.


  ‘Ah. So you made it.’ Werner folded up his newspaper and threw it down on the arm of his chair. ‘Have a seat.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Simon sat down on the edge of the armchair, leaning forward, his arms resting on his knees. He was wearing the same blazer and flannels as before and he swung a small leather briefcase between his knees. He did not look afraid, but quiet, resolute, determined.


  Werner glanced at the briefcase. ‘Have you brought what I asked?’


  ‘I think so, yes.’


  ‘Good.’ Werner did not ask to see what Simon had brought; that would come. Probably the young man has some further condition he wants to make, Werner thought. He has been thinking about it all night and worked out a plan. They usually do. All in good time.


  ‘Have you eaten?’


  Surprise registered on Simon’s face. ‘No, I haven’t actually. But . . .’


  Werner got to his feet and gestured hospitably in the direction of the hotel restaurant. ‘Well then, why don’t we go in? I took the liberty of reserving a table in a discreet corner, just in case. I have had nothing since breakfast myself.’


  He led the way across the vast half-empty dining room to a table by a wicker screen and some long red damask curtains. When they were settled and had ordered, Werner raised a slim glass of sherry in his good hand and said: ‘So. I hope for both our sakes you have succeeded. Was it difficult?’


  ‘No, not very.’


  ‘Good. May I see what you brought me?’


  ‘Yes, of course. But there are conditions, first.’


  As I expected, Werner thought. He sighed, and tucked a napkin under his chin as the waiter brought the soup. When the waiter had gone he said: ‘Do you really think you are in a position to make conditions, young man? Remember, I have already written an article about you and your handsome lover. It makes a highly entertaining and scandalous read, and it will be posted to my editor if I do not return. Or if you do not co-operate.’


  ‘That’s what I mean,’ Simon said. ‘You think you have to coerce me. That may not be necessary. I might want to co-operate.’


  Werner put down his spoon and dabbed thoughtfully at his mouth with his napkin. This was a surprise. ‘How do you mean, exactly?’


  ‘Well, I’ve been thinking about what you said when we last met, and wondering why you might want this information. It isn’t for your newspaper in Switzerland — you can stop pretending that, I don’t believe it. I think you’re a German spy and, if you are . . .’ Simon held up his hand to forestall a protest. ‘ . . . then it may be that I want to help you.’


  ‘Want to help me.’ Werner stared at Simon calmly for a few moments. It is a beautiful face, he thought, I can understand Charles Cavendish being attracted to it. But there is something strange there, under the skin. This is a boy strong and hard and utterly sure of himself. A few days ago he was furious with me and now he wants to co-operate. I don’t think I want to know.


  ‘You are helping me by bringing those papers,’ he said mildly enough. ‘That is, if they are the details of Carson’s visit as I asked. That’s all I want, just now. If they are satisfactory, they may be all I need, and no one need know of your . . . affair with Colonel Cavendish. There is no need for any other involvement from you.’


  Simon picked up the slim leather briefcase from below the table and flicked open the catches. His cool grey eyes never left Werner’s. ‘All right, then. Maybe not. Nonetheless, when you’ve read them I’d like to know if they’re what you wanted or not. If you need to know more, I may be able to help. But first, I’d like you to listen to what I have to say.’


  Werner shrugged. It seemed a strange way of bargaining. ‘I agree, of course.’ He held out his hand.


  The two sheets of paper which Simon passed across the table exceeded his expectations. In small, neat, meticulous handwriting, Simon had listed not only the dates and times of Carson’s planned arrival and departure at various places on his four-day visit to Ulster, but also all the secret orders for Carson’s security, including the number of companions he was expected to take with him, which unit of the UVF would be responsible for guarding him at each stage, and, where possible, the number of troops who would be involved and the officer responsible. He had also hazarded an educated guess at which roads Carson would be likely to take at each stage of his journey, and the estimated time of departure and arrival at each point. Werner read each page with interest and delight.


  He put them down on the table and smiled.


  ‘Where did you get all this?’


  ‘Various places. It took some time. The main details were circulated in an order to Colonel Cavendish, though, because he’s involved.’


  ‘Yes, I see that.’ To Werner it was the most interesting detail of all. Next Sunday morning Charles Cavendish was due to pick up Sir Edward Carson from Craigavon at nine-thirty. He would be in his six seater Lancia, and would command a security detail of three armed soldiers. They would transport Sir Edward to Mount Stewart on the Ards peninsula, where Sir Edward would be spending the remainder of the weekend. From Craigavon, Simon estimated that Sir Edward might either take the main road through Belfast or go south via Ballynahinch, but given Colonel Cavendish’s preference for country roads he might also go through Hillsborough, Drumbo, Moneyreagh, Comber, and Newtownards. But whichever way he came, he was certain to travel the last part of his journey along the eastern side of Strangford Lough between Newtownards and Mount Stewart.


  So that, Werner thought, is where I should go for a drive tomorrow morning with my three young German sailors. Unless . . .


  He looked at Simon curiously, while the waiter cleared away their soup plates and brought the main course.


  ‘You’ve earned your meal, at least, young man. What is it you want to say?’


  Simon met his eyes calmly. He had thought this out thoroughly over the past couple of days. He had no qualms. If his guess was correct, this man with the sharp bitter face and intense blue eyes could be an instrument in his own revenge. In which case Simon would no longer be dancing to another man’s tune, but would have turned the situation to his own advantage. Which was the way he liked it.


  He said: ‘You’re planning to kidnap Carson, aren’t you?’


  Werner started. Am I so transparent? He put down his knife and fork carefully before answering, with a laugh that sounded forced, even to him.


  ‘What makes you think that?’


  ‘All these questions you ask. When is he coming to Ulster, where is he going? And then the fact that you’re German.’


  ‘I write for a Swiss newspaper. The Neue Zuricher Zeitung.’


  ‘So you tell me. But it’s not what you want to know all this for, is it? People in Zurich don’t want to know which roads Carson travels on.’


  Werner waved a hand, dismissively, as though the point no longer mattered to him. ‘All right, perhaps not. But what possible reason could I have for wanting to kidnap Sir Edward Carson?’


  ‘Because it would help Germany in some way. Embarrass the British government, cause trouble to them. I expect it would lead to riots and some fighting, at least. Does Germany want that? I don’t know. It doesn’t really matter to me.’


  Werner poured himself a glass of wine and sipped it curiously. ‘You surprise me, young Simon. I thought you were a loyal member of the UVF.’


  ‘Perhaps I was, a few days ago,’ Simon said. ‘Things change.’


  ‘So suddenly?’ Simon did not answer. ‘I see. How strange. You will tell me you are getting married next.’


  ‘If you mock me you’ll learn nothing, will you?’


  ‘I suppose not.’ Werner’s curiosity increased, outstripping his contempt. ‘Well, come on then. Tell me, young man. What is it that matters to you, if it is no longer loyalty to the cause of Ulster Unionism?’


  ‘What matters to me,’ Simon said slowly. ‘Is that whatever you do is going to hurt Charles Cavendish. Is that right?’


  Werner sat back. ‘It might be, yes. I have my own reasons for that. You wouldn’t understand. But if you co-operate I’ll see that . . .’


  ‘I want to hurt him, too.’


  ‘Sorry?’ Werner was startled. ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘What I say. I don’t care one way or the other about Carson, I told you. But if your plan to get at Carson will damage Charles.Cavendish, I want to help you with it. In any way I can. Perhaps I can make it better.’


  ‘But why? I thought . . .’


  ‘You thought we were lovers. So we were. But all that has changed now. And when things like that change, they change absolutely. With me at least. So I want to offer you my help. But if I’m to be of any use, I have to know your plan.’


  Werner sat quite silent, thinking. It was an appalling risk. Simon could easily be inventing all this, playing a part. If Werner confided in him and was betrayed he could easily be caught, locked away in an English gaol. On the other hand, Simon had guessed a lot already. And if Simon did betray Werner he’d be damned himself, by that story he had left in a sealed envelope in his hotel room, to be posted if he did not return.


  Cautiously, Werner asked: ‘Is that all you want?’


  ‘No, not quite. If your plan is as important as I think it is, and it succeeds, I couldn’t stay here. I’d want to be paid. In marks, which I could spend in Germany.’


  Greedy, too. And vindictive as well. What a treasure Charles Cavendish has found himself, Werner thought. A devil in godlike form.


  ‘The German Empire is not poor. If you served it well it could afford to repay you.’


  ‘Good. And I could come back to Germany with you?’


  ‘Perhaps. We have not discovered yet how you could serve the German Empire.’


  ‘To find out about that you have to trust me with your plan.’


  Quite, Werner thought. And this could be where I lose everything, to a mind sharper and more devious than my own.


  For a while he said nothing. He finished the food on his plate, dabbed at his lips with a napkin, sipped his wine, and thought. When I knew him at school, Charles Cavendish was insensitive and perverted, he thought, but he was not particularly devious or underhand. Of course he tried to conceal what he did to me, but that was the end of it, really. Otherwise he was upright and honest, a perfect public schoolboy in the grip of an illicit passion. I can’t imagine him trying to deceive me with a story like this. If Simon had told Charles about me, he’d have come straight here to arrest me.


  So that means it all comes from this boy’s nasty, vindictive mind. Is he telling me the truth, or not?


  Thoughtfully, he asked: ‘Why did you fall out with Cavendish?’


  ‘That’s my business.’


  ‘No, it isn’t. Not if you want me to trust you by telling you my plan. I have to understand your motivation.’


  Simon frowned. There’s a definite petulance in that face, Werner thought. But it’s so strong it’s frightening rather than contemptible. That poor fool Charles! Still, it serves him right.


  ‘It’s simple, as it always is. He cares more for his family than me. He went to visit his son and started to feel guilty, so he decided to cast me off. They never learn.’


  They, Werner thought. So there have been other victims before Charles, have there? ‘What happened to the ones before him?’


  ‘Accidents. One died in a fire, another fell off a ship at night. One went back to his wife but her hand had been caught in a mangle, like yours; and then he had an accident with a shotgun. They have accidents, you see. It must be unlucky to leave me.’


  For the first time that evening, a smile crossed Simon’s face. Only briefly, but it fascinated and terrified Werner, more than anything that had gone before. There’s something missing in this boy’s mind, he thought. I’d be a fool to trust him. And yet . . .


  ‘Are you planning to kill Carson or just kidnap him?’


  The waiter padded across the room smoothly on soft shoes, to clear their plates. Werner waited while he did it, then ordered biscuits and cheese and coffee. On the other hand, he thought, someone as clearly focused and maniacal as this might just be useful. And it would be poetic revenge on Charles, after all.


  He made up his mind.


  ‘My purpose is to remove Carson, so that the UVF will believe he has been arrested by the British police or army. Then they will be bound to attack the army and police to get him back, particularly if a rumour spreads, as it will, that Carson is held in, say, Holywood Barracks.’


  Simon frowned. ‘Why would a rumour spread about that?’


  Werner shrugged. ‘I am a journalist, after all.’


  ‘So then there will be fighting, and that will benefit Germany in some way, is that it?’


  ‘Yes. You don’t need to know how.’


  ‘I don’t care.’ Simon thought for a moment. ‘So then you’ll have to kill Carson, won’t you, because if he was ever released he’d say it was all a German plot, and nothing to do with the British government at all?’


  Werner nodded slightly. ‘You are very astute. Does that frighten you?’


  ‘Not at all.’ Again Simon smiled his unnerving, perfect smile. He poured himself some coffee. ‘So how will you do it?’


  Werner patted the two sheets of paper on the tablecloth beside him. ‘That’s why I asked you for these. Until you walked into this hotel I didn’t even know for certain that Carson was coming to Ulster this weekend. But it seems to me that the most likely time is either over the weekend, at Mount Stewart, or on Sunday when he’s on the way there.’


  ‘In Charles Cavendish’s Lancia,’ said Simon softly. ‘Yes, why not? Do you have enough men to attack it?’


  ‘I do. Three, to be precise. I shall be waiting for him, somewhere along the road beside Strangford Lough. I suggest you make sure you are not in the car with them. Unless you really want to help, in which case you could be driving the car, to make sure it slows down . . .’


  ‘Perhaps,’ Simon said. ‘I often drive it. I could do that if you wanted, of course. But it’s dangerous, a difficult thing to attack a moving car successfully, when it’s full of armed men. There might be another way.’


  He thought for a while. Werner lit a cigar and the smoke curled lazily up between them. An idea began to hatch in Simon’s mind and he smiled as it crawled from its shell.


  ‘Surely it would be better if Charles could be persuaded to help us.’


  ‘Help us? How?’ This is a waste of time, Werner thought. The boy’s afraid to be in the car and he’s trying to find a way out of it.


  Simon’s teeth gleamed through the smoke and candlelight. ‘Oh, I think Charles could be persuaded to. He wouldn’t want to, of course — in fact it would hurt him like hell, but there’s no way he could possibly refuse. What you may not know about Charles, you see, is this . . .’


  Deborah had sent a telegram to Charles from Liverpool, and to her relief, the Lancia was waiting on the docks in Belfast for their arrival. Charles’s chauffeur, Robinson, helped them into it with their bags.


  ‘Good to see you back, Mrs Cavendish,’ he said. Robinson was a lean, dour young man in his mid-twenties, with a passion for anything mechanical and an intense commitment to the Ulster Volunteers. He spoke hardly at all, so Deborah was touched by the unsolicited warmth of his greeting.


  ‘It’s good to be back,’ she said. ‘This lady is my sister, she is coming to stay.’


  ‘Ma’am.’ Robinson touched his cap, shut the back doors carefully behind them, climbed into the driving seat, and began to ease the long car smoothly through the tangle of carts and trolleys and passengers and suitcases at the dockside. Deborah had deliberately not mentioned Sarah’s surname, and if the chauffeur knew that she was the famous escaped suffragette — the female Houdini, as the Daily Mail had it — he gave no sign. Anyway she had no doubts about his loyalty, or that of any of her servants. So long as Charles agreed that Sarah was welcome in his house, not a word would be spoken.


  As they drove through the soft green countryside, she could feel Sarah begin to relax, even as her own tension grew tighter. By the time they turned off the lough side road and cruised up the long gravel drive towards the house, with the large trees in the parkland to their left, and the woods and pheasant runs on their right, Sarah lay back in her seat, smiling, one hand held out beside the car to feel the breeze. Deborah sat upright beside her in her blue coat and feathered hat, staring intently ahead.


  Charles was not there to meet them, but he arrived at midday. By that time the butler, Smythe, had installed Sarah in a large bedroom facing south-east across the lough, the housemaid had aired her bed and lit a blazing fire, and the cook, Mrs Hubert, had prepared a pheasant stew. Charles came into the dining room as they were about to sit down to it.


  ‘Ah, there you are, my dear,’ he said. Deborah stood up and smiled, although inside her stomach was fluttering terribly. He was wearing khaki, as usual, with polished Sam Browne belt and riding boots, but it was the lean, cold look on his face that concerned her. He did not smile or advance to kiss her.


  ‘Yes. I got your telegram. You said you were bringing a guest but you did not say who.’


  He glanced at Sarah. As she had promised Deborah, she smiled winningly back. ‘There was a reason for that, Charles, you see. I am . . . in need of some privacy at the moment, and Debbie was kind enough to offer it to me. I hope you don’t object.’


  Despite himself, Charles smiled faintly. The old, lopsided smile. It’s going to be all right, Deborah thought. At least about Sarah.


  ‘I see I am to be asked to harbour an escaped prisoner.’


  ‘Yes.’


  Deborah said, quickly: ‘Charles, Sarah is my sister, we have to help her. She was forcibly fed in that prison and drugged with bromide. If she had not escaped she might be dead by now. I have promised her she will be safe here — and I cannot break my word.’


  He raised an eyebrow. ‘Without asking me?’


  ‘There was no time, Charles. We had to move quickly. It was an emergency.’


  ‘But we are asking you now, Charles,’ Sarah said, still determinedly on her best behaviour. ‘I would very much appreciate it if you could extend your hospitality to me at Glenfee for a few days at least. If you feel you cannot, then of course I will go.’


  ‘Where to?’ Charles asked, sardonically.


  ‘Oh, there are suffragette groups in Ulster. I am sure I could find one willing to put me up, if I had to. But . . .’


  ‘Charles, please!’ Deborah stood directly in front of him, forcing him to look at her. ‘I don’t often ask things of you, but this is extremely important. If you had seen Sarah when she came out . . .’


  ‘I can see her now. Thin as a rake.’ He looked at his wife, and the odd, lopsided smile did not fade. To her surprise he actually seemed to be amused. ‘All right. Even if she is the black sheep of your family and behaves liked a crazed Hottentot, I suppose she is still part of it. You may stay on two conditions, madam.’


  ‘Yes?’


  He looked at Sarah and his smile broadened in a way that Deborah had not seen for some time. ‘Firstly, Mrs Becket, there are a large number of old pictures in this house, some of them of my ancestors. I would appreciate it if they were left unscratched.’


  Sarah flushed. ‘Why yes, of course. You don’t think . . .’


  ‘And secondly . . .’ He glanced towards the table, where wisps of steam were curling towards the ceiling from a shining silver tureen. ‘. . . that you make every effort while in this house to eat the food that is put in front of you, beginning with what Mrs Hubert has provided today.’


  ‘Well yes, of course, I agree.’


  ‘In that case, you are welcome.’


  Sarah sat down in her chair, demurely, as she had promised, and Deborah picked up a plate and lifted the lid of the silver tureen.
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  THE SUN appeared briefly from behind grey, hurrying clouds as Simon turned off the road and began to nurse the car down the long, rutted track towards St Andrew’s Preparatory School. As he passed a wood the sunlight caught the building briefly, making the bricks of the old red house glow warmly amid the surrounding green fields. The windows flashed like mirrors, and the ivy on the walls shone brightly. It’s like a church, Simon thought, a holy place that I’m about to raid.


  Then the sunlight passed and it was just an old dull house amid drab fields, waiting for the rain that was about to sweep in over Lough Neagh. Simon had driven most of the way with the canvas cover raised, ready for the downpour that was bound to start before long.


  He turned the car in a circle on the gravel drive outside the school’s front door, so that it would be facing away, up the drive, when he left. Every little detail was important, he knew, on occasions like this. It was a pity about the car itself — Werner’s new Daimler, rather than Charles’s Lancia, which would have been more convincing, but that couldn’t be helped. Anyway, he had an explanation ready.


  He got out of the car, tugged his already smooth uniform jacket straight, strode briskly up the main steps, and rang the bell. The immaculate uniform, the gleaming Sam Browne belt, the cap with the badge of the UVF, would impress the headmaster more than anything else, he hoped. He remembered how keen the man had been to talk to him last time, when he had come dressed like this with Mrs Cavendish to deliver the boy at the beginning of term.


  The bell echoed away inside the school and there was no response. For an awful moment Simon thought there was no one there, that they had all gone away. Then the door opened slowly and a woman peered out.


  ‘Yes? Can I help you?’


  ‘My name is Simon Fletcher. I’ve come with an important message from Colonel Cavendish, about his son. Is Dr Duncan here?’


  ‘He’s taking prep at the moment. Can you wait half an hour?’


  ‘I’m afraid not. It is very urgent. I have to be back in a couple of hours.’


  The woman sniffed. She was large and formidable, dressed in a long woollen skirt and cardigan. Dr Duncan’s wife, Simon supposed. She looked him up and down; then, seemingly impressed by the uniform and look of dutiful urgency on his face, nodded.


  ‘All right. Come in and sit down there. I’ll see if I can fetch him.’


  Simon sat on a chair in the hall, staring silently for a moment at a moth-eaten tiger’s head above a row of photographs of past cricket and rugby teams. He heard the murmur of voices from far away. A distant door slammed and footsteps approached. Dr Duncan stood before him, in an old brown suit with a row of pens in the top pocket, and a shabby chalk-stained gown. The grey hair and side whiskers stood out more wildly than Simon remembered.


  He stood up and held out his hand. The headmaster shook it brusquely.


  ‘Well, young man? You have an urgent message from young Cavendish’s father, I hear.’


  ‘Yes, sir. It’s . . . rather serious, I’m sorry to say.’


  ‘Step in here.’


  Dr Duncan opened a wood panelled door to the right of the tiger’s head and ushered Simon in. There was a large desk, rows of books, several ancient chairs and sofas with cricket bats and pads piled on them, and a rack on the wall with a number of thin, pliable canes. Simon shivered, remembering a similar room in his own school days. Dr Duncan sat behind his desk, indicating a hard, upright chair in front of it.


  ‘Well, what is it? Serious, you say?’


  ‘Yes. It’s the boy’s mother, I’m afraid. She’s very ill.’


  ‘Mrs Cavendish? I’m sorry to hear it. She looked well enough when she came here.’


  ‘Yes. It was an accident. She, er, fell from her horse and hurt her head. The doctors are very concerned. Only a matter of time, they say.’


  Dr Duncan sighed, pursed his lips, and pressed his fingertips together in front of his face. ‘Dear me, how very tragic! Such a pleasant young woman, too. Well, well. You want me to break the news to the boy, I suppose.’


  ‘Well, no sir, it’s not exactly that. Apparently she’s been asking to see him, and Colonel Cavendish has sent me to bring him home.’


  Dr Duncan thought for a moment, then shook his head. ‘I’m not sure that’s wise, young man. Serious injury and death can have a very traumatic effect on the minds of boys of young Cavendish’s age, you know. They don’t have the maturity to cope with it. In my opinion it might be best to keep him on at school, where he is surrounded by friends and has plenty of work to keep him busy. Take his mind off it, stop him brooding.’


  Simon opened his mouth, closed it again, swallowed. He had thought he had anticipated everything but not this. He had forgotten the stubborn, bloody-minded, stiff-upper-lip attitude schoolmasters of the old style could adopt. He forced his face into a conciliatory smile.


  ‘You’re probably right, sir, of course. But it’s not for me to decide, I’m just here to obey orders. Colonel Cavendish’s express instructions were that I should bring the boy home to see his mother, tonight.’


  Dr Duncan bristled. ‘It’s termtime, and I am in loco parentis. In the absence of the Colonel himself, it’s for me to decide.’


  Simon stared at the man, saying nothing. Outside, there was the sudden thunder of a group of boys rushing upstairs, and a teacher shouting at them to be quiet. Simon felt a surge of all the hatreds and resentments of authority he had felt in his own school days, and thought, irrationally, I could take out my revolver and shoot this old fool in the face if I wanted.


  But that would be no help at all.


  Softly, he tried to insist. ‘She is very ill, sir.’


  ‘So you say.’ Dr Duncan hesitated. ‘I don’t want to be unkind, but in my experience misplaced softness at this point can make matters much worse in the future.’ He glanced at the telephone, hanging in its stand on the right of his desk. ‘Perhaps I should speak to the Colonel myself.’


  Simon was prepared for this. ‘He is extremely distraught, sir. Also, he is very busy with UVF business; he won’t be home until eight this evening. And he gave me express instructions to have the boy home before then. I can’t disobey an order, sir.’


  Dr Duncan frowned at him, then sighed. ‘Well, I understand that. As I say, I think it’s unwise, but we all have to submit to discipline. I’ll write the boy out an exeat for a week, and send for him now. But tell the Colonel what I said now, will you?’


  ‘Yes, sir. Of course.’


  Dr Duncan grunted and leaned back to pull a bellrope behind his desk. The woman came in.


  ‘Fetch Cavendish here, will you, my dear. And tell him to bring his coat.’


  When Tom came in, in grey flannel shorts and pullover, with his tie slightly awry and fair untidy hair, Dr Duncan stood up portentously and came from behind his desk to put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. That lean, freckled face with the smudge of ink on the cheek, Simon thought bitterly, this is what Charles valued above me. A miniature of himself, an officer and gentlemen in the making. Let’s see how he takes this news.


  ‘I’m afraid I have something unfortunate to tell you, my boy,’ Dr Duncan said. ‘You recognise this young officer?’


  Tom glanced at Simon, eyes wide with wonder. ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Well, he has brought me some unfortunate news. It seems your mother has had a fall from a horse and is seriously ill. Your father feels it is best that you should go home to see her at once.’


  ‘Oh no! But … Mummy?’ Tom glanced about him wildly. ‘She hardly ever rides.’


  ‘That’s just it, Tom,’ Simon said smoothly. ‘She put the side saddle on old Punch, and he shied at something in the hedge. She couldn’t hold him. He reared and came down on top of her, I think.’


  ‘But what happened? Is she badly hurt?’


  ‘Quite badly, yes. She’s hurt her head. That’s why your father sent me to fetch you, now.’


  ‘Oh, I see. Yes, of course. We’d better go.’


  No tears, Simon noticed. Just wide, dark eyes in a slightly paler face. The freckles stood out more clearly than when he’d come in. Perhaps there was a slight quiver of the lip.


  ‘Here’s your coat, Cavendish.’ Mrs Duncan helped Tom put it on as they went out onto the front steps. Her husband said: ‘I’ve given you an exeat for a week, boy, but tell your father you can come back earlier if he thinks fit. It may be better to be here with your friends and your work to take your mind off things. Also there’s a match next Saturday, we’d like to see you play in that.’


  Tom wasn’t listening. As Simon had anticipated, he was staring at the Daimler.


  ‘That’s not Father’s car. Mr Fletcher, why have you brought that?’


  Simon had his answer ready. ‘The Lancia broke down yesterday, Tom. It needs a new cylinder or something. Couldn’t be fixed overnight, anyway, so your father hired this from a garage in Bangor. The owner’s in the UVF. We have to keep the show on the road, you know. You’ll enjoy riding in it — it’s a dream to drive.’


  Perhaps it was a little too complicated an excuse, but at least it was enough to overcome the time while Simon opened the front door and installed Tom in the passenger seat. Then Simon sprang round quickly to the front, cranked the handle, and leapt in beside him. They were away.


  As they reached the end of the lane the rain came down. A few large pregnant drops on the windscreen at first, then floods of it, thundering off the canvas roof, swooshing across the windscreen, bouncing off the bonnet in hundreds of tiny fountains. Simon turned up his coat collar to shield himself against a stream trickling through the roof. If it doesn’t stop the engine this could be a bonus, he thought. At least no one will hear us arrive in a downpour like this.


  Beside him on the seat, Tom shivered in the sudden chill caused by the rain. Simon grinned to himself. You’ll be a lot colder than this before the night is over, my boy, he thought. That stiff upper lip of yours might get frozen solid!


  He smiled to himself at his joke, and felt no pity at all . . .


  On the way back to Glenfee Tom said little. Once, when the rain had slackened and they could hear themselves speak, he tried to ask about his mother, but Simon did not encourage conversation.


  ‘I wasn’t there. I didn’t see it myself,’ he said. ‘You’ll find out soon enough when we get you home.’


  As planned, Werner was waiting for them in Dundonald. He had a black bag in his hand and was standing outside the hospital. When he got into the back seat of the car, Simon said: ‘This is Dr Marcus, a specialist in head injuries. Dr Robinson has called him in for a second opinion, and your father asked me to pick him up here on the way back.’


  Tom said little then, either. He seemed cold and stunned more than anything else. Shivering, with his arms folded across his chest for warmth and his wide dark eyes staring earnestly forward through the rain as though to will them onwards. Not until they came to the walls around the park at Glenfee and turned right instead of continuing straight on along the side of the Lough, did he turn to Simon in alarm.


  ‘Where are you going? This is the wrong way!’


  Simon had an answer for that too. ‘There’s a tree down in the drive. We have to get in round the back.’


  It was an unlikely answer, because there had been no wind, only rain, and anyway, the road to the back of the estate would still leave them with a ten minute’s walk across sodden grass to get to the house, but it kept Tom quiet for another couple of minutes until they turned left along a muddy track that led into the woods at the top of the hill.


  Then he said: ‘But this is stupid!’


  Simon drove round a bend out of sight of the road, stopped the car, leaned over, and seized Tom’s arms, pressing them against his sides so that he couldn’t move. At the same time Werner reached from behind with a damp sponge which h pressed over the boy’s nose and mouth. For a few moments Tom struggled, wriggling and kicking frantically, but it was no use.


  The squeaking under the sponge faded, and the little body in Simon’s hands relaxed. The reek of chloroform filled the car. For a few moments longer Werner held the sponge in place, then slowly, cautiously, he took it off. Tom’s body flopped feebly to one side on the front seat, head lolling. He lay there, eyes closed, breathing quietly and slowly.


  Simon put the car in gear, and drove on slowly up the muddy track into the woods.


  For a long time Werner had been unable to work out what it was that annoyed him about English country houses.


  After all, there were plenty of fine castles in Germany, providing a similar lifestyle. Werner himself had spent part of his youth in one. They were the birthplaces of the aristocracy - the von Moltkes, the Falkenhayns, the leaders of the Empire. Despite their occasional stupidity they had a place in the world — there were very few of them, and they were born to lead. He accepted their way of life as odd, but natural. He was impressed by his visits to the homes of his father’s friends, and enjoyed them.


  So why did their English and Irish counterparts annoy him so much? He had visited several as a boy, when his father was planning to send him to Eton; and many more since he had returned to the country, to work as a newspaper man.


  It had taken him several years to realise that they annoyed him precisely because they were not counterparts of the German schlosses. There were far more of them, for a start — nearly everyone he had met at Eton seemed to have a country house. And then, when he went to them in anticipation, they were so much scruffier than he expected. Many of them stank of cats and dogs; they would have a few decent rooms and the rest would be cold and draughty, with thunderous plumbing and stuffed lion’s heads presiding over faded wallpaper and peeling paint. Shamefully neglected, in fact.


  But it was the inhabitants that really annoyed him. Even the poorest of them acted as though his rural slum really was a castle, and he himself entitled to rule the world from it. As, indeed, the wretched people did. While Germany was penned into the centre of Europe, the confounded English went out from these country houses of theirs, full of icy draughts and dogs and sjambok heads and photos of cricket teams at Allahabad, and ruled an empire on which the sun never set.


  If it ever rose, that is, Werner thought. His thick Ulster coat had become thoroughly sodden waiting for Simon outside the hospital in Dundonald, and the car itself, the new Daimler that he had bought earlier this week, had leaked in half a dozen places so that he wondered how long it would be before mould and mushrooms started to grow in it. As he drove up the long drive between the dripping trees he tried to imagine what mental aberration could possibly have persuaded Charles Cavendish to return from India and the Sudan to fight to keep control of such a miserable place as this.


  He wondered if Charles Cavendish would remember him. If he did not he would find out soon enough.


  Through the rain and evening gloom he could make out that Glenfee was a moderately large three-storey building with an imposing pillared porch, and what looked like a stable block and several coach houses around the back. There were lights shining dimly through the rain from several of the downstairs rooms, none of which appeared to have curtains drawn. He parked his car on the drive at the front of the house, and hurried up the steps to the front door.


  After a pause, a butler opened it. ‘Yes, sir?’


  ‘I have come to see Colonel Cavendish.’


  ‘Indeed, sir. Then you had better come in.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Werner stepped gratefully into the hall, his coat dripping on the floor. He noticed that the hall was, as he had expected, large, dimly lit from some hissing oil lamps in the corners, and featured several vast oil paintings of ancestors on the walls.


  ‘Is the Colonel expecting you, sir?’


  Werner grinned, the pale blue eyes in the thin wolfish face laughing at the man. ‘No, but what I have to say is very important to him. It’s a message about the UVF. He will see me, I’m sure.’


  ‘No doubt, sir. Do you have a card?’


  ‘Of course.’ Werner fumbled in the pockets of his coat. Damn the English and their wretched formality, he thought. At least in Prussia we have something worth being formal about! He produced the card and was left to stand dripping in the hall. He heard a piano somewhere to his left, and a woman singing softly. After a moment the butler returned.


  ‘If you would follow me, sir. And perhaps I could take your coat?’


  A trace more warmth, perhaps? If so, why? Had Charles recognised the name on the card he had sent in? If so, what did he feel? Guilt, after all these years? Or amusement, that a man he had abused as a child should care enough to seek him out? Werner followed the butler along a narrow, dark corridor to a door at the end. The man stood back, showed him in.


  ‘Mr von Weichsaker, sir.’


  It was a small room, about twenty feet long by about ten square. There were ledgers and box files on shelves all along one wall, and two filing cabinets in a corner next to a typewriter on a table. A few pictures here and there — of Carson, addressing a rally under a huge Union Flag, and another of some young men in regimental uniform in a hot country — India perhaps. To Werner’s relief there was a warm coal fire blazing in the grate, but there were no curtains in the window, and rain rattled against the glass out of the blackness of the night. Most of the floorboards were bare, but there was a thin, worn rug in front of the fire. At the far end of the room, near the window, Charles Cavendish sat at a desk facing the wall under a lamp, reading.


  It’s as drab as his study at Eton, Werner thought suddenly. In all these years he hasn’t changed at all.


  As Werner came in Charles looked up. The face was the same — thin, sharp, with that proud hooked nose and thin firm mouth. Older, that was all. With receding temples and hair that was greying rather than black. And an air of natural authority that had increased, if anything, since he was head of house at school. Not a man to be trifled with.


  And what about me? Werner wondered. Do I look the same to him?


  Apparently he did not. No recognition flashed in the cool grey eyes. Just a frown, a polite puzzled glance. Charles stood up, held out his hand.


  ‘Good evening, Mr … von Weichsaker, is it not?’


  ‘Yes, that’s my name.’ Deliberately, Werner peeled back the glove from his crippled right hand before holding it out. All the time he watched Charles’s face. The look of cool, polite disinterest persisted for longer than he had expected, almost, in fact, to the point where Charles was about to take the hand and shake it. But then, he froze. Looked down at the hand, then up, searchingly, into Werner’s face.


  ‘Good Lord! So it is you?’


  ‘Yes, Charles. It is me.’


  Werner had been prepared, to an extent, to feel anger, but not this sudden wave of red fury. Perhaps it was the callous, calm voice in which Charles announced his surprise, as though it was a matter of minor interest which need not detain him long. Perhaps it was the arrogance, the untouchable sense of superiority which cocooned the man even in this old, damp house at the end of the world. Or perhaps it was the way Charles avoided his hand as though it was diseased . . . He stepped back, as though now he had decided Werner was not a gentleman, not even a person to be welcomed into the house at all.


  If I could knock him down and shove a red-hot poker up his arse, Werner thought, I would.


  But there’s no need. Whatever he says or does I can take my time. I’ve got something to say which will hurt him far far worse than that.


  ‘Well.’ To do him credit Charles had at least paled slightly. ‘After all these years. Whatever brings you to Glenfee out of this dark, rainy night?’


  ‘I wanted to see you, Charles. I have something important to say.’


  ‘Indeed? Well, you’ve chosen a damned inconvenient time for it. But now you’re here you’d better sit down.’ He indicated a shabby leather sofa. ‘Can I offer you a drink?’


  ‘Yes, please. Whisky, if you have it.’


  Charles opened a cupboard and poured a small amount into two cut-glass tumblers. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have ice, water, that sort of thing. Neat do you?’


  ‘Certainly.’ Werner took the glass and drained half of it in one go. The warmth spread gloriously through his veins.


  Charles sat in the chair by his desk and smiled awkwardly. ‘I hope I don’t seem too rude. It’s a bit of a shock to get used to, seeing you as a fully grown man after all this time. What do you do for a living?’


  ‘As it says on my card. I’m a journalist.’


  ‘Oh, I see. Well, what do you want from me? Inside knowledge about the UVF, I suppose. If so, I warn you it’s no go. The reason we’re such a tight effective organisation is that we know how to keep a few secrets.’


  Werner smiled. ‘Yes, I know that. As a matter of fact I happen to know one or two of your secrets as well.’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  Werner took a deep breath. That was silly, he thought. This was where it would all begin. The important thing was to handle it calmly, so that Charles did not lose his temper completely and do something foolish.


  ‘Forgive me. Perhaps I exaggerate. But I regret to say that . . . I have a rather difficult request to make of you. It is of the utmost importance that you listen to me carefully, and think before you react. If you do not, something terrible may happen which you will regret for the rest of your life.’


  Charles put his whisky glass down carefully on the desk. ‘I’m not sure I understand you.’


  ‘Of course not. Not yet. Let us take it step by step. It is very simple, really. I think you should read this letter.’


  As he took the letter out of his pocket, Werner could not stop his hand shaking slightly. He stood up before he gave it to Charles, and then stepped back slightly to be a little out of Charles’s reach, near the door. It was rather like passing over a piece of dynamite, in its way. He put his left hand back in his pocket, where the automatic pistol was.


  The letter was in a crumpled white envelope. There was nothing written on the outside. Charles picked up a paperknife and slit it open.


  Inside was a single sheet of lined paper, apparently torn from a child’s exercise book. On it was some writing in grubby pencil. The letters were shaky, not always the same size, smudged in places.


  Father,


  These men have caught me and shut me in where you can never find. Please do what they say or they will kill me. I am sorry.


  Tom.


  Charles did not take it in at first. When he did, needles of rage pierced his brain. He sprang to his feet, pushed back his chair, turned upon Werner ...


  ‘Stand still!’


  Through a red mist of rage Charles saw the round, black muzzle of a pistol pointing unwaveringly at his face. Werner stood with his back to the door, two yards away, out of reach, with the gun at the end of his fully extended left arm. Behind the gun were two ice-blue intense eyes freezing him into stillness.


  ‘Sit down. Please.’


  Charles stood, his hands clenched into fists, shaking with the sudden rush of fury. Surely this German was no marksman, would not dare . . .


  ‘Do what I say. Now, please. If anything happens to me your son will die as well. Sit!’


  Slowly, never taking his eyes off Werner for a second, Charles backed towards his chair, reached behind him with his hands, sat.


  ‘You unutterable bastard!’


  ‘Say what you like.’ Werner lowered the pistol slightly, but did not move away from the door. ‘But when you have finished, listen to me. If you love your son at all it is important to do that.’


  ‘Love him at all? What do you know of it, you slug? Where is he?’


  ‘You read the note. Safely guarded, where you cannot find him. But, unlike you, I do not make a habit of abusing small boys. If you listen to me and do exactly as I say, then by tomorrow night I will return him here. Safe. Completely unharmed.’


  ‘And if I don’t?’


  ‘You will, if you love him. Be warned, Charles Cavendish. I am not a monster as you seem to think, but the man who is guarding Tom is. His orders are to kill the boy if I do not return – and I am perfectly sure he will do it. So do not even try to disobey.’


  There was a silence. The rain rattled on the window and the coal spluttered in the fire. Far away, faintly, Charles could hear the sound of Deborah playing the piano and singing. As though this place had become a home again, he thought, uselessly.


  ‘What do you want me to do?’


  That’s better, Werner thought. The first sign of a return to reason. Still standing out of reach by the door, he began to explain. He spoke very slowly and clearly, aware that he was dealing with a man whose judgement might be clouded by emotion, who might be overcome by rage at any moment and forget what he said.


  ‘It is very simple, really. At nine-thirty tomorrow morning you are due to pick up Sir Edward Carson at Craigavon and transport him in your car to Mount Stewart. Is that correct?’


  ‘How the devil do you know?’


  ‘I asked if it was correct. Is it, or isn’t it?’


  Slowly, painfully, Charles nodded. ‘It may be.’


  ‘Good. I also believe that you intend to leave this house, Glenfee, at seven o’clock tomorrow morning in your car with your chauffeur. You will then pick up an armed escort of three UVF soldiers in the village three miles down the road and proceed to Craigavon. Is this correct also?’


  ‘Someone has told you.’


  ‘Of course. Now, it is a good plan but I wish you to change it slightly. You may still leave this house at seven o’clock tomorrow morning, but your chauffeur and the men from the village will not be in it. Instead, I will accompany you with an armed escort of three men of my own. At the same time as we leave, you will send your chauffeur to the village with a written order cancelling the duties of your escort. Do you understand?’


  Charles stared at him, with loathing. ‘But why?’


  I’ve seen a rabbit stare like that at a snake, Werner thought, with satisfaction. He smiled at Charles, enjoying the sense of power. ‘Ah. Well now, that is the interesting part. You see, we will all go in the car to Craigavon to pick up Sir Edward Carson as arranged. You will play the role of the officer in charge, as though I and my men are your soldiers. You will be very careful not to betray us in any way, because if you do, your son will die. Is that clear too?’


  ‘Everything is clear, you monster, except what you hope to gain by doing this.’


  ‘What I hope to gain is a little acceleration in the course of history, no more. You and Sir Edward will not, of course, arrive at Mount Stewart after you leave Craigavon. Instead I have arranged a little holiday for you in the country. A rumour will spread that Sir Edward has been arrested by the British Army and is being held in Holywood Barracks. If you want to know why we are doing this, think about your colleagues in the UVF for a moment. What are they likely to do, when they hear such a rumour — and find Sir Edward is missing?’


  Charles did not answer. He remembered some of the fiery conferences he had attended only last week at Craigavon. Again and again, a number of junior officers had urged an immediate pre-emptive strike on all the military barracks and stores in Ulster, so as to make the UVF’s threat of controlling the province a fait accompli.


  The orders for such an operation — a three-page document entitled The No.1 Scheme — were already drawn up. They detailed the occupation of Belfast by a flying column of 5,000 men, a ‘sudden, complete, and paralysing blow’. There were plans to cut railway, telegraph, and telephone communications throughout the province, to block all roads that could be used by British reinforcements, and to capture all British Army and police depots. Every UVF unit in Ulster had already practised its role in this plan for months but until recently they had not had the guns to put the plan into action. Now they had.


  Last week in Craigavon several officers had argued strongly that it should be put into immediate effect now, while the time was ripe. The Liberal government was surprised and demoralised by the success of the gun-running and the mutiny of its own officers at the Curragh last month, they said. It was very tempting. Only the more mature officers counselled caution.


  If Carson were arrested, everyone in the UVF would believe the British government were trying to attack them. They would want to strike back. The pressure to rescue Carson and take over the province before it was too late would be irresistible.


  Charles himself had argued for putting this plan into effect. It had never occurred to him that it might be useful to the Germans. He had realised it might lead to a brief civil war but he believed the UVF would win it and that the Liberal government would back down and reverse their nonsensical policy of putting Ulster under an Irish Home Rule Parliament in Dublin. He remembered discussing this in the car with Simon on the way back from Craigavon.


  Simon! Could he be behind this? The thought hurt him almost as much as the piercing pain about his son. He remembered how bitter Simon had seemed whenever he had tried to end their relationship. How an unpleasant, vicious side to the young man had surfaced . . .


  A side which Charles had tried to ignore.


  He glared at Werner intensely. ‘Who told you all this?’


  ‘All what exactly, Charles, old boy?’


  The calculated familiarity of Werner’s manner enraged him. It was deliberate — an attempt to remind Charles of their school days together, when he had been as fond of Werner as he had recently been of Simon. And now they had both done this to him! Charles gripped the sides of his chair, trying to retain control.


  ‘Who gave you all this information about my orders to collect Carson tomorrow? And made you think that the UVF might stage a coup if Carson were abducted?’


  Werner laughed. ‘As for the second, it is obvious enough, isn’t it? I worked it out for myself even before I saw the secret orders. But I got hold of those and the details about tomorrow, because . . . you’re afflicted with a certain weakness, aren’t you, old chap?’


  So it was true. Simon — that smooth-talking little devil. And only a few days ago I offered to write letters of recommendation for him, too. ‘Why?’


  He hadn’t realised he had shouted aloud. But Werner seemed happy to answer.


  ‘Why did I come to you, do you mean? Why choose you as the weak link in the highly moral force of loyal Ulstermen? Well, Charles, why do you think? I knew what you were like from all those years ago when we were at school together. Do you remember? When I was put into your study for protection and you forced me to do those things that . . . no decent man would think of. I haven’t forgotten — I don’t think I ever will.


  ‘Then I was sent back here and the first thing I saw was you, parading all proud and disdainful with a young smooth-skinned ADC by your side. Perhaps it seemed normal to most people but I thought, nothing has changed, has it? So I thought I would ask that young man a few questions, just to see where his loyalties lay. Oh, you chose a jewel this time, Charles, didn’t you? Young Simon couldn’t give a damn for you or the Union, not in a thousand years! That boy cares only for himself. And now, I’m afraid, he seems to think you’ve insulted him — apparently you have a gift for it. So, just like me, he wants to hurt you.’


  Charles stared at him, hurt, bewildered. ‘I thought we were friends, at school.’


  Werner laughed. It was a cruel, mocking sound. ‘For a leader of men you know very little about people, don’t you, Charles? You thought we were friends because you wanted to think it. It was never true, not after you started to touch me. You had the power and you used it to degrade me. You never even cared what I thought.’


  ‘So you’re doing all this just to hurt me, just for something that happened at school?’


  So casually he says it, Werner thought. Just something that happened at school. As if a boy could be buggered once a day for two terms and then cast off, forgotten, unharmed. He never wrote, never cared when I left. Passion can’t touch this man. Just sarcasm, cruelty, blackmail.


  Coldly, he said: ‘Oh no, Charles, you’re not that important. I’m not doing it to hurt you at all. The fact that it does just adds to the pleasure.’


  Silence. Werner was pleased to see that Charles’s initial rage seemed to be cooling. The man was less likely to try to spring up and try to throttle him now than he had been a few minutes ago.


  No doubt he was thinking hard, instead, of more devious ways to evade the trap he was in.


  As quietly and calmly as he could, Werner said: ‘Let me explain what is going to happen between now and tomorrow morning. Listen carefully, it is important for your son. He will be kept where he is, well-fed and guarded, until tomorrow night. If all goes well and I return safely to speak to his guard before eight o’clock tomorrow night, he will be released and brought back here. Otherwise he will be killed. So it is in your interests to see that nothing happens to me.’


  He paused, waiting for a response, but none came. Charles sat silent, unmoving, staring at him with concentrated disgust.


  ‘Tonight I will stay here in this house. No doubt it will cross your mind to try to send a message to someone for help, but I would advise against it. It would cause the death of your boy, and it would also lead to the death of the messenger. My men have surrounded this building and have orders to shoot anyone they see leaving it. I suggest you advise your servants of that at once. I see that you also have a telephone, but you will find you are no longer connected to the operator. Do I make myself clear?’


  ‘Perfectly.’ Despite himself, Charles reached out casually for the telephone at the end of his desk and put the receiver to his ear. After a few moments’ silence, he put it down in disgust. ‘It seems you have planned well.’


  ‘I believe so. Now, if you will show me around the house and find me a room for the night, I need trouble you no more until the morning. If no harm comes to me, no one needs to be hurt.’


  ‘No one except Carson,’ Charles said. ‘And me too, I suppose.’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘A little holiday, I think you said, didn’t you, Weichsaker? Carson and I would be taken away for a little holiday? Have you thought what Sir Edward will say when he is released and finds the whole country plunged into civil war because of a plot organised by a foreign power? He’ll turn the whole force of the UVF against you, and the British government will do the same with their forces! Then you’ll see a war far worse than anything that could happen in this small corner of the world. What good will that do you or anyone else?’


  Werner smiled thinly. Franz, Karl-Otto and Adolf had already dug the two graves which were the solution to that problem. One for Charles, one for Carson. But it would hardly encourage Charles to mention them now.


  ‘That is a matter for politicians, not me,’ he said. ‘After all, holidays can be long or short, according to need and circumstances. In any case, I suppose that your wife and servants will be here tomorrow night to welcome your son home, even if you and Sir Edward Carson have to be detained a little longer.’
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  PLAYING THE piano had given Deborah unusual pleasure. She was no great pianist, but she had always played, ever since she was a child. She liked romantic ballads and lullabies mostly, which she could sing in a clear, low contralto as she accompanied herself. The songs and soft chords gave her comfort. She had played the same tunes to Tom when he was at home, and tonight she shared them with Sarah, who sat quietly on a sofa in the drawing room, leafing through a newspaper and listening. Sometimes, when Deborah looked up, she saw a relaxed smile stray like a ghost across the thin, strained face in the firelight, and she thought, this will do us both good.


  Not just the two of us either. Always, she was conscious the child growing inside her. This music is for my baby, too, thought. It will help him sleep and grow quietly inside me, safe, secure, knowing nothing of the dangers and troubles of world into which he will be born. I must shield him from that long as I can.


  As long as I can . . . Once, towards the end of the evening Charles had looked in. With him was a tall thin man with startlingly pale blue eyes and a crippled hand. Charles introduced him as Werner von Weichsaker and said he would be staying the night. But neither had stayed to talk. Charles’s introduction had been curt, brief almost to the point of rudeness, and Deborah had guessed the man’s arrival had been an unwelcome extra burden to her husband’s many military duties. Charles looked unusually tense, she thought, his face pale, strained.


  So tonight would not be the time to tell him of the baby.


  For three days now she had put it off. Each day seemed to her like a reprieve, a last blessed hour of sunlight before the storm that had to come. She told herself that Charles was too busy, he was in the wrong mood. That Sarah was too weak to face the inevitable row. That she was being kind to her baby to let it grow in peace another day longer. She even told herself that she was being kind to Charles.


  Soon the excuses would run out.


  As she went to bed the rain had stopped. She opened her bedroom window and stood there in her nightdress for a moment, looking out into the darkness across the grounds. The clouds were passing and there was a patch of clear sky over the hills to the west where the moon shone down, surrounded by a sprinkling of stars. She could make out some of the trees of the park and the woods on the hills; the field where the cattle came down to the pond that they sometimes called a lake, where she had played at boats with Tom and where the poor children from Dublin had tried to catch ducks; the summerhouse near the oak in which Tom had built a tree-house; the woods with the little gothic pavilion and the ice-house and the badger setts and the tunnel under the road where she and Tom had played hide and seek long ago.


  This is my home, she thought. Despite all its frustrations it is where I belong. When I tell Charles what I have done, I shall lose it all.


  An owl hooted near the stables. Deborah shivered, closed the window, and climbed into bed. She blew out the candle and lay quietly, watching the small rosy shadows of the firelight flicker on the ceiling. She remembered how she had lain here longing for Rankin only two short months ago. Her lover whom she would never touch again.


  Her doorknob clicked. The door opened slowly in the dark. A man came into her bedroom. Deborah gasped, and sat up, startled. ‘What — who’s that?’


  ‘Sssssh. It’s only me.’ The dark figure closed the door softly behind him.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Charles.’


  Charles? She could hear the creak of the riding boots, so he was still fully dressed, in uniform. But Charles never comes into my room!


  ‘What do you want?’


  Even as she said it she thought how unwelcoming, how harsh the words sounded. He must want something from me or he wouldn’t have come, and I should be glad of it. It is the source of all our problems that he never seems to need me, so I shouldn’t drive him away. Perhaps he even wants to make love — even now it might not be too late to persuade him that the child is really his. Oh God I don’t want to I’m not in the mood it would be harsh and dry and tearing but if he wants to of course I must it’s my last chance . . .


  ‘Charles?’


  ‘I have to talk to you. Do you have a light?’


  ‘Yes. Here by the bed somewhere.’ She reached out, fumbled for matches, lit the candle. He came and sat on the chair between her and the window. She could see the profile of his face in candlelight — the proud hooked nose, thin high brow, smooth grey receding hair, hollow cheeks, more lined than usual. She could not see into the darkness of his eyes.


  ‘I have something dreadful to say.’


  He knows, she thought. How can he possibly have found out?


  ‘It’s about Tom.’


  ‘Oh!’ Not about me and Rankin then. But his voice sounded so grim, weary, bitter. ‘What has happened?’


  ‘He has . . . Deborah, I am very sorry to tell you this, but Tom is in serious trouble.’


  ‘What — at school, you mean? Has he done something wrong?’


  ‘No, not at school, Deborah. He’s not there.’


  The voice was not just bitter, but frightened, she realized. ‘Charles, what’s happened?’


  ‘Don’t scream, woman. It’s very important that you don’t scream. Please control yourself.’


  ‘Will you please tell me what has happened to my son?’


  She was sitting bolt upright in bed now, glaring at him.


  ‘He has been . . . kidnapped.’


  ‘What?’ It was beyond her comprehension. She was not sure where she was or what she was doing; she felt faint. He was holding her hand, a thing he never did.


  ‘Please, Deborah, don’t scream. It’s very important that you don’t scream. That man might hear you.’


  ‘What are you talking about?’ Desperately, she focussed all her energies on trying to understand what he was saying, to believe it was really happening. His voice was low, insistent, urgent.


  ‘Listen to me now. That man who is staying here, Werner von Weichsaker, he is one of them. He came to me tonight to tell me. His men have taken Tom from school and hidden him somewhere. They are German agents, you see. They want to capture Carson, perhaps kill him. And they want to force me to help them, so they have kidnapped Tom.’


  It was too much to take in all at once. Floundering, she said: ‘How do you know they have Tom? They may be lying. Dr Duncan wouldn’t let him go, surely?’


  ‘He gave me this.’


  Charles gave her a crumpled scrap of paper. She read it.


  Father,


  These men have caught me and shut me in where you can never find. Please do what they say or they will kill me. I am sorry.


  Tom.


  The tears came. She couldn’t help it, they were just there. Welling up inside her, misting her eyes, shaking her chest so that she sobbed. They were no use, she didn’t want them, they didn’t help. Fiercely, she said: ‘What are we going to do?’


  He explained again, patiently, what Werner had said, what he wanted. This time she took some of it in. She said: ‘But why — how do they know all this?’


  Charles did not answer at first. He had hoped to avoid this but it was impossible. It was bound to come out now. Anyway, Tom was her son as well as his; she had a right to know how his weakness had brought the boy into danger.


  ‘I’m afraid . . . I think Simon told them.’


  ‘Simon?’ Deborah had never liked the young man, but still. ‘Why? He’s one of your soldiers, isn’t he?’


  ‘Of course, but . . . it seems he has taken a dislike to me and been selling information to these Germans. It may even have been him who persuaded the headmaster to let the boy leave school. Dr Duncan would recognise Simon, wouldn’t he?’


  ‘Yes, I suppose so. He drove me there at the beginning of term. But why would Simon dislike you, Charles? You’ve always been kind to him, haven’t you?’


  ‘Yes, but . . . Deborah, I am very sorry about this, but . . .’ He hesitated. The words were there, in his throat, to tell her, explain why he had been so cold to her all these years. I am afraid I have not behaved entirely properly with him . . . Perhaps, if he said that, she would understand, accept him for the man he really was.


  But he could not do it.


  ‘. . it seems the boy has been paid. I am afraid I am not always the best judge of men. And these Germans have used him.’


  ‘So — Simon has helped in this kidnap?’


  ‘I don’t know. I am not sure who is guarding him, but it may be that Simon has a hand in it. Anyway, we have a choice.’


  ‘What do you mean — a choice?’


  The shock was too deep for tears. Deborah suddenly felt a surge of furious energy, a desire to hit someone or run far away and leave all this behind her. But she could do neither. Instead, she got abruptly out of bed, stepping carefully past Charles so as not to touch him. She took a dressing gown from her wardrobe, wrapped herself in it, and walked up and down by the dying fire.


  ‘We have to find Tom!’


  ‘I don’t think we can, my dear.’ In a grey, weary voice, Charles explained what Werner had told him. ‘So you see, there is a choice, though no one would wish to face it. If I do what they say, Tom will be released — probably — but Carson will be captured, possibly killed, and a wretched civil war will break out which will benefit Germany and kill hundreds, perhaps thousands, of soldiers; or we prevent all that and our son dies.’


  She stared at him incredulously. ‘You can’t mean it, Charles! You don’t have any choice at all. You couldn’t risk Tom’s life!’


  Bleakly, he said: ‘It is not only Tom’s life at risk, you see. I have a duty to all the other lives that may be lost as a result of this wicked scheme.’


  ‘A duty?’


  ‘Yes. Tom may have a similar responsibility one day, if he becomes an officer.’


  ‘But it’s his life, Charles! Anyway, I thought you were happy for a civil war to start.’


  Charles sighed. ‘I have advised in favour of a considered military action, yes. But only if it has been agreed on by our leadership; not as a result of Carson being kidnapped, perhaps killed by the Germans. To support that would be treason, woman — don’t you realise that?’


  Silence. It was so like Charles, she thought. No one else could be so cold, so logical and correct, in a horrendous situation like this. Perhaps that is how you learn to behave, as an army officer. But this is our son we’re talking about — how can he be so calm? I am married to a man I don’t understand at all.


  ‘So what do you intend to do?’


  Charles leaned forward intently, his elbows on his knees. As though it was important to convince her of some academic point.


  ‘I think there may be a solution. A way of fighting back while minimising the risk, at least.’


  She strode to the window frantically, staring out into the night. Hurrying low clouds had hidden the moon again and there was a spatter of rain, the rustle of wind among dark, shadowy trees. She pressed her hands against the glass.


  ‘Tom’s out there somewhere, Charles. We’ve got to get him back!’


  ‘Yes, of course — I’m trying to do that. But not at the price of betraying my conscience! Listen, Deborah, von Weichsaker says he has the house surrounded, but I don’t entirely believe him. He can’t have that many men, and they won’t know the grounds. So it might be possible for me to get away from the house and go down to the village and summon help. And if I could do that, I would have enough men to surround the house. Men who know this area very well indeed.’


  She gazed at him helplessly. It all sounded futile to her. A boy’s game of soldiers. That was the world Charles lived in. ‘But how would that help Tom? If you do that, they will kill him. Tom says that in his note, doesn’t he?’


  ‘Yes, but nothing will happen to Tom until tomorrow night, he said. Only if he, von Weichsaker, doesn’t come back safe from the operation against Carson, then something will happen to Tom. Not before. That may prove to be their mistake. You see, if I can get to the village tonight, I can get Sergeant Cullen to organise a detail to arrest von Weichsaker and his men when they come here and try to get in the car with me at seven tomorrow morning. It might be dangerous for me, but it won’t hurt Tom. And then, if von Weichsaker sticks to what he says, nothing will happen to Tom until eight tomorrow evening, when Werner fails to turn up where they’re holding him. Which means we’ll have over twelve hours to look for that hiding place — and try to persuade von Weichsaker to tell us where it is. My guess is that when he realises he’s been beaten, he’ll understand there’s no point in killing an innocent boy.’


  She looked at him coldly. ‘And so you intend to leave me alone in the house with this monster, and go down to the village to collect your soldiers. What do you think this Werner von Weichsaker will say when he finds out you’re not here? He’ll probably take me hostage, as well.’


  ‘That’s why you’ll have to keep quiet tonight. When it gets light I want you to warn all the servants, tell them to stay inside the house. I’ll be back by morning — I’ll have to be. It’ll only take me a couple of hours at most to get to the village and back.’


  ‘And if you’re wrong? If you’re shot by the men surrounding this place?’


  ‘That’s a chance I must take. At least it’ll mean von Weichsaker’s scheme will fail; it can’t work without me in the car. So again, there’s a chance they’ll release Tom or that he’ll be found in time.’


  There was a long silence. They stared at each other, conscious suddenly of the sounds of the house at night; the fire burning in the grate, the occasional creak or groan of old rafters, the wind siffling around the eaves, a slight patter of returning rain on the windows.


  ‘Charles, I don’t like this! It’s too risky. I think you’re making a mistake.’


  Charles got to his feet, a thin smile on his face. ‘Don’t worry. I am a soldier, after all. I’ve moved past the Matabele at night before now. I’ll be gone in a few minutes, and I should be back well before daylight. I didn’t come for your advice, but to tell you what’s happening because you have a right to know and in case anything goes wrong. And also to say, whatever happens — I am sorry.’


  ‘About what? You couldn’t have known.’


  ‘No . . . Of course not. Wish me luck then, my dear. Goodbye.’


  He walked past her to the door. He did not touch her and she did not speak. Then he was gone, and she sank slowly into a chair by the fire.


  ‘And if he doesn’t come back?’


  ‘He will. He’s a soldier, of course he will.’


  ‘Soldiers get killed. All the time. In a way, I think he wants to.’


  ‘Debbie! What do you mean? That’s not like Charles.’


  ‘No, I know. It’s just . . . something he said. Oh God, Sarah, I hope I’m wrong! He seemed so grim — resigned, almost.’


  ‘Don’t talk nonsense. You’re imagining things.’


  The two women sat huddled together in Sarah’s bedroom, whispering earnestly together by the light of a candle. The window was open, and they could hear the soft hissing of the rain on the grass outside, and the sighing of the wind. So far, no sound of what they were listening for — the sounds of a fight, whatever that might be. A shot? Shouts? A scream? Deborah didn’t know.


  Deborah was not sure how long Charles had been gone. It was difficult to measure time when your mind was in such turmoil. For a while she had stayed in her own room, but the sense of utter helpless panic had been intolerable. She knew it was wrong to burden Sarah with things like this, but what else could she do? Call the cook? Run out into the garden herself? Go and plead with that man Werner in his room?


  At least Sarah had not fainted. Indeed she seemed excited more than anything else. More alive than she had been since she came here. And she saw the problem with slightly more detachment than Deborah could manage.


  Now she asked: ‘What made you think Charles wanted to die?’


  ‘He apologised to me, Sarah. He never does that.’


  ‘About what?’


  ‘This man kidnapping Tom, I suppose. I don’t see why it’s his fault except he brought that awful young man Fletcher into the house.’


  ‘But why did he do it?’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know. Sarah, I don’t know!’ Deborah shook her head hopelessly. ‘I just want my son back!’


  ‘Of course. Of course you do.’ Sarah’s mind was racing, trying to think of a way out of this appalling deadly puzzle she had woken into. ‘There are guns in this house, aren’t there? We could go downstairs, find some, kill this German . .’


  ‘And condemn Tom to death? As Charles may be doing right now?’


  ‘Yes, I see. Well, where could they have taken him, do you think?’


  ‘How should I know? A house, an empty cottage somewhere — there must be hundreds all over Ulster. Perhaps a barn up in the hills.’


  Sarah sighed. ‘And all you’ve got is this note?’


  ‘Yes.’ Deborah sat with her head in her hands. Her chest ached and the tears trickled pointlessly through her fingers. She had never felt so useless.


  Sarah looked at the note, hoping it might tell her something. What would you do, if you were a young boy scared out of your wits, forced to write a letter like this, she wondered. Write a note on the back, perhaps. Or the envelope. She turned the paper over. Nothing. Just the blue printed lines and the red of the margin — normal exercise book paper. ‘Have you got the envelope?’


  ‘No. Charles must have it. I never saw it.’


  So much for that. Sarah studied the writing. Nothing useful there. Just an uneven, pencilled scrawl. ‘Poor boy. He must have been terrified.’


  ‘Yes, of course he was.’ Deborah got up and took the note out of Sarah’s hand — almost possessively, Sarah thought. She stared at it closely, then crumpled it in her hand. ‘Wouldn’t you have been?’


  ‘I was,’ Sarah said, very softly to herself, glad that Deborah couldn’t hear. The Black Maria, she thought, the cell, the day I was shut in that basket. The poor little boy — how old is he? Eight? He must be scared out of his wits. At least I knew what I was doing it for, but even I nearly went mad. He’s just a victim, doesn’t know anything at all. Probably they haven’t even told him what it’s all about. ‘The worst thing is not knowing when it will end.’


  Sarah hadn’t realised she had spoken the last thought aloud, but Deborah turned as though she had heard.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Being imprisoned, as I was and Tom is now. You can bear anything if you know it’s going to end, but when you’re at someone else’s mercy you can’t know that. Anything longer than a day seems like forever.’


  ‘Don’t!’


  ‘I’m sorry.’ Sarah got up and walked quietly across the room, put her hand on Deborah’s shoulder. She was still in her nightdress and even walking was still not so easy for her. But if I could find a way to do something about this, she thought, I would find the energy from somewhere, whatever it cost later. It’s like those little girls in London, only this is a boy, even younger.


  ‘When he was about four or five,’ Deborah said softly, compulsively. ‘We used to play hide-and-seek round the grounds. It’s a good place for it, there are lots of hiding places. And then one day I couldn’t find him, the little beggar. I looked for hours. I called and called — I thought he was just being naughty — but in fact when I found him he’d lost the key and was nearly frozen to death.’


  ‘Why?’ Sarah stroked her shoulder softly. ‘Was it winter?’


  ‘No. It was nearly May. He was in the ice-house.’


  Tom had been given two blankets but he was still cold. He sat on the steps most of the time, with the blankets wrapped around him like the pictures of squaws he had seen in books about the Wild West. They helped, but not much. The steps were cold and damp and there was a draught that came whistling under the door and made his back and legs ache. But at least it was better than the ice in front of him.


  He couldn’t see the ice because it was dark, but he knew it covered all of the floor. It was at least a foot deep, maybe more — he had thrust his hand down into it as far as it would go, and had not found bricks. Goodness, it was cold! His hand went numb afterwards, so that the bones ached right through to the wrist; and even when that had warmed up he felt he had lost some warmth which he couldn’t afford. His teeth were chattering most of the time and he could feel goose pimples all round his knees. He was wearing grey flannel shorts, long grey socks, a bright orange jumper and a school blazer — and it was not warm enough, not by a long way!


  He wondered if he was meant to die in here, and told himself not to be stupid. People go to the Antarctic, and that must be much colder than this. Some of them die there, of course, like poor Captain Scott. But at least he reached the South Pole first, and he didn’t whinge about the cold — no Englishman would. His men probably trained in places like this. I’m lucky, really. I’ll be able to lead an Antarctic expedition when I get out!


  If I get out.


  To stop himself getting into a funk and thinking panicky thoughts like that he got up every ten minutes or so and walked around the floor of the ice-house. He tried to pretend he was on an Antarctic expedition and sometimes it worked. The floor of the ice-house was perfectly circular, and it was about six yards in circumference. It was quite dark in here, and the ice scrunched and slithered beneath his feet, but that was all right; it just helped him to pretend he was in the cold and dark of an Antarctic winter. Anyway, he knew what the ice-house was like; he had been in here before in daylight. The walls were made of brick and quite thick, and the whole thing was sunk several yards below the ground for insulation. That was why there were steps, winding down from the door, which was locked. Even to approach that door from outside you had to open another door first and go down a little cold tunnel. The roof was well insulated, too, and since the house was in a wood under trees which never let through any sunlight, it was very, very cold.


  Cold enough to keep ice in throughout the summer. Ice that was used to cool bottles of wine and champagne in buckets, or to pack around meat and fish which cook wanted to keep fresh for a few days before cooking.


  It was a luxury that only a few country houses had, and Tom knew his parents were quite proud of it. Sometimes they bought ice to fill it, from fishing trawlers which had been up to Iceland in midwinter; in other winters, when it was cold enough in Ulster anyway, they had it chopped out of the local ponds and water-butts and brought it up here in a cart.


  The ice-house was always supposed to be kept locked, but everyone knew the key to the outside door was kept under a slate near a yew tree, and the key to the inner door hung on a hook in the tunnel. Once, when Tom was younger, he had taken the first key, gone inside, locked the door from within, and then taken the second and opened that door too. It would have been all right if it had gone to plan — he had only meant to fool his mother. The trouble was that he had lost the key to the outside door under the ice somewhere, and nobody could hear his shouts. He had only escaped when he had found the key after nearly two hours, and then by a superhuman effort unlocked the door and staggered down across the lawn to the house, his legs almost rigid with cold.


  The memory of that day encouraged Tom and frightened him too. You can escape from this place, he thought. I did it before. Only then when I came in here to hide from mother, I had the key, and now I haven’t. That man Simon Fletcher has got it and he didn’t say when he was coming back. And if he doesn’t come back I will die of cold. People do. Scott did . . .


  No, Father will rescue me because I hid a secret message in my letter. That was very clever of me — just like Sherlock Holmes. When Father comes to let me out he’ll say I’m a plucky little chap, especially when he learns I didn’t cry. I’ll tell him I walked halfway to the South Pole while I was waiting.


  The only thing that troubled Tom about the message he had sent to his father, was that really it was the sort of message his mother was more likely to understand. And, knowing his father, he might not want to upset his mother by showing her what he had written.


  The best thing to do with thoughts like that is to ignore them, he told himself. Think about what Father would say. Chin up, old man. That’s the spirit. Never say die. Play up and play the game. Show the world what an Englishman is made of.


  Shivering, he dragged himself to his feet, and for the fiftieth time began to stumble around the floor of the ice-house, a tiny figure shrouded in blankets.


  South, towards the Pole.


  It was true that Charles had once crept through the lines of the Matabele but that was twelve years ago now. And even then he had had the services of a skilled African tracker who had led the way. This time he was on his own.


  When he left Deborah he went back to his own room and took off his riding boots. The leather would creak and they might shine in the moonlight, he thought. Instead he put on an old pair of marching boots and puttees, and then pulled a thick pair of grey socks over the boots to muffle the sound of the nails.


  The rest of his clothes would do, he thought. Khaki jacket and trousers would not show up in the dark, but he left off his officer’s cap with the gleaming brass badge and put on a long, dark, riding coat against the rain. He spun the chamber of his Webley service revolver to check that it was fully loaded, and slipped it into the holster on his Sam Browne belt, leaving the flap loose so that it would not get in his way if he had to draw it quickly.


  But a shot would make too much noise. If he really did come across any of Werner’s men then the last thing he would want to do was call down all the rest by firing a gun. A knife would be better. He glanced quickly around the room and took a knife from the wall. Hardly an ordinary knife: it was a kukri, one of a pair that he had bought from a Ghurka in India. The blade was nearly a foot long, curved, very heavy especially towards the point, and razor sharp — he had once seen a diminutive Ghurka soldier slice the head off a bull with one in a single blow. Smiling grimly, Charles buckled it on to his belt. A kukri is not supposed to be taken out of its sheath unless it draws blood, he thought. And if one of these bastards tries to stop me tonight there’ll be enough blood to float a ship.


  He stepped quietly down the back stairs to the kitchen door. This was some way from Werner’s room, so it should be all right, but still he moved slowly, cautiously, listening to every creak and groan of the floorboards. He had forgotten how deafening silence could seem when you were listening for every sound — he could even hear the singing of blood in his ears.


  Outside, darkness enveloped him. He moved quickly through the yard towards the stables, and then past the walled kitchen garden behind. So far, so good. None of the horses had whinnied, his boots had not sparked on the cobbles. This far he knew the way without thinking, so he had moved quickly; from here on he would have to go more slowly, with care.


  He waited under a tree, letting his eyes grow accustomed to the darkness. There were two obvious ways to the village: either down the drive at the front of the house, or along a cart track that ran from the stables at the back, west and north around the outskirts of the estate, eventually going past a small wooded rise and down onto the loughside road a mile further on than the drive. It would be foolish to take either of these; if there was any truth in Werner’s claim, then both would be guarded.


  There were three other routes. He could go straight across the park and down to the road that way: it would be quick, and quite easy if the darkness held, because there would be nothing in the way but a few hedges, grass and cows; but if the moon came out he would stand out clearly, an obvious target. He could go west, away from the house in the opposite direction to the village. There were quite a lot of hedges and small hills here, good cover; but he would have to make a long loop round to his right after he had crossed the track, four or five miles across country in order to return to the village from the north, and that would take time.


  And time was what he did not have. To be sure of taking Werner by surprise he wanted to give his orders to Sergeant Cullen and be back in the shortest time possible, so that Werner would have the least chance of realising he had gone. The less Werner suspected, the safer it would be for Tom. So he had to go quickly.


  He decided on the third route: north through the mile and a half of woods and coppices that led directly to the junction of track and road, half a mile outside the village. The woods were thick in places, but he knew them well. And, when he approached the road, the trees would give him good cover to look out and see if anyone was watching.


  When his eyes had adapted well enough to distinguish the trunks of trees ten or fifteen yards away, he set out.


  Inside the woods the darkness increased. He was surrounded by the dank dripping sound of water falling from leaves. The rain had almost ceased, but water was still making its way from the trees to the ground. The sound, Charles thought, would deaden any noise his feet might make on the damp turf and leafmould underfoot. His greatest care must be to avoid stepping too sharply on a rotten stick or crashing into a bush.


  There were paths through the woods. He thought he knew them well. He had come in here once or twice with Tom only a few weeks ago, in the Easter holidays. He remembered how shocked the boy had been when they had come upon a line of vermin strung up on a fence by Charles’s gamekeeper — half a dozen rotting crows, a sparrowhawk, a weasel, and two magpies, all hanging in various stages of decomposition from a branch not far from the pheasant runs. It was disgusting, Charles had agreed, but they were there to deter others. Vermin had to be killed, to make the woods safe for pheasants and songbirds.


  And for children, Charles thought. He wasn’t sure what the legal penalty was for blackmailing parents by kidnapping little boys, but it ought to be death. If I saw that Werner strung up on a line rotting like a crow I wouldn’t care, so long as Tom was safe.


  And would Simon hang, too? Now, as he pushed his way slowly through the dark dripping trees, the enormity of what had happened came over Charles and he began to weep. He could not remember weeping ever in his life before, but that must be what it was. There was a pain in his chest and his breath came harshly and he thought: I did this to my own son. It is because I trusted that boy Simon and gave way to my passion with him and with Werner, when I knew it was wrong, that all this has happened. If I had restrained myself, as I ought to have done, then no one would have dared to blackmail me with the life of my only son.


  Sweet Christ forgive me! Just a day ago Tom thought I was a hero. If I get this wrong now, they will kill him. And even if they don’t, one of those devils will probably tell him his father has done something he could never, ever understand.


  He stopped for a moment in a glade, and for the first time noticed a sound like a man in pain. Abruptly he held his breath. The noise stopped at once, and he realised with shame it was the sound of his own sobbing. If I make a noise like that because I can’t control my own emotions I deserve to be caught. For God’s sake, man, get a grip!


  Softly, he moved out of the glade along a dark grassy path which led to the pheasant runs. The moon had come out, and a pale silver light began to filter down between the trees. Ahead of him he could make out a row of low wooden hutches where the keeper kept his pheasant poults. Two hundred yards beyond that, down a slight slope, would be the road. In ten minutes at most I should have made it, he thought. And then, if there’s no one on the road itself, in five minutes more . . .


  ‘Halt! Stand there, please — still!’


  The voice spun him round as though he had touched an electric battery. Who was it? Where? It came from the left, just ahead and to the side of the hutches — yes! Six or seven yards away under the trees, the figure of a man.


  His first instinct was to run, but even as he took the first step he saw the figure had a rifle. And the voice said: ‘Halt there! Still, or I shoot!’


  Charles stopped, five yards from the man, thinking: It’s no good to run. Even if I get away they’ll know I’ve gone now and that may mean death for Tom. The only thing is to stop this man now, quietly, so that no one knows what’s happened.


  Silently, as he stood in the semi-darkness, he slipped his hand under the long riding coat and slid the kukri from its sheath . . .


  ‘It sounds silly, but I was terribly frightened then,’ Deborah said. ‘He was so little, and he could easily have died, simply frozen to death in there. I mightn’t have gone there for days. I made a rule he shouldn’t ever go in a place like that again. I called it never find.’


  ‘Never find?’ Sarah stood beside Deborah, gently stroking her shoulders and back. She was only half listening to the words, more to the tone of them — the compulsive, terrified hysteria that made Deborah go on and on, talking about a problem neither of them could solve or forget.


  ‘Yes. Like some medieval dungeon, you know. The ice-house and places like that were out of bounds for hide-and-seek because you might never be found there, you know. Anyway, we hardly ever played hide-and-seek after that. Sarah, why am I telling you all this?’


  ‘Why? Because it was the last time you lost him, I suppose. And now this, which is much worse. Listen, Debbie,’ Sarah stopped rubbing Deborah’s neck, and sat down on a stool in front of her. She held Deborah’s hands and stared quietly into her eyes. ‘Charles knows the countryside round here quite well, doesn’t he? So if he thinks he can get into the village he probably can. And once he’s got his UVF soldiers to round these kidnappers up, there won’t be any point in their holding on to Tom, will there? No one makes war on small boys.’


  ‘Don’t they? What if only one of them knows where he is, and that one gets shot or runs away? We’d never find him!’


  Deborah’s eyes looked haunted in the candlelight. I have never seen her upset like this, Sarah thought. She’s obsessed by the horror of it all, as I was when I found out about Jonathan . . .


  Forget that! Don’t think of that now, it’s all past.


  As comfortingly as she could, she said: ‘Charles is a soldier. He knows what he’s doing, Debbie.’


  Deborah said: ‘Never find . . .’


  ‘What?’ She’ll lose control completely if I can’t reach her, Sarah thought. ‘Of course we’ll find him, we’ve got nearly twenty-four hours yet . . .’


  But Deborah wasn’t listening. Frantically, she took her hands away from Sarah’s and scrabbled on the chair, on the fireside table, in the pocket of her nightgown. Looking for something.


  ‘Here!’ She took out Tom’s crumpled note. ‘Don’t you see? Look, there!’ She pointed to some words at the end of a line. ‘Never find!’


  Sarah read the note again.


  Father,


  These men have caught me and shut me in where you can never find. Please do what they say or they will kill me. I am sorry.


  Tom.


  ‘What do you mean, Debbie?’


  ‘It’s not proper English, is it? If you or I were writing that sentence we’d say, ‘where you can never find me’, wouldn’t we? And Tom’s bright, he doesn’t make mistakes like that. He’s done it on purpose.’


  ‘Debbie, you’re imagining things. He was probably just frightened and confused and left a word out, that’s all. Anyway what could it possibly tell you?’


  ‘That . . .’ Deborah got up abruptly and paced across the room. ‘I know it sounds crazy, Sarah, and you’ll think I’m making it up, but I don’t think Tom’s far away at all. I think they’ve brought him here and shut him up in the ice-house!’


  ‘But why would they do that?’


  ‘Because . . . it’s near and it’s easy and it’s very secure and no one would think to look there, perhaps. I don’t know. I’m just telling you that’s what those words mean, to Tom and me. It’s not a mistake, it can’t be. He and I used those words hundreds of times — they’re a sort of family joke.’


  ‘Wouldn’t Charles recognise them?’


  ‘I don’t know — no, probably not. He was away in India at the time, so it wouldn’t mean so much. Sarah, he’s there. I know it.’


  Sarah stared at her, bemused. ‘It’s a possibility, I suppose, but — what are we going to do about it?’


  ‘We could wait for Charles, tell him when he comes back.’


  ‘Will he believe you?’


  ‘Probably not.’ Deborah shook her head frantically. ‘Oh Sarah, I know it sounds crazy but I know he’s in there! And we can’t just leave him. Even if they don’t kill him, he’ll freeze to death!’


  ‘All right. Let’s go there and let him out.’


  ‘What? Just you and me?’


  ‘Yes.’ Sarah smiled. ‘You and a few other ladies got me out of Holloway, didn’t you? This should be a lot easier than that!’


  Charles stood quite still, waiting. He could see the silhouette of the man in front of him, five yards away under the trees, shadowy in the moonlight. He could distinguish the shape of the rifle, but not the face; just a pale grey blue under a cap. If the moon goes in, he thought, I won’t see even that.


  And he won’t see me.


  Charles felt the weight of the kukri in his right hand, under his coat. Heavy, perhaps one and a half pounds in weight, solid, razor sharp. A single blow from it would sever the man’s arm or neck, leave him stretched, twitching on the ground, pulsing his life’s blood into the leafmould. It would be a terrible thing to do — but for my son, he thought, I will if I have to.


  The man was still five yards away, just out of reach. Deliberately, Charles took a step forward.


  ‘Halt,’ the man said. ‘Stand still there.’


  Charles realized he still did not know definitely who the man was. Certainly the accent was not local, probably foreign, but before killing a man one ought to be sure. If he was just a poacher and I sliced his head off . . .


  ‘Who are you?’


  ‘To talk not. Back to house. Verstehen?’


  Oh yes, I verstehen all right, Charles thought. Just come a little closer and you’ll see. ‘Which house d’you mean, old chap? I went out for a midnight stroll and got lost, don’t you know?’


  He took another step forward.


  ‘Halt! Stand there!’


  The man took half a pace backwards to keep his distance, into the low overhanging brush of the surrounding trees. Charles thought, I can move forward faster than him, but one false move and I’ve had it. The gun barrel was pointing straight at his chest, and the man’s voice sounded distinctly nervous, uncertain what to do next.


  Any moment now.


  ‘Hilfe! Hier! Adolf! Schnell!’ The man turned his head and yelled loud over his shoulder, into the night. At the same moment the moon went in, and he almost disappeared in the sudden blackness all around him. Charles ducked and stepped forward, swinging at the rifle barrel with his left arm to lift it up and away, harmlessly over his head. At the same time he drew out the kukri in his right hand and, as he felt the rifle barrel slide away, raised himself to his full height and swung the kukri down and forwards with all his strength into the darkness where the man had been.


  He felt a jar all along his arm and a crack as though the kukri had sheered right through something.


  But it was too high! It was not in the right place for an arm and there was not the soft, sticky blood smell or a scream. Instead there was a curse, not where the knife had struck but a little further away, and a shadow moving under the trees. God damn it to hell, Charles thought, I hit the branch of a tree not the man. He lifted the kukri again and stepped forward but another branch whipped him in the face and before he could focus on the shifting indistinct shape in front of him there was a sudden red flash and a blinding roar and . . .


  ‘There’s a man there!’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Sssssh! Look!’ Deborah reached out and touched Sarah’s arm, pointing down between the trees. They were on a little hill about half a mile west of the house, with large well-grown cedars and beeches stretching high above their heads. Immediately in front of them and below them was a thick bank of rhododendron bushes, which Deborah hoped would screen them from view. The ice-house was just below them to the right, screened by the rhododendron bushes and a number of other shrubs. As the moon peeped from behind a cloud, she had seen the shape of the man.


  Sarah peered along the line of Deborah’s arm, but it was hard to see what she was pointing at. It was very dark, and a thin, drizzling rain was still falling. The brief flash of moonlight filtered through a confusion of trees and branches which were unfamiliar to her; she was not even sure she could distinguish the ice-house.


  She was beginning to regret her impulsive suggestion that the two of them should come out here. They had no clear plan, other than to look for the key, unlock the door, and see if Tom was inside. Despite Deborah’s certainty about the words in the letter, Sarah thought the chances of finding Tom were highly unlikely. She had only suggested they come in order to humour her sister and help her break out of the self-destructive weeping and panic which had begun to engulf her. At least it was action, and Sarah was in favour of that. It might lead to something, and if not, at least they would know they had tried.


  The moonlight faded, then returned. Sarah peered harder in the direction Deborah had pointed. There was a low building there — she could see part of its roof between the rhododendrons, wet slates glistening silver. And something else, about ten yards to the right of the building. Was that a man, standing very still and dark beside a leaf-covered path, or had Deborah imagined it? It might be only a tree stump, or a small fir tree, perhaps?


  Fir trees don’t move.


  The figure turned, took several paces idly along the path, as though going nowhere in particular, then came back. She thought she could make out the coat now, and a peaked cap like that of an officer.


  ‘It is a man!’ she hissed fervently. ‘You’re right, Debbie — standing guard outside the ice-house!’ Sarah was impressed. Perhaps Deborah’s intuition had been right after all.


  ‘What did I tell you? Tom’s got to be in there!’


  ‘Well, what’re we going to do now?’


  ‘Sssssh! He’s looking this way!’


  ‘Oh my God, so he is.’


  The two women froze. At least we had the sense to put on dark coats and hats, Sarah thought. Surely he can’t see us? If he has, we can’t possibly fight him. I only just managed to make it up this hill. Maybe it’s my gasping for breath that’s given us away.


  Deborah was almost certain who the man was. He was slim and he had that officer’s cap on — certainly he wasn’t a poacher, and she couldn’t believe any German spies would dress like that. Anyway, surely their caps were different? So it must be Simon Fletcher, and that proves everything. He has a stick in his hand too, or is it a rifle?


  As the young man looked up, and then began to climb the slope cautiously towards them, Deborah thought, if it is him I can’t run, that would be deserting Tom. Maybe I can find a fallen branch somewhere to hit him with, or I’ll walk straight up to him and jab my fingernails in his eyes . . .


  She had never fought anyone since she was a child, and she had little idea what to do. But no one had threatened her son before, and that made everything different. She thought: everything’s possible if you have the courage. The main thing is to attack . . .


  The dank silence under the trees was shattered suddenly by a scream far away in the woods to their left, and a shot immediately afterwards. The two women froze and the woods around them echoed with the sound. Then there was another scream, high-pitched, distant like the first. This time Deborah thought she could make out some of the words.


  `Hilfe! Hier! Adolf! Schnell!’


  It was about a mile away, in the woods by the road where the pheasant runs were. My God, she thought, it’s Charles!


  On the slope in front of them the dark figure of the young man stood quite still, staring to his right where the sound had come from. He seemed to hesitate for a while, and Deborah thought, if I were a man I would attack him now. While he’s still not sure we’re here, while he’s not thinking about us. But I’m not: he’s too far away and I still haven’t found a stick.


  Then the young man made up his mind. He turned abruptly and walked away from them, back past the ice-house and out of sight. For a couple of minutes Deborah listened, in the oppressive silence that seemed to have descended around them even closer than before, like a damp dark blanket. She thought she heard occasional footsteps going away, down the slope and through the trees towards the house. If he was going into the house then surely there would be the scrunch of gravel . . .


  There! Wasn’t that it?


  She had to take the risk. ‘Come on!’ she whispered to Sarah. ‘I’m sure he’s gone. We’ve got to try the door!’


  Simon was good at waiting, but only when he saw the point of it. If there was a man to be killed — tipped from the passenger deck of a ship into the grey midnight sea or incinerated in his own mistress’s house — then Simon could wait for hours, immobile, waiting for precisely the right moment and thinking only of the task in hand. Then he would strike, swift and silent as a snake, and be gone. The waiting was part of the joy of successful revenge.


  But tonight was different. He had not chosen to wait outside the ice-house, and he saw no point in it. The boy was shut in behind two locked doors. He could not escape, and no one would come to rescue him because no one knew where he was. Simon wanted to be in the house. He wanted to see the expression on Charles’s face when he learned what had happened. He wanted to see the knowledge seep in, like poison, that this was Charles’s punishment for having rejected Simon’s love. It was what happened to all men whom Simon met, in the end. And he wanted to see Charles’s face when he realised that his son, whom he said he loved above anything, was a hostage in Simon’s hands; and that, because of this, he was going to have to betray every principle he had ever held dear.


  It was a more subtle, crueller revenge than any he had devised before. That was why he had proposed it — that, and the large pension from the German treasury that Werner had promised him, if the plan succeeded. But all his pleasure would be wasted, if he was not allowed to witness the effect on Charles . . .


  Werner had insisted Simon stayed by the ice-house, partly to guard Tom, partly to ensure that no one left the house to give a warning, and partly, so he said, because he felt that the sight of Simon might so enrage Charles that he would be unamenable to reason.


  None of these reasons impressed Simon, but in the end he had given way. Now, alone in the dank night, he wished he had not. He had considered going in to young Tom and favouring him with a detailed account of exactly what his heroic father did for sexual gratification; but the pleasure in that, also, would be small if he were not able to witness the meeting later between father and son. It had also occurred to Simon, later in the night, that Werner’s plans excluded him from the trip to Craigavon the next day. One of Werner’s men was to drive the car; he, Simon, was to stay here. The more Simon thought about that, the more foolish he thought it was. He knew the roads and the car better than any German sailor; and any suspicious sentries they met would recognise him as Charles’s ADC. And, most important from Simon’s point of view, he would be there to watch Charles squirm as he carried out Werner’s orders.


  All these thoughts were going through Simon’s head when he heard a sound in the woods above him. At first he thought it might be a fox or a badger rustling through the leaves — he had heard several already that night. Then a stick cracked and there was a sound that might have been whispering; though it was hard to tell, with the rain and the wind through the leaves. But if it was someone, trying to move through the trees into the back lane and on into town, then he had been placed here to stop that.


  He climbed hesitantly up the slope. He was not an experienced soldier or used to fighting in the normal sense. He had his rifle, the Mannlicher which had been smuggled in from Germany, with the long bayonet hanging from his belt, but he was not fool enough to think he was expert in using it yet. Still, it would at least do to make a noise and summon help.


  He was still hesitating when the scream and the shot came.


  The sounds terrified Simon. He was alone here and one of the voices sounded like a German calling for help. Perhaps Werner had got it wrong — perhaps Charles had somehow got out a message asking for help and there were UVF soldiers all around him now in the woods! Or perhaps Charles had been shot and was dying.


  Either way, Simon could not bear to stay alone here any more under the dark dripping trees. If Charles was dying or had to be killed then he, Simon, wanted to be in on it. And if he was not and the whole operation had gone wrong then he wanted to know, so that he could make his escape.


  Quickly, not caring how much noise he made, Simon ran down the slope and across the wide lawns towards the gravel drive and the dark, looming shape of the house.


  ‘It’s not here!’


  Deborah felt frantically with her hands under the slate by the old yew tree near the ice-house. There was no key! Not under the slate, not on the grass or the roots nearby. She searched quickly, carefully, kneeling on the damp muddy ground as she patted with her hands everywhere, but it was not there.


  ‘Are you sure this is the right place?’


  ‘Of course I’m sure! It’s always here. That’s where it’s kept!’


  ‘Then that man’s got it!’


  ‘Yes. Simon, the devil!’


  Deborah got to her feet and ran back to the outer door of the ice-house, banging with her fists against the old, mossy wood. She called in a low, anxious voice, ‘Tommy! Tom! Are you in there?’


  They both listened carefully but there was no answer. She banged and called again but the result was the same. ‘I could scream louder,’ she muttered. ‘But it wouldn’t help and someone might hear. We’ve got to get this door open!’


  ‘Yes, all right, but how? We need some sort of tools, at least.’


  Sarah felt the edges of the door in the darkness. In places bits of old rotten wood could be peeled off but there seemed to be plenty more solid stuff underneath. She could get her fingers into the gap between the lock and door jam but that was no use; nothing moved when she pulled.


  ‘Perhaps if we could get a bar or a spade in there and lean against it — that might lever it open. But where could we find something like that?’


  ‘I don’t know!’ Deborah was nearly weeping with frustration. Her son was in here, she was quite sure of it. But if she couldn’t get this door open soon that monster Simon Fletcher would come back; and apart from that, the shot might mean Charles had been killed, for all she knew. Charles, the stupid arrogant fool, prattling on about being true to his conscience and his duty — why isn’t he here!


  ‘In the Middle Ages they used to smash doors in with battering rams.’


  ‘What? Don’t be silly, Sarah — where would we find a thing like that?’


  ‘A big log, perhaps, or a stone. There must be something, somewhere.’


  ‘All right, let’s look.’


  At first it was impossible. There were trees all around but no logs; for the first time in her life Deborah cursed her garden staff for being too efficient. Only little stumps and twigs and masses of useless bushes and leaf mould. They searched around on all sides of the ice-house but they could hardly see. Time was passing, Deborah realised; soon someone would come up from the house and then all her efforts would have been wasted. Her son might be killed because now she knew where he was and who had kidnapped him . . .


  The moon came out, bathing the woods in clear silvery light. At least it was clear now and they could see they were wasting their time.


  ‘Here!’


  ‘What is it? Where are you?’ Deborah rushed towards the sound of Sarah’s voice. She was near the path under one of the rhododendron bushes.


  ‘Look, there’s a big stone. If we can just get it out of the ground …’


  ‘Let me help.’ The stone was one of a number that the gardeners had dug into the ground at the side of the path, presumably with the idea of marking the route and possibly having a little wall on either side in the end. It was big, a foot or more in height and six inches thick. But Sarah was right, it ought to be possible to get it out. Maybe the rhododendron roots had loosened it, or the rain. They seized it with their slippery, muddy hands, tugged with all their force, grunted . . .


  ‘It’s coming!’


  ‘Yes!’


  The stone lay on the path, loose, like an extracted tooth, and Sarah collapsed gasping beside it. For nearly half a minute she lay there, wheezing. Deborah tried to lift the stone herself, failed, tried again. This time she moved it two feet and then dropped it, weeping with frustration.


  ‘It’s no good — it’s too heavy!’


  ‘No it’s not!’ Sarah was back on her feet, and the two of them got their hands under the stone, lifted it, carried it together up the path to the door of the ice-house. Then, backs breaking, they put it down.


  ‘We can do it. We’ve got to,’ Sarah said. ‘Look, when we pick it up, we’ll take two steps back and then swing it as hard as we can against the door, just by the lock there. If we do that enough times it’s bound to smash. Only don’t drop it on your toes!’


  ‘No,’ Deborah laughed, a brief, harsh laugh. Then they bent to pick up the stone. The first time they swung it there was a disappointing slithering smash, and they did indeed drop it with a soft plop into the leafmould by Sarah’s foot. Deborah felt the door but nothing seemed to have happened to it at all. Sarah leaned against the wall, clutching a finger which had got crushed.


  ‘It’s no good,’ Deborah said. ‘It’s too heavy and we’re not strong enough. You shouldn’t be doing this anyway.’


  Sarah gasped for a moment, her breath coming too harshly for speech. Then she said: ‘Nonsense! Good exercise . . . make me strong. Anyway, when you’ve been in prison you know . . . how important it is to get out.’


  ‘All right. Thanks.’ They bent to lift the stone again and this time they managed much better. The stone hit the old iron of the door with a thunderous crash and they didn’t drop it but swung it back again for another blow. And a third. Then they put it down, gasping, to examine the damage.


  It was not as much as Deborah had hoped. The iron of the lock was bent and the wood around it splintered in places, but although the door rattled it held nearly as firmly as before. This is going to take time, she thought. And time is like strength — something we don’t have much of.


  Even as they paused, breathing heavily, she heard voices down by the house, and lights came on in the windows. Then there was the sound of footsteps, walking outside on the gravel.


  ‘Come on,’ she said, bending to pick up the stone. ‘Four more good swings this time. Just there, on the edge of the lock.’


  ‘I’ll do my best,’ Sarah whispered grimly. But even as she stepped back for the first swing she staggered, and nearly fell . . .


  30


  WERNER HAD not gone to bed that night. It seemed too risky and he felt vulnerable in his enemy’s house, even though he was convinced he had paralysed Charles with his threats. Instead he sat quietly in an armchair by a low fire with the automatic pistol on his left knee, gazing into the flames, thinking.


  If all went well tomorrow he would have fulfilled every jot of the plan he had submitted to von Falkenhayn. Carson would have vanished — spirited from the very gates of the Unionist headquarters, Craigavon, into nowhere. The Unionists would be shocked, furious; they would be certain that the British government were behind his disappearance and no amount of official denials would convince them otherwise.


  Tomorrow morning, to reinforce this belief, an article, already written by Werner, would appear in the Neue Zuricher Zeitung at the same time as Carson’s abduction. The article would say that the paper’s correspondent had exclusive information that the British Special Branch were planning to arrest Carson and keep him incommunicado in a police station near Belfast for several days. Werner had arranged for copies of this article to be sent to the London Times, the Daily Telegraph, the Irish Times, and the Daily Mail. When the news of Carson’s disappearance broke, one of these would be bound to report on Werner’s article even if they did not believe in it completely.


  No amount of government denials would destroy the avalanche of suspicion which, Werner felt sure, would lead to a flood of attacks by Ulster Unionists upon police stations and British Army barracks throughout Ulster. The remaining Unionist leadership would be powerless to resist it. The civil war would have begun.


  Carson, meanwhile, would be in one of two graves already dug in a bog on a side road not far from Craigavon. Charles Cavendish would be in the other. It was an isolated, lonely spot; the bodies might rot there undiscovered for years. By late afternoon Werner, Adolf, Karl-Otto, and Franz would be on the ferry to Stranraer, and Simon on a train to Dublin, from where he would take a ship direct to Germany. Their tickets were already bought.


  No one would return to Glenfee to free the boy Tom, as Werner had promised. It was too risky. Instead the keys would be posted to the house with a note, in block capitals, telling Mrs Cavendish where to look.


  Of course, it could still all go wrong. But Werner did not at the moment see how. The most dangerous moment might be at Craigavon, when Charles might be tempted to do or say something to arouse Carson’s suspicions. But Werner had looked into Charles’s eyes tonight when he had told him of the danger to his son, and he felt sure that Charles Cavendish would put his love for his son first, his duty to Carson second.


  After a while he dozed and fell asleep. He dreamt that he had returned to Germany, and that the Kaiser himself was awarding him a medal. He raised his right hand to salute, and as he did so he realised that it was whole again, undamaged. He was seated on a gleaming black cavalry horse being honoured by Kaiser Wilhelm II in front of a review of the entire German Army, and his dead father was beaming at him proudly from behind the Kaiser’s right arm.


  The shot awoke him instantly.


  He sat up, staring around the room, the automatic in his left hand, pulling back the safety catch with his thumb. But there was no one here; the room was silent, empty. Probably the shot had not come from inside the house at all. He tried to remember exactly what the sound had been like, but it was hazy, confused by his dreams. Had he really heard a shot, or only dreamt it?


  Then there was a cry, thin, high, distinct, from somewhere out in the grounds.


  ‘HiIfe! Hier! Adolf! Schnell!’


  He ran to the window and looked out. But it was dark — a thin rain falling, wind. He could see nothing. He forced himself to think. Clearly someone had disturbed Franz or Karl-Otto. Either someone coming towards the house from the village, or someone going away from here, trying to take a message. Which he had believed Charles would not dare to do.


  If there was someone coming towards the house then it was important to get hold of Charles. He could order whoever it was to stop, go away, tell them that it was all a mistake and everything was all right.


  If it was someone going from here to the village then he still had to get hold of Charles. To find out if he had sent anyone — to check if the man was still here at all!


  Werner hurried out of his room into the corridor. He had forced Charles to show him where he slept earlier that night. Perhaps he should have kept Charles with him all night but he had thought that would be too provocative, and make Charles so angry that he would attack Werner out of simple rage, forgetting the consequences. Werner had decided to leave him alone in the hope that he would cool down.


  That could prove to have been my worst mistake, he thought as he hurried along the corridor, past the main staircase.


  As he had feared, Charles’s room was empty. The spears and assegais hung on the wall, the fire was cold in the grate, the bed unslept in. Werner’s feet echoed on the bare floorboards. He thought: damn!


  Now what do I do? He hurried down to the library and the study but they were empty too. Someone had lit the oil lamps in the corridors and main stairs. In the front hall, he met the butler, Smythe, in a dressing gown.


  ‘Ah, good evening, sir. I thought I heard a shot, and someone shouting, in the grounds.’


  ‘Yes. I heard the same.’ What do I do about this, Werner wondered. He noticed that the butler was staring at the automatic in his hand. ‘It’s all right, don’t worry, Colonel Cavendish has already gone out to deal with it.’


  ‘Perhaps I should wake Johnson, the chauffeur, and go out to help him,’ Smythe suggested.


  ‘No, that won’t be necessary,’ Werner said quickly. ‘Colonel Cavendish gave express instructions to me, in fact, that everyone was to go back to bed and not trouble themselves. I am here to guard the house if there is any . . . ah, good evening.’


  They both turned as a young man came in the front door with a rifle in his hand. Simon Fletcher. He looked cold, damp, frightened. ‘What the hell’s going on?’


  ‘It’s nothing.’ Werner stepped quickly towards Simon, so that the butler was behind him and could not see his face. He stared at Simon meaningfully and flashed a glance over his left shoulder. ‘I was just explaining to the butler here that there is a UVF night exercise taking place in the grounds, and so there is no cause for concern.’


  ‘What? Oh, I see - yes.’ Simon took a deep breath and got a grip on himself. ‘Yes, it’s all right, Smythe. It’s just night training, that’s all. No need for concern. Didn’t Colonel Cavendish tell you?’


  ‘No sir, I’m afraid he did not. I fear that the cook and the chambermaids . . .’


  ‘Yes, that’s right. You go and explain to them now, would you? And tell them all to stay in bed - that’s the safest place to be, by far.’


  ‘As you say, Mr Fletcher.’


  Smythe went out, with, Werner thought, just the faintest show of suspicious reluctance in his manner. When he had gone, Werner dragged Simon through one of the side doors into the library.


  ‘What the devil are you doing here?’ he asked furiously. ‘You’re supposed to be guarding the boy!’


  ‘I came because of that shot, of course. Someone’s out there - one of your men’s in trouble. What’s going on?’


  ‘It’s Charles Cavendish, I think. He’s not in the house.’


  ‘Oh Christ!’ Simon gazed at Werner incredulously. ‘You mean you let him go?’


  ‘I didn’t tie him down, if that’s what you mean. I told him the boy would die if he tried to get help. I thought he would have enough sense . . .’


  ‘Well, if he’s gone out and got past your men, your scheme is wrecked anyway,’ Simon said bitterly. ‘You can kill the boy or not, it won’t make any difference. I told you, you should have let me come into the house and talk to him . . .’


  ‘Quiet!’ Werner said. ‘What’s that outside?’


  There was the sound of feet, dragging on gravel, and a sort of sick moaning. They both rushed to the window and looked out.


  In the light from the oil lamps in the main hall, a group of men appeared moving slowly across the gravel drive. There were three of them — two apparently strong and healthy, supporting a third with a bloodstained, bleeding face, who stumbled feebly between the others, with an arm around each of their necks.


  The shot seemed to go on and on for a long time. Whenever Charles tried to think, the only picture in his mind was the shot exploding out of the night in front of his face. There was yellow and red and white fire and a noise that went on and on and on, straight through both eardrums and round and round inside his head and down his spine and through every part of his body. He tried to think of something else but there was only that, the rifle shot exploding out of the night in front of his face, yellow and red and white fire . . .


  Then once there was the sense of falling. Down over a cliff through midnight air, turning and turning with the noise still in his head and the sense that there was nothing below him or above or in any direction at all, just an endless vacuum through which he fell and . . .


  A blade of grass up his nose.


  It tickled. He shifted his head and sneezed, and he realised his head was wet everywhere. Cold wet underneath because he was lying on grass or mud or leafmould, and hot sticky wet on top and all across his face. He didn’t know what that was and he didn’t like it. He had a sense that he should keep the cold wet and the hot wet apart, but to do that he would have to split his head in two and Ah God the noise again! And the shot in front of his face, yellow and red and white fire . . .


  A shout, somewhere above him: ‘Hilfe! Hier! Adolf! Schnell!’


  Where did it come from? He realised he had hands and tried to move one. It crawled in the leafmould near his face like a crab. In order to see if it was really one of his own he pushed against it with what might have been his arm, and it lifted his face up so that he could see for the first time. The moon had come out and there was a boot a few inches away from his nose. He opened his mouth to speak, but the hot, wet, sticky stuff trickled in, and before he could swallow it the boot lifted up out of his sight and came down between his shoulder-blades, crushing his face into the leafmould again.


  ‘Lie still. Hilfe kommt.’


  The weight of the boot was many thousands of times stronger than any strength he might have, so he lay and felt the hot wet trickle down from somewhere on his right forehead to join the cold wet under his left cheek. After a while he opened his right eye again and saw shadows and silvery bits of leaf and grass, so he decided he was not blind. He decided he was not dead either, because neither heaven nor hell could be like this. He tried to remember what there had been in the world before the shot, but the noise came back and his head throbbed and he closed his eye and prayed please God stop it now!


  And God answered with a small voice that said: Tom.


  Tom is my son. He will be killed now. I have to rescue him.


  He was not sure yet why Tom would be killed or who would do it or where he was, but he knew immediately that it was very urgent and he tried to get up, but that only resulted in his head turning over and more pressure from the boot and the hot sticky liquid trickling straight down over his right eye and his left eye being free to see things for a change.


  What it saw was a knife blade.


  The knife blade was about a foot long and two inches wide, bent in two at an angle halfway along. It was one or two feet away from his head, and the point was stuck in the ground. The moonlight shone on it and was reflected straight off the gleaming blade into his eye and it went on into his brain, where it dispelled the noise and the fog and illuminated his memory.


  Charles thought: Kukri. That knife is a kukri and I used it to try to kill this man, this German spy who has his foot in my back and was trying to prevent me from going to the village to raise the alarm. I have to raise the alarm because they are going to kidnap Sir Edward Carson and start a war, and to persuade me to help them do that they have kidnapped my son Tom. Oh God, what will they do to him now?


  There was a crashing noise through the leaves and then two more boots came and stood by his face. There was a conversation above him in German and then someone bent down and struck a match and held it close to his head. Then there was more conversation and then they picked him up.


  ‘Can you stand?’


  ‘No, I . . .’


  Charles staggered and flopped against one of the men. Each of them put an arm round his waist and laid his weak floppy arms across their necks, and they began to move through the wood. They were more or less carrying him, but occasionally one of his legs moved, and after a while they both did, and one of the Germans said: ‘Is besser now, uh?’ and let him down a little so that he bore a bit more of his own weight himself.


  As they came out of the woods and onto the drive, Charles thought: maybe my strength is returning a bit. If I really had to now I might be able to stand. I’ve got an arm round the neck of each of these two bastards — if only I was strong enough I could throttle them both.


  But that was utter nonsense, as he found when he tried to move his right arm even a few inches. Someone seemed to have unstrung all the muscles inside it, as though it belonged to a rag doll. And the Germans were built like a pair of buffalo, they weren’t even breathing heavily after carrying him almost a mile.


  They carried him up the front steps of Glenfee, and as they came into the hall the library door opened and there were Werner and Simon. Oh sweet Jesus in heaven, Charles thought, perhaps they didn’t need to send me to hell when I died, they just sent me back here . . .


  ‘Put him down over there,’ Werner said. ‘Under that lamp.’


  Franz and Adolf carried Charles into the library and sat him in a chair. His uniform was filthy; there were streaks of blood like matted hair all over his face and neck, and his skin was as white as paper. When they let go of him he slumped against the back of the chair as though he would have fallen out of it had there not been a headrest there. But his eyes were still alive. They moved from Werner to Simon, dark with hatred.


  ‘What happened?’ Werner asked Franz in German.


  ‘I saw him coming through the wood and told him to halt. He jumped at me with a knife so I had to shoot him. I don’t think it’s very bad — the bullet must have just grazed his skull.’


  ‘Let’s have a look.’ Werner switched to English. ‘Someone had better get some water from the kitchen. Simon, it had better be you, the servants know you.’


  ‘Why treat him at all?’ Simon asked coldly. ‘Your scheme’s ruined anyway, he might as well die.’


  There was a slight movement in the chair, as though Charles had tried to sit up. His hot dark eyes focused on Simon, his mouth slightly open in shock.


  ‘Nonsense,’ Werner said sharply. ‘If it’s only a graze we can dress him up and take him with us. Soldiers are always getting wounded, Carson will be impressed by his dedication to duty.’


  ‘In that uniform?’ Simon asked.


  Werner looked at Charles’s jacket. It was streaked with mud and blood. ‘If necessary. But he must have a clean one somewhere. Get the water when I tell you to, damn it!’


  Simon went, and returned. While Franz held the bowl, Werner bathed Charles’s face and forehead carefully. It was as Franz had said — a narrow wound about an inch long on his right temple, which bled profusely. ‘Do you have any first-aid equipment in this house?’ he asked Simon. ‘Bandages, iodine?’


  Sullenly, Simon brought it. Charles winced when the iodine was put on, then Franz applied a cotton dressing and wound a quick, competent bandage round Charles’s head.


  ‘There.’ Werner took a deep breath. ‘And you say he was going towards the village when you shot him, not coming back from it?’ he asked Franz.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then so far no one knows anything about us.’ He looked at his watch. It was twenty to four. ‘We will dress this man up in clean clothes and continue with our scheme as planned. Your wound, Colonel Cavendish, will provide an interesting topic of conversation for you with Sir Edward Carson when you meet. You had better work out an innocent story to tell him.’


  Very faintly, Charles said: ‘Don’t be stupid. I can’t go with you now, man. I’m too weak.’


  Werner stared at him. ‘Stand up!’


  Charles made what seemed to be a feeble move to get out of his chair. He slumped back after his head had moved a few inches.


  ‘I can’t. Sorry, old man. It’s no go.’


  Werner felt the sweat trickling under his arms and on his upper lip. So near, and yet so far. And now this arrogant sod had the gall to mock him with his own weakness. In that upper-class English drawl.


  ‘In that case, I shall kill your son.’


  Werner felt the electricity of the room focus on him. Franz and Adolf were watching him, shocked. Simon had an odd smile on his smooth handsome face. Charles sat up, much more sharply than he had done before. His voice was stronger too.


  ‘You can’t do that! You daren’t! He hasn’t done anything to you – he’s only a boy!’


  ‘I made a promise and I shall keep it,’ Werner said. ‘Except that it will not be me who does the killing. Simon shall have that pleasure.’


  Charles sat back, breathing in quick short gasps. ‘But I can’t move. Really, I . . .’


  ‘Then you had better get your strength up. Simon, go and fetch the boy. Call Karl-Otto in too – he is in the fields to the west of the house. In the meantime, Colonel Cavendish, we will fetch you brandy and clean clothes, and let you rest. When we leave this house to pick up Sir Edward Carson, your son will come with us in the car. So will Simon Fletcher. I am afraid young Simon does not like your son, but you have my word no harm will come to him so long as you summon up enough strength to do exactly as I say. When we get within a mile of Craigavon, Simon and the boy will get out. We will pick them up on the way back. If Sir Edward is with us the boy will be unharmed. Otherwise, Simon will cut his throat.’


  Charles stared, horrified, as Simon Fletcher walked out of the room with a satisfied smirk on his face. Hell is all around me, he thought.


  The stone was huge and heavy and slippery and hard and it tore at the muscles in their arms and shoulders and backs and legs as they swung it, but they would not give up. Their hands were slippery and muddy and sweat trickled down their faces and under their arms and between their breasts, but each time the stone smashed into the door there was a crunch and rattle that seemed to loosen something further, and they thought, surely this time it must break.


  The moon came out from behind a cloud, shining through the soft drizzling rain, and they put down the stone to examine the door more closely.


  The handle was broken, and the wood all round the lock was smashed and torn into splinters. The metal lock was twisted and bent so that two of the screws had dropped out, but still, when they pushed against it, the door refused to open. It was loose, it rattled back and forth, but something held it.


  ‘One more try,’ Deborah said. ‘Can you manage?’


  Sarah nodded, without speaking. Her breath came harsh and raw into her throat, and she was so exhausted by the effort of lifting the heavy stone that her hands were trembling violently - but she had no intention of giving up. She had never seen Deborah like this, so desperate, so determined. But it was also a joy to be doing something at last, not being a victim. I may be weak but I will overcome it, she thought. Not just for Tom, but for all children.


  The moon went in. A gust of wind brought stronger rain from the west. They picked up the sodden slippery stone, stepped back, swung forward together - smash! It nearly fell from their hands, but nothing moved. They stepped back, swung forward again - the same. A third time, the last before they would have to drop it and rest - and this time as they hit the door it gave! Something wrenched out of the wood inside, the door fell open in front of them, and they staggered forward into the tunnel, carried forward by their own impetus, nearly dropping the stone on their own feet before they collapsed on the floor beside it.


  They lay there for a moment, breathing heavily in short gasps of triumph.


  ‘Are you all right?’ Deborah asked.


  ‘Yes. We did it!’


  ‘First part, anyway.’ Deborah stumbled to her feet. The passage was quite dark, blacker even than the night outside. I should have thought to bring a torch, she thought. But she had been here in daylight, she knew the shape of what should be behind the door. She walked forward, one hand on the black slippery wall. Three paces, slight turn to the right, down two steps — a door. Locked, of course. She banged on it with her fists.


  ‘Tom! Are you in there?’


  Silence. Just their own laboured breath in the dank narrow passage. And, oddly, the confused echo of voices from outside, far away. Oh no, Sarah thought. It was all for nothing.


  Deborah shouted again. A higher pitch to her voice this time, a note of panic.


  ‘Tom! Are you in there? Answer me! It’s Mother!’


  Again silence. Sarah felt her breath sobbing from a new pain in her chest. It’s too desperate, she thought, too futile. Surely someone was shouting outside, too? It sounded like a man’s voice.


  ‘Karl-Otto!’


  Then there was another sound. A tapping from the far side of the door. Not loud — like a mouse far away. Then a voice, small — ‘Mummy!’


  ‘It is him!’ Deborah said. ‘Tom! I’m here, with aunt Sarah! We’ll get you out. Are you all right?’


  ‘Yes,’ the voice said. ‘But I’m cold. Be quick, Mummy, please!’


  ‘Don’t worry, we will!’ Deborah shouted. Then she turned. ‘Though God knows how, if they haven’t left the key.’ She scrabbled back with her hands along the right-hand side wall, fumbling for the place in the darkness. ‘It’s usually here, on a hook somewhere. This is it — oh God, it’s missing! Heaven help us! We’ll have to smash this door in with the stone as well!’


  ‘Just a minute.’ Sarah reached out and gripped Deborah’s shoulder in the darkness. ‘Ssssh! I think there’s someone outside!’


  Simon strode out of the house across the drive and the lawn that led to the wooded hill where the ice-house was. He had the Mannlicher rifle slung over his shoulder and the bayonet at the belt by his side. As he came near the hill he shouted out to the dark, silvery fields on his left.


  ‘Karl-Otto! Hey, Karl-Otto! Come to me here! Karl-Otto!’


  He saw no need for silence or secrecy any more. Whatever Werner said it seemed to Simon a desperate plan to try to force the wounded Charles to go in the car to Craigavon. But nonetheless he was prepared to bring Tom to confront Charles in the house. There could be some pleasure in that. If Charles resists or tries to rescue the boy then I’ll kill him there and then, and perhaps his loathsome little son as well, Simon thought. And then I’ll flee to Germany.


  It was revenge which interested him, not Werner’s plot against Carson. That was just a means to an end.


  He shouted again: ‘Karl-Otto!’


  As he approached the wooded hill he saw a dark figure approaching him in the distance. It was still some two hundred yards away across the grey moonlit fields. A voice came back to him faintly, but clear.


  ‘Ja. What is?’


  ‘Go into the house. Von Weichsaker’s orders. I have to fetch the boy.’


  The man’s English was not good but Simon hoped he understood. He changed direction slightly and began to head across the fields towards the house. Simon carried on up the hill under the trees, towards the ice-house. As he came nearer he remembered the sounds he had heard here before, and glanced ahead nervously. For a moment he thought he saw a shadow move, but surely that was just imagination. He fumbled in his pocket, brought out a small electric torch, and shone it around under the trees. Nothing.


  Then he shone it on the door and stopped, thunderstruck. ‘What . . .?’


  He stood for a moment, irresolute, outside the broken door. It was quite silent. He unshouldered the rifle, cocked it, and pointed it forwards in front of him. Then, holding the torch clumsily alongside the barrel, he bent his head and stepped forward cautiously into the tunnel.


  Almost immediately he stumbled and nearly fell. Swearing, he looked down by the light of the torch and saw a large stone on the ground just inside the door. From inside he could see how the lock of the door itself was smashed and shattered as though by a massive iron bar. Simon’s stomach squirmed.


  Who can possibly have done this? he thought.


  The torchlight wavered, glimmering on dank, moss-covered walls. He took it away from the rifle barrel, shone it ahead of him down the passage.


  ‘Simon Fletcher?’


  He jumped. There, in front of the door, was a figure. A woman, perhaps, though she was so dirty and bedraggled it was hard to tell. In the dim light of the torch he saw a face streaked with mud and bedraggled fair hair, a filthy brown muddy dress, dark eyes staring at him with a wild intensity like a trapped ferret.


  He stood nervously, a yard or so away from her. The rifle wavered in his right hand, pointing at her breast. ‘Who the hell are you?’


  ‘Don’t you know me? I’m Tom’s mother. Have you come to let him out?’


  ‘Yes.’ He shone the torch more carefully and smiled to himself with relief. It was true, it was her. Deborah Cavendish. Surely he could handle her, she had never been any threat to him before. But tonight she looked different — more like a savage gypsy woman in the mud and the rain. And there was a cunning look in her dark fierce eyes as well — like a trapped weasel.


  She straightened up, stepped towards him.


  ‘About time too,’ she said. ‘But now I’m here you can give me the key. I need it to unlock the door and set him free.’


  She held out her hand.


  ‘Oh no.’ Simon stepped back cautiously, still aiming the rifle clumsily in one hand and holding the torch in the other. ‘I have to take the boy down to the house. He’s a prisoner, like his father.’


  Deborah stood still, peering at him over the glare of the torchlight. She knew it was Simon by his voice, but she could only see the outline of his face indistinctly, and the dark gleam of the rifle barrel pointing towards her. She felt a hand clutch her heart.


  ‘What do you mean, a prisoner like his father?’


  ‘What I say. Your husband was caught trying to run away through the woods. We’ve brought him back, and now I’ve come to fetch his son.’


  Deborah’s mind had been racing ever since Simon had come in. When they had gone outside because of the noise they had heard, and seen him coming up the hill, she and Sarah had hatched a plan. Sarah would stay outside, hidden behind a tree. Deborah would stay inside the passage and try to persuade Simon to give her the key. If that failed, at least she could distract him until Sarah came in. Then they would both attack him and grab the rifle from him if they could. Two of them might manage it, if they both went for him at once. But they hadn’t counted on the way the torchlight would dazzle her, so that she could see virtually nothing beyond it. She had no way of knowing whether Sarah had followed him into the passage yet or not.


  They had also had the hope that Charles had succeeded in getting to the village, so that if only they could rescue Tom and keep him hidden for a while, help would come.


  Now they had failed to rescue Tom in time, and no help was coming. They were on their own.


  Deborah said, in a wheedling voice, despising herself: ‘He’s only a little boy, for heaven’s sake! You can’t make war on children.’


  Simon laughed. ‘Can’t I? I can do what I like!’ The laugh was outwardly pleasant, suave and confident, as most of Simon’s phrases and actions always were. Here, in this dark passage with a rifle in his hands, that frightened her more than anything else. There was a coldness, a certain empty quality in it that terrified her even more than she had been afraid before. There is something missing in this young man’s mind, she thought.


  She tried one more time. He is a man, he has a gun. Sarah is crazy to think we can fight him. But if he can’t be persuaded, we must. ‘Please, Simon. Give me the key.’


  His left hand, holding the torch, moved back to the side of the rifle barrel, which he advanced slowly until it was pointing directly into her mouth. ‘If you don’t get out of the way, woman, your son won’t have a mother at all.’


  She stood very still for a moment, trembling. She was not afraid, but furious because she could do nothing. If she stood still he would kill her and then she would have no way of protecting her son; but if she moved aside she would not be protecting him either. A flood of hysterical tears threatened to rise within her but she suppressed them instantly. Tears were no good now — nor was reasoned argument or cajoling. She felt like a savage — a wild woman of the Stone Age faced by a snake or a bear. Then she heard footsteps shuffle on the leaves behind him and thought: Sarah was right. There is only one way after all.


  To distract his attention she smiled at him in a way that she hoped looked more frightened than cunning, and stepped away from the door, towards his left side.


  ‘All right,’ she said. ‘But don’t hurt him, please, will you?’


  ‘Oh no,’ he said mockingly. ‘Now, just move back out of the way, and I’ll open the door.’


  As she came past the beam of the torch she saw, for the first time, the long bayonet hanging on his left hip like a short sword, and thought, I can threaten him with that.


  He reached out his hand for her left shoulder. As he did so she screamed: ‘Now!’ and lunged for his side, knocking him off balance. She grabbed the hilt of the bayonet with both hands, trying to pull it out of the sheath. At the same time Sarah swung at the back of his head with the stick she had found, knocking him off balance against the wall by the steps. Simon groaned and fell forward, dragging Deborah forwards with him. Then he lurched clumsily to his feet again. The torch clattered to the floor, sending a bright intense beam against a brick on the side wall, and plunging the rest of the passage into darkness. Sarah screamed and hit Simon again, and Deborah felt the rotten branch shatter against his shoulder just in front of her face, spraying her with damp splinters. Simon stumbled but didn’t fall. Deborah felt him staggering under her grip. She held on to him but he was trying to turn round and stay upright and keep hold of the rifle all at once.


  ‘Get the gun!’ she yelled to Sarah. Sarah grabbed hold of something but there was a clatter as though he or she had dropped the gun, and none of them knew where it was in the panic and the darkness and the lurching, stumbling bodies.


  Deborah felt herself slammed back against the wall but she held on to the hilt of the bayonet grimly. In a moment he will break free, she thought, and then he’ll kill us both and Tom too. If I get this bayonet out and threaten him with it he’ll see sense and calm down.


  But the bayonet wouldn’t come out. She couldn’t understand what on earth was wrong with it. Instead of pulling it out of the sheath she was dragging the whole belt upwards, tilting him further off balance. He punched the side of her head with his left hand but she felt nothing because all her attention was focussed on her fingers around the hilt of the bayonet, pulling and tugging to get it free, and then he grabbed her hair and she screamed but she still didn’t let go.


  Her fingers had worked out the problem. The hilt was fastened to the sheath by a little button clip that went over the guard. Her fingers found the button and wrenched it free, tearing a nail as she did it. Then Simon swung round in a complete circle, his fist swinging out in the darkness with a wild punch that caught Sarah hard in the stomach and doubled her over on the floor.


  Deborah was flung free, back against the wall, but the bayonet came out of the sheath as she fell, free in her hand. I’ve got it now, she thought. But what do I do with it? Sarah was groaning on the floor somewhere near her feet and Simon was somewhere in the gloom a few feet further ahead of her. She saw his body moving in the dim light of the torch; she could hear his short, harsh, desperate breathing, mixed with her own gasps and Sarah’s groans. She stood, half crouched, with her back to the wall like a trapped animal, the bayonet held out in front of her in her right hand like a shield to ward off evil.


  Then she realised the torch was near her left foot. An idea came to her. She dived forwards, snatched it up in her left hand, and shone it towards him.


  He stood with his back to the right-hand wall, fumbling with the rifle in his hands, pointing it towards the dazzling glare of the torch. As she watched, he shouted, high, frightened, breathless. ‘Get back out of the door! Quick, or I’ll shoot you both!’


  But even before he had finished shouting a shadow lunged out of the darkness towards him, knocking him off balance again. Sarah screamed: ‘Now! I’ve got his legs, Debbie! Grab him!’


  But Deborah stared, paralysed, not knowing what to do with the bayonet . . .


  And then the gun went off, a foot in front of her face.


  The noise was enormous, shattering, like a thunderstorm inside her own head, and there was white and yellow fire in front of her face. She stood quite still, rigid, thinking: I’m not hurt at all. He missed me. In a minute he’ll shoot again.


  In the feeble yellow light of the torch she could see he was still standing, struggling to stay upright with one hand against the wall to keep his balance and the rifle raised in the other to club the woman who was on her knees with both arms round his legs, pushing, clinging, straining against him with all her strength to wrench his legs out from under him and knock him over before he could fire again.


  Deborah snapped out of her trance and thought, if he hits Sarah with that he’ll break her skull.


  She ran forward with a sudden scream and, as she did so, Simon finally lost his balance and fell forwards towards her so that her stab with the bayonet went right through his coat and into his stomach and on up under his rib-cage through a lung and his heart until it grated against his backbone and jarred and twisted in her hand.


  He collapsed on top of her, his already dead weight slamming her hard against the ground. She lay there for a moment, stunned, her legs twisted painfully under him. Then Sarah grunted, and with a huge effort heaved him to one side. The torch, from where it had fallen, shone up into Sarah’s face. It was pale, sweaty, savage.


  Sarah leaned forward, grabbed Simon’s head by the hair, and thumped it hard against the floor. Then she knelt beside him gasping, her hands still entwined in his hair, to see if he would move.


  The body gurgled once, twitching, and lay still.


  Deborah dragged herself to her knees, shaking, and picked up the torch. She shone it on Simon’s once-beautiful, perfect head. Thick red blood was pouring out of his mouth and nostrils.


  ‘Oh my God!’ she exclaimed. She felt sick. She grabbed his arm and heaved him up on to one side, and there was the bayonet. The hilt of it was buried in the front of his jacket, low down below his rib-cage. The point came out of his back, just below the shoulder-blades.


  The two women stared, breathing heavily. There was nothing to say. The body twitched once or twice, and more blood came out of its mouth. Otherwise there was silence. Then a small voice came from behind the door at the end of the passage.


  ‘Mummy? Mummy, are you all right?’


  ‘Dear God,’ Deborah said. ‘The keys!’ Mechanically, her hands fumbled in the pockets of Simon’s jacket. Not this side, they had to roll him over again. The front of his jacket was slippery and warm with blood. ‘Here.’ She took out two keys, shone the torch on them, chose one. Then she got up and stumbled to the door at the end of the passage.


  Her hands were shaking so much that she couldn’t get the key into the hole. She dropped the torch, picked it up, and tried again. At the third attempt she made it. The key turned and the door opened. A wave of icy air flooded into the passage.


  A small boy stood in the torchlight at the foot of the steps, shrouded in blankets, shivering. His fair hair was ruffled and untidy, his thin anxious face stared at her with wide dark eyes. ‘Mummy?’


  ‘Yes, Tommy, it’s me.’


  She went down the steps and wrapped her arms round him. There was frost on the outside of the blankets and the torchlight sparkled on the round icy floor.


  ‘I heard a shot. Mummy, you’re shivering.’


  ‘It’s all right, Tommy. You’re all right now.’


  ‘But wasn’t there shooting? Was there a fight?’


  ‘Don’t talk about it, Tom. Everything’s all right. I’ll take care of you now. Come outside.’


  She pushed him ahead of her up the narrow steps, and shone the torch deliberately at the wall on the left, so that he wouldn’t see the body on the floor.


  ‘Sarah,’ she said. ‘I’ve got him.’


  But to her surprise Sarah wasn’t in the passage. She flashed the torch quickly around it to make quite sure. No one; only Simon, sprawled on the floor. Tom walked ahead of her, a tiny figure huddled in his blankets, towards the moonlight outside the door at the end of the passage. She had one arm reassuringly on his shoulder.


  At the doorway he looked out and paused, frightened. ‘Mother, I don’t like it.’


  ‘It’s all right, Tommy,’ she said. ‘We’re safe now.’ Her body was shaking all over but underneath that was the warmth of gratitude, tears of triumph that would burst out in a flood at any moment. I have saved my son!


  ‘Sarah?’ she said softly. ‘Where are you?’


  She stepped out of the door and saw two men, standing silently under the trees. They were both very large and the moonlight glinted on the barrels of their rifles. They stared at her quietly for a moment.


  Then one said: ‘Is the boy and his mother. You go with us now please. Down to the house.’


  31


  SARAH STOOD beside a beech tree halfway up the slope, appalled. She could not understand how it had happened, or why they could not see her, or what she should do.


  She saw Deborah start to protest, but immediately one of the two men seized her by the shoulder and propelled her in front of him down the hill. The other man slung Tom over his shoulder and followed after. They were both big, broad-shouldered men, at least a foot taller than her and even taller than Deborah. Both were armed with rifles and Sarah didn’t have even a stone or a branch. If I rush at them, she thought, perhaps that man’ll drop Tom and he’ll run away. But he can’t, not in all those blankets, and anyway where would he go? It’s more likely they’ll shoot him and then what? At least I’m still free, I should be able to help in some way, but what? I’m too weak, my stomach hurts and there’s something wrong with my eye and I can hardly stand . . .


  She was still dithering by the time the men came out of the wood and on to the grass thirty yards away, and then they were going across the grass towards the house and it was far, far too late.


  A minute ago we thought we had saved Tom. How did this happen?


  When they had killed Simon and Deborah had got up to unlock the door, Sarah had staggered outside because her stomach hurt where Simon had punched her and she couldn’t stand the sight of all that blood and she wanted to be sick. She had stumbled a few yards up the hill and vomited on the ground, and then, when she had stopped retching, she had heard some voices further down the hill. So she had climbed up further to a point where she could look down upon the house, and when she had turned, she had seen the men already outside the ice-house. How they had got there without seeing her she didn’t know, but they had, and she had been so paralysed with shock and indecision that she hadn’t moved out of the shadows where she was until they had taken Tom and Deborah and marched them away.


  She remembered there was a rifle in the ice-house, Simon’s rifle. I could take it and try to shoot them, she thought. But she might hit Deborah or Tom instead. Anyway, she didn’t know how to use a rifle, she had never learnt.


  That’s one thing I really do need a man for, she thought grimly. But who? Charles, he’s a soldier. Oh God they’ve captured him too! She remembered what Simon had said to Deborah as she stood just outside the passage only a few minutes ago. ‘Your husband was caught trying to run away through the woods’ — something like that. So no one knew these people were here. Even though Simon was dead, no one could stop them.


  An idea came to her.


  Charles was trying to get to the village to fetch his men from the UVF, she thought. Deborah said his sergeant lives there and so do a lot of the men. Probably they have their rifles with them. I could go and warn them instead!


  How?


  I can’t go past the house, they might see me. But there’s a lane, isn’t there, at the back of these woods. I remember I went for walks there with Jonathan on our honeymoon long ago. Where is it?


  She began to climb up the hill, but almost immediately she stumbled and fell on her hands and knees. She felt exhausted. her breath came in short harsh gasps and her chest and stomach hurt and there was bile in her throat and tears flowed down her cheeks. She clenched her hands in the leafmould and thought: why am I like this?


  I have just helped to kill a man — is that it?


  That’s not it. Even when I was being force-fed I wasn’t as weak as this. It’s because we failed. All that effort wasted. Tom and Deborah and Charles are in the hands of these devils and I’ve turned my back on them. I’m running away.


  That’s not true. You have to believe in what you’re doing, then you find strength. You’re not running away, you’re running to fetch help. Convince yourself, believe it. Make your legs move. They have to move. It doesn’t matter how weak they are. They’re the only hope now.


  She dragged herself to the top of the slope on her hands and knees, and then stood up. Her legs were shaking uncontrollably and her chest and stomach hurt as though they were being rasped with a file every time she breathed. It had begun to rain again and she was wet and shivering with cold. But the track she was looking for was only ten yards ahead. She could see the moonlight glistening on a wet gatepost.


  Grimly, she stumbled towards it. When she had got onto the track the ground began to slope downhill. Digging deep into her resources, she began to run along the dark muddy road, her legs in the long damp skirts wobbling like rubber beneath her . . .


  To Werner, it seemed that the war had already begun. Each time there was a shot outside in the darkness matters got worse. First Charles was dragged in wounded and bleeding; now Karl-Otto and Adolf came in with the boy and the news that his bedraggled, bloodstained, hysterical mother had murdered young Simon. The ferocious look in her wild dark eyes suggested that she would do the same to the rest of them if she got the chance.


  Karl-Otto strode into the library and flung the boy down on a sofa. His mother immediately broke free from Adolf and stood protectively over him. Charles forced himself out of his chair and took three paces towards them before he was restrained by Franz.


  Werner listened to their story, appalled. It had to be true; the woman’s dress was covered in blood. This place is looking like a battlefield casualty station, he thought.


  Charles was staring at Deborah, his face white with disbelief, horror and — could it be admiration? ‘You killed him?’ he whispered.


  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I had to. He wouldn’t give me the keys.’


  ‘The keys?’ It made no sense to Charles. But it didn’t matter. Tom was here, safe. That must be Simon’s blood on Deborah’s dress, not her own. She seemed to him like some avenging angel out of the Old Testament. A witch. A saviour. My wife.


  With an effort he turned to Werner. The man was standing quite still, watching the two of them. He looks as shocked as I am, Charles thought. He decided to press his advantage.


  ‘You must realise your wretched scheme is finished now,’ he said as coolly as he could. ‘There’s your guide and chief torturer dead already, before you even leave the house. That second shot must have woken half the county. I suggest you surrender your weapons to me, now, before anyone else is hurt.’


  He stepped away from Franz, and held out his hand for Werner’s gun.


  Werner hesitated for a second. He’s right, he thought. How can I carry on like this? It’s like trying to pick up quicksilver with a fork — the harder I try the more things run away. He became aware that his men were looking to him for orders, anxiously.


  But if I surrender now we’re all lost. We’ll hang, probably, or spend years cramped in some filthy prison. And this arrogant sod will have beaten me again.


  He wrenched his lips into a grim smile, and said: ‘On the contrary, I see my plan has worked, Colonel Cavendish. The arrival of your son has cured your weakness and given you new energy. I have no need of a guide, I know the way to Craigavon quite well. Now, we will spend the next hour sprucing up your uniform and providing some food for your son, while Franz brings the car round to the front door. As for your wife . . .’


  He stared at the haggard, bloodstained figure on the sofa, her face streaked by tears, her arms wrapped protectively around the fair-haired boy in the grey blankets, whose big eyes stared at him in horror. Werner’s heart almost failed him.


  ‘…. she had better clean herself up as well. She is an affront to humanity.’


  Deborah wrapped her arms tighter round the boy, almost squeezing the breath out of him. ‘I am not leaving my son,’ she said. ‘You can do what you like to me, but you shan’t touch him.’


  The cold blue eyes facing her blazed with an icy determination that made her stomach freeze within her. ‘I shall do what I like, Mrs Cavendish,’ Werner said. ‘To you or anyone else who gets in my way. I suggest you remember that, for whatever short time you may have left upon this earth.’


  If only I had kept the bayonet, Deborah thought. But I couldn’t do that again, it was too foul. And anyway, there are four of them. I wish I knew where Sarah was. But she’s all alone, she can’t help now. If only I wasn’t so tired. I never knew fear made you tired but it’s true. But I have to fight back. Not for myself or Charles but for Tom.


  Her gaze did not shift from Werner’s eyes. In a grey, bleak voice she said: ‘That’s what young Simon said, only a few minutes ago. There is still a God in heaven, Mr von Weichsaker. If you lay a finger on my son, what happened to Simon Fletcher will happen to you, as well.’


  The lane was longer than Sarah had ever believed possible. It seemed to her that she had been running for hours and her body wasn’t working any more. She had stopped several times for breath, and twice she had sat down in the mud in the middle of the lane. Once she was down, there was a strong temptation to sleep. But each time she dragged herself to her feet and stumbled wearily on.


  It seemed to her that the lane twisted and turned more than she had remembered. Perhaps that was only the dark, or perhaps she herself was weaving hazily from one side of the lane to the other. She knew she was doing it a little, but she had no idea exactly how much. It didn’t matter anyway, the main thing was that she was going on. It doesn’t matter how slowly I’m going, she thought defiantly, even a snail would get there in the end so long as it kept going in the right direction.


  In the right direction.


  The horrible thought struck her as she tottered around another bend and saw nothing in front of her but a further stretch of dark road between trees, with the puddles on the surface reflecting the lightening grey of the sky above. She sat down abruptly on the line of tussocky grass which ran down the centre of the lane, and dropped her head between her knees, while her legs trembled and the breath rasped painfully into her lungs.


  What if I’m going the wrong way?


  If I turned the wrong way when I first came into the lane all this effort will be taking me further away from the village, not nearer. I couldn’t have done that, could I?


  She knew she could. She had lived too long in a city and she had never had a good sense of direction. She had often got lost in the country, even around Glenfee. She remembered playful arguments about it with Jonathan on their honeymoon. It had been a joke, all those years ago, but not now.


  If I can’t be trusted to find my way in the daytime, how can I be sure I’ve got it right in the dark, in a rainstorm, when my body’s broken because of prison and my mind’s all hazy because we killed that man?


  She dragged herself to her feet and took a few steps further down the lane. But it was so hard, and what was the point if she might be going the wrong way? She stood still, irresolute, wondering what to do. Rain still dripped down the back of her neck, and she shivered with cold. She noticed the grey hurrying clouds above were getting lighter, and realised she could see the track ahead more clearly than before. There were still dark trees on either side, but she could see a strip of grass running down the centre of the lane, puddles in the ruts on either side, a farm gate some fifty yards ahead. Dawn must be on its way.


  Perhaps if she got to the gate she would be able to look out across the fields and catch sight of the village or the house. Then she would be able to work out where she was from that. But she would have to hurry. Dawn was around six o’clock, she thought and Deborah had told her that Charles’s car was expected to leave for Craigavon soon after seven. Even when she got to the village it would still take time to round up the men to stop them.


  But when daylight came, she might meet someone — a farm labourer, perhaps — who could help her.


  With the dawn the wind had got up. Vast gusts of it blustered through the trees, setting them swaying and creaking beside her like the sea. As she lurched towards the farm gate an unusually large gust howled through a gap in the trees, caught her sodden skirts, and sent her staggering sideways into the ditch. I can’t stand much more of this, she thought, my body just won’t take it.


  As she stumbled to her feet again a car came round the corner behind her, its headlights glistening through the driving rain. This is it, she thought. Someone who can help me at last!


  She tottered out into the middle of the lane, waving her arms frantically. The car would have to stop; she was on the grassy patch in the middle of the lane and there was no way round. The driver saw her and applied the brakes, the back wheels sliding sideways through the mud. It stopped about ten yards away from her.


  Sarah sobbed with relief. There were two men in the car, wearing leather driving helmets and goggles that covered their faces. One of them lifted a gauntleted hand, opened the door, and got out. His companion got out the other side.


  She started to walk towards the car, then paused. There was something odd, something familiar about the car, she thought. What was it?


  Fear crawled like worms in her stomach. That car — it was Charles’s Lancia — the one the Germans were going to take to Craigavon! And one of the men — the one climbing out of the passenger seat — was holding a shotgun in his hand.


  Shortly after dawn the rain stopped. But the grey clouds still scudded eastwards over the grounds, chased by a loud, boisterous wind that bent and tossed the tall trees near the road, and churned the waters of the lough into miles of white horses and short, choppy grey waves.


  The wind rattled the windows of Glenfee Lodge, and piercing draughts hissed and scurried through the rooms. Werner stood with arms folded at the end of the library, scowling as he stared out into the cheerless light of day.


  It was nearly seven o’clock. He would have to decide in the next few minutes whether to go ahead with his mission or abort it. They would have to leave on time — with a gale from the west like this the journey east to Craigavon could easily take longer than expected, to say nothing of the risk of the engine stopping if it began to rain again, or of the car sliding off the road in the wet. He had sent Karl-Otto and Franz in search of the chauffeur and the car. They would bring it round to the front door any minute now.


  Certainly enough had gone wrong already for him to justify aborting the mission. Charles wounded, Simon dead, several of the servants and that other woman, his wife’s sister, apparently vanished — he had been able to trace neither the butler nor the housekeeper so far this morning — and the boy’s mother was completely intractable. No one could blame him if he estimated the risks were too great at this point to continue, and withdrew with his three subordinates still unharmed.


  But failure will not further my career, Werner thought. There will be no medal. No presentation from the Kaiser. Charles Cavendish will live to laugh, and mock me again.


  But if we go ahead, what can I do with the boy’s mother? She had not let go of Tom once since she had come into the house, and Werner’s men had been reluctant to prise them apart. Werner had been about to order them to do it once, when they had brought her a clean dress, but she had marched upstairs with the boy’s hand gripped tightly in her own, and he had seen a look in his men’s eyes which had made him change his mind and order them to follow her and stand guard outside the door instead.


  They were brave men, but sentimental. They would kill Carson or Cavendish without a thought, but a mother and a child was a different matter. I ought to shoot her myself, he thought. After all she’s a murderess, she killed Fletcher. But if I do I may have a rebellion on my hands, just when I need maximum obedience and devotion to duty.


  In the next few minutes I shall have to decide. If we go ahead we can’t take her with us, and I daren’t leave her behind.


  He glanced over his shoulder at the far end of the library, where Charles, Deborah and Tom sat together round a small fire which Franz had lit. Like the ideal happy family, Werner thought bitterly. Guarded by Franz, watching them quietly with a cigarette in his mouth and a cocked rifle resting on a chair in front of him.


  Charles had not thought it was possible to feel such pain. Not the pain from the bullet that had grazed his skull. That was an ache, merely. Ferocious, but bearable. He had born many worse wounds in his time. In battle, in skirmishes on the North West Frontier, even in falls from polo ponies. They had all been wounds he had born with honour.


  The pain that hurt him was in his whole body, behind his eyes and in every muscle of his face and especially, deep in his chest. It was unbearable. It felt as though his face were melting into tears that ran down inside his skin so that every tube and sinus and pore was suffused and bloated with ugliness. It felt as though a red-hot wire brush was scraping the lining of his lungs. It felt as though he was standing alone in the middle of a regimental square of sand, watched by all the soldiers he had ever commanded and by his parents and grandparents and family to the twelfth generation, while his badges of rank were stripped from him and his ceremonial sword was broken and flung in the mud at the feet of his son.


  The name of the pain was shame.


  His son sat opposite him, his dark eyes haunted by fear, clutched in the arms of Deborah whose eyes were hot and dark with anger. Charles was ashamed to look at either of them.


  I wanted my son to see me as a hero, he thought, but I do not deserve to have a son at all. None of this would have happened to him if it had not been for me. I was so blinded by lust for Simon’s beauty that I saw nothing of the monster within. Even now I am grieved for his death!


  I am not even a competent soldier. Only Deborah — Deborah! — has managed to fight back. Even now, Charles could scarcely believe it.


  Awkwardly, only briefly glancing up from the fire, he asked: ‘Did you mean to kill him?’


  ‘Does it matter?’


  She was not looking at him; all her attention seemed divided between Tom, at her side, and Werner, brooding by the window near the door.


  ‘No, not really. Only . . .’ he drew a deep breath, through the pain of shame in his lungs and his face. ‘. . . I suppose I should say that you were perfectly right to do it.’


  She glanced at him briefly, and tears started in her eyes. ‘There was no time to think of what would happen. Of course we would have avoided it if we could. There was . . . so much blood, Charles.’ She shuddered and glanced at Tom, then lifted her head determinedly to stare warily at Werner. ‘And there will be more, if these devils have their way.’


  He nodded, and forced himself to look at Tom. ‘Don’t worry, old son. Chin up. We’ll beat ‘em yet.’


  Tom forced a brief, pale smile which wrenched his heart. Do the old lies still work for him, then? Surely even Tom is old enough to recognise disgrace when he sees it.


  But apparently not. It seemed that Tom trusted him, even now. Of course Tom had no idea what hold Simon had had over his father, or why Werner had chosen him of all the officers in the UVF to blackmail. Not yet. He still thought his father could do something to save him. With honour.


  Abruptly, Charles stood up. Franz cocked his rifle warningly but Charles ignored him. He strode unsteadily across the room towards the door until Franz barred his way physically, holding the rifle across his chest.


  ‘Mr von Weichsaker.’


  Werner turned to look at him. He had unfolded his arms and slipped his left hand inside his pocket for the pistol.


  ‘Yes? What now?’


  ‘I want to talk to you.’ He jerked his head back over his shoulder at Deborah and Tom. ‘Just you and me together.’


  Werner considered. His lips curled in a sarcastic smile. ‘I would be loathe to part you from your beloved family, when they have just brought about such a remarkable improvement in your health. A little while ago you couldn’t even stand.’


  ‘That’s what I want to talk about.’ For a long moment Charles watched his enemy, taking in the startling pale blue eyes, the raised mocking eyebrow, the sarcastic insolent smile. Does he want me to plead with him? he wondered.


  At last Werner shrugged. ‘All right.’ He nodded to Franz, who moved his rifle aside. ‘Step outside into the hall, then. For a couple of minutes only. But remember — if Franz hears a shot or a shout, he will kill these two immediately. The woman first.’ He stared meaningfully at Franz, intent on beating down any suggestion of resistance or scruples. Once let those show and we’re lost.


  Outside in the hall, Charles shivered suddenly. The cold draughty wind whistled over the wooden floor. Or perhaps it was fear.


  He said: ‘Look, Werner, I have a bargain for you.’


  ‘A bargain? Do you honestly think you’re in a position for that?’


  ‘I don’t think any of us are in a good position. You must realise by now that you can’t go through with this.’


  ‘Must I?’ It was exactly what Werner feared, but he wasn’t going to show it. Or allow Charles to defeat him.


  ‘Yes. You’re a sensible man. Too many things have gone wrong. But look – if you call the whole thing off, and drive away from here, I undertake not to raise the alarm or come in pursuit for . . . two hours. That should give you enough time.’


  Werner laughed. ‘And would this promise bind your wife as well? She seems the force to be feared, at the moment.’


  ‘She is my wife, of course she would agree.’ Charles flushed. ‘All she cares about is the boy.’


  ‘She would be even better behaved if we took the boy with us.’ Those cold blue eyes watched him levelly.


  ‘Oh no.’ Despite his efforts at self-control Charles felt his face flush, his hands clench by his sides. ‘You’re not taking the boy.’


  Werner watched, impassive, assessing the rush of emotion coolly. ‘So, the boy still matters most of all to you.’


  ‘You unfeeling beast . . .’


  ‘Please!’ Werner raised his right hand, the crooked fingers waving irritatingly in Charles’s face. ‘No insults or shouting. Remember, Franz is in there with your son and heir.’


  ‘All right. But you are not taking Tom with you. I forbid it!’


  Werner did not trouble to answer. He let the words hang in the empty hall between them, like the memories of pride and power that gazed down at them from the large oil portraits on the walls. Past, gone, irrelevant. Whatever happens, I have had part of my revenge already, Werner thought. This moment, in this cold, draughty hall. All the power has come to me.


  And power is addictive. The more you have, the more you want. At that moment he made his decision. I will not go home with half a victory, he thought. Half is only the beginning. Forget Simon Fletcher, he was an irrelevance. I can still do it all, on my own.


  His voice, when he spoke, was calm, clear, determined. Like the head prefect of a school talking to a junior fag.


  ‘Listen to me, Cavendish. I am not going to run away or take your son to Germany with me. So you can put your mind at rest about that. Instead, I am going ahead with the plan exactly as I described it to you, with a few minor alterations to take account of the, er, changed circumstances of this morning. I will tell you these alterations now.’


  Charles said nothing. Werner even detected a faint, almost imperceptible nod. The sense of power tingled in his veins like champagne.


  ‘First, you are obviously fit enough to walk and talk and lead Sir Edward Carson to the car. That is all you will have to do, and you will do it well. I congratulate you on your swift recovery. Second, not only your son but your wife will accompany us in the car to Craigavon. I see no alternative to that, because I am too much of a gentleman to shoot her — and after tonight I do not trust her to remain confined in any place I might leave her. Since you are so particularly attached to conventional family life, you may perhaps take some comfort from this.’


  Still no reply. Charles stood quite still, almost like a soldier at attention before his commanding officer. Werner noticed a slight swaying in the legs, and thought: he will have to learn to control that, for his son’s sake.


  ‘Third, when we come within a mile or so of Craigavon, I myself will get out of the car with your wife and precious son. That is because I regret to say I do not entirely trust my brave German sailors not to take pity on them, at the last moment. But I trust myself, absolutely. If you do not return with Sir Edward to the place where you leave us in a given time, I shall shoot them both dead, and make my escape alone. Do you understand?’


  Charles shook his head. ‘No. I do not understand how any man could even think of behaving like this.’


  The faintest trace of a flush crossed Werner’s face, and was gone. ‘You are a soldier, you are not required to understand why. Only what you have to do, and what will happen if you disobey. Now, time is pressing. I suggest you go in and explain things to your wife, and be prepared to leave within a few minutes.’


  As Charles went back into the library, Werner heard the car draw up on the gravel outside, and went through the front door to meet it.


  It was the wrong car.


  To his astonishment, Karl-Otto and Adolf appeared not in Charles’s Lancia, as they had been specifically instructed, but in the black Daimler which Werner and Simon had driven here yesterday. And the two German sailors were alone — there was no chauffeur.


  The car jerked unsteadily to a halt. Karl-Otto got out of the driver’s seat, an anxious frown on his stolid boxer’s face. Werner dashed down the steps towards him.


  ‘No, no, not this one! The Lancia, I said — where is the Lancia?’


  ‘Not there, sir. It has gone. And the chauffeur, too.’


  ‘What? God in heaven!’ No sooner was one problem solved than another arose, like the heads of a hydra. If the chauffeur had gone, Werner thought, then he might be trying to summon help. He gazed wildly down the drive, as though a regiment of soldiers might appear there at any moment. Then he took a deep breath, tried to recover himself. ‘Are you sure? Did you look everywhere?’


  ‘Yes, sir, of course.’


  ‘But it can’t be gone. We would have heard it go.’


  ‘Well, not necessarily, sir. You see there’s some sort of bridle-path behind the stables that leads out between the fields. It probably joins that track where I was keeping guard last night. We went to look. There are tyre-marks in the mud.’


  Werner swore again. He had asked Simon to call Karl-Otto in — when? It couldn’t be much more than an hour ago. But an hour would be enough for whoever was in the car to get clear and pass a message to Craigavon. Had it all gone wrong?


  He stood quite still for a moment on the drive, turning the possibilities over in his mind. Could they still go to Craigavon in this car instead of the Lancia? Yes, probably. People who saw Charles would expect him to be in the Lancia but he could cook up some plausible explanation for that, if forced to. Could they still get away from Glenfee? Yes, if they hurried. What would happen when they turned up at Craigavon? Ah, that was the problem. If the chauffeur had gone only to fetch help to Glenfee, then there would be no danger. But if he had known enough to pass a message on to UVF HQ at Craigavon, then whoever went there would be walking straight into a trap.


  Whoever went there. That was the key to his decision, Werner realised. As the plan stood, it would be Franz, Karl-Otto, and Adolf who would turn up at Craigavon with Charles. Not Werner. He himself would be safely hidden beside the road some miles away with the woman and the boy as hostages.


  So it’s still a risk worth taking, Werner decided.


  ‘Right.’ He smiled at Karl-Otto and Adolf coolly, trying to dispel the anxiety on their heavy, honest faces. They looked to him for leadership and it was his duty to supply it.


  ‘Don’t worry, boys, it’s not your fault. The operation goes ahead as planned. We’ll just have to take this car instead, won’t we? Come in now and fetch the prisoners, then we’ll be on our way.’


  As he turned, a shot rang out from the library.


  Charles stepped back into the library and stared at his wife and son.


  It was a haunting sight. Deborah was in a long brown dress with her fair hair pinned up roughly into two wide swathes at the top of her head, and her hot dark eyes watching him anxiously. She had one arm round Tom, who was still clutching the blankets over the grey school shirt and orange pullover and tie and shorts which he had worn all night in the ice-house. He still shivered occasionally and his face was unusually pale, but his eyes were alight and his chin was raised defiantly as though there was still hope.


  When there is none, Charles thought. There should be a portrait of those two sitting like that, mother and son, because they will soon be dead, like all the other sitters in all the other portraits round the wall. And if they are not portrayed like that, no one will see them as they should be remembered.


  They will be dead either way. Werner will shoot them if I refuse, and if I agree he will still shoot them in the end because I will fail. I am bound to fail, I am no actor. However hard I try I shall never be able to go up to Carson in Craigavon with a bandage round my head and persuade him to walk beside me to a car full of men who will kill him. It is just not possible.


  So Deborah and Tom are bound to die.


  He walked towards them slowly across the room. As he did so, another thought came to him.


  There is only one armed man in this room.


  Franz was watching him calmly, backing away a little towards the windows so that he could cover the three of them easily with his rifle. He didn’t look unduly worried, but most of the time the rifle was trained towards Charles, not Deborah or Tom.


  What had Werner said? I cannot entirely trust my men to kill women and children. Something like that.


  There were a number of small tables in the library, with vases and books and oil lamps on them. To reach the armchairs and sofas round the fireplace, Charles had to pass close by one of these tables with a small expensive black china flower vase standing on it. The vase was about eighteen inches tall, with a long narrow neck and a wide bulbous base to hold the water. There were a number of tulips and ferns in it.


  Franz was on Charles’s right, the vase was on his left. As he passed the table, Charles moved his right hand across his body, seized the vase by its neck, and flung it back-handed straight into Franz’s face.


  It was a perfect shot. The base of the vase hit Franz full on the nose, and shattered into a dozen pieces. Water and flowers sprayed everywhere. Franz’s head snapped backwards, almost breaking his spine, and his feet took two tottering steps back as well before the momentum of the blow flung him over on his back so that he fell, cracking his head hard against a windowsill behind him. As he collapsed, he pulled the trigger of his rifle.


  The bullet ripped into a portrait of an elegant eighteenth century lady and her child on a Shetland pony over the mantelpiece. Deborah screamed. Charles gasped, staggering from the force of the throw which had sent him off balance. His head was reeling, dizzy. But he recovered enough to see Franz lying propped against the wall with his head slumped on his chest and the rifle rolling forwards out of his nerveless hands onto his knees. Charles bent down and picked it up.


  Instinctively his military training came into operation. He went down into the firing position, one knee on the floor behind him, the other raised with his elbow resting on it and the rifle pointing towards the door of the library. He flicked the bolt back to eject the used round, and forwards to load a new one. Then the library door opened and Werner ran in with an automatic pistol in his left hand shouting: ‘Franz? Was ist los?’ and Charles shot him through the chest.


  Werner lurched, the force of the bullet carrying his chest backwards while his legs still carried him forward, and then he skidded, fell flat on his back and crashed into a table. Charles flicked the bolt back to eject the used cartridge and forwards to load a new one, saw the massive bulk of Karl-Otto coming through the door with his rifle raised, and fired again.


  Karl-Otto stumbled forwards and fired his own rifle into the floor. Charles’s shot had taken him high in the left shoulder, but he was not dead. He crashed face down onto the floor on top of Werner, his rifle still clutched in his massive right hand. Charles flicked his bolt back and forwards again, searching for the third target, Adolf. But Adolf took one look through the door and then backed away, flat against the wall in the hall outside. Charles waited. One to go.


  He stayed exactly where he was, kneeling in the firing position, rifle cocked, finger on the trigger, butt pressed into his shoulder, staring at the door. One second . . . two . . . five seconds . . . ten . . .


  Tom let out a tiny, strangled whimper as though he might be hurt. Charles glanced swiftly over his shoulder and saw Deborah with both her arms wrapped round him and Tom peering out over his blankets with eyes black with utter terror. Charles frowned at them both, meaning: Keep down! Keep quiet! and turned his eyes back instantly to the door. Nothing. No sign of Adolf. He waited.


  Karl-Otto groaned. Charles risked another swift glance away from the door. Karl-Otto was hard to see. He was lying face down on top of the inert Werner, half-hidden behind a small desk, and an ornamental table had collapsed on top of his head. He groaned again, and moved a little bit, and Charles saw the big brawny right arm that still held the rifle shift slightly. He couldn’t quite see the rifle though, it was hidden beneath a pile of papers and the remains of a potted fern that had fallen on top of him with the tables. But he thought the rifle was moving.


  Cautiously, making no sound, Charles rose to his feet and took a single step forward, swinging his rifle round to his right and downwards as he did so. He was right— there was Karl-Otto’s big determined face looking up at him as the German rolled onto his left side. Karl-Otto’s rifle came up in his massive right hand until the little dark muzzle of it was wavering upwards like a single deadly eye pointing at Charles’s face . . .


  Charles fired.


  The bullet smashed straight into Karl-Otto’s chest. His huge body leapt like a clubbed seal, and his hand twitched and fired his rifle upwards into the ceiling. His legs came up and folded briefly into the foetal position, and then he slid off Werner’s body and lay face upwards on the floor beside him.


  As Karl-Otto’s rifle clattered to the floor, Charles flicked his own bolt back and forwards and looked up towards the door, but it was already too late as he had feared it would be, because Adolf leaned round the doorpost with his rifle cocked and ready and all the time Charles was raising his own rifle — so slowly it seemed, as though moving underwater — he could see Adolf’s finger tightening on the trigger and then he felt the explosion in his chest and saw the flash of light together and then nothing more ever on this earth.


  Only when Charles lay face upwards on the floor at her feet did Deborah move. Slowly, she stood up. She did not let go of Tom for a moment but forced him roughly behind her so that she was shielding him with her own body.


  She stared at the man, Adolf, standing in the door.


  He was tall, bonier than the others. He had a thin face with dark receding hair and the hands that clutched the smoking rifle had tattoos on them, an anchor on one and a sailing ship on the other. He had dark brown eyes that looked as frightened as her own.


  For a long moment he stared at her, while the blue smoke from his rifle barrel drifted up towards the shattered ceiling, and she waited for him to lift the gun again and point it at her. Then something unfroze in his mind.


  ‘Ach nein,’ he said. He shook his head once, and then again more definitely, stepped back into the hall, and closed the door. She heard his boots on the steps outside, and, a moment later, the ignition firing in the Daimler. Then came the sound of the wheels on the gravel and the car’s engine receding down the drive.


  Tom crept out from behind her but she did not let go of him; she did not think she would let go of him ever again so long as she lived. The room reeked of blood and cordite. The two of them knelt beside Charles, pale, frozen, while the portraits of his ancestors smiled down at him from the walls.


  32


  THE LANCIA crawled cautiously up the drive towards Glenfee. It was overburdened — there were eight people jammed into its six seats, and four more hung outside on the running board. All of these except two — the driver and the woman — held new Mannlicher rifles, cocked and pointed in the air, ready for action, so that the car crept forwards across the gravel like a porcupine, its spines raised to defend itself.


  As if this were not enough, two motor-cycles growled behind it, the pillion passengers similarly armed. Behind them came a third motor-cycle with a small machine gun mounted on a side-car, which the gunner swivelled warily from side to side as they went through the gates and drove past the wide lawns towards the house.


  Sarah Becket sat in the front seat of the Lancia, between the chauffeur and Sergeant Cullen. Very soon, she knew, she would collapse with exhaustion; but for the moment she was simply terrified. If the Germans were still here, there was likely to be a gunfight with Deborah and Tom in the middle of it; if they had already left, they would probably have taken Tom with them, and he would be in worse danger than before.


  Nonetheless, she had done her best. She glanced gratefully at Robinson, the chauffeur, beside her. When the Lancia had stopped for her in the lane, an hour or so ago, she had felt certain the two men in it were Germans. But they were not. The man with the shotgun had been Charles’s butler, Smythe, who had realised that something was terribly wrong in the house when he had looked out of a window and seen two men he had never seen before carry a wounded Charles into the library. Then there had been shouts, and another shot. He had distrusted Werner from the first, and had not believed these men were soldiers in the UVF. So he had gone on his own initiative to rouse Robinson, and the two of them had pushed the Lancia quietly down the back lane, past the stables, until it was too far away from the house for the sound of its engine to be heard. Then they had driven towards the village with the idea, like Sarah, of seeking help from Sergeant Cullen.


  Sergeant Cullen had been roused many hundreds of times before dawn in the African veldt and the North West Frontier. He had learnt, long ago, that speed of thought and action meant the difference between life and the broad blade of a tribesman’s spear through your neck. Within ten minutes he had sent a despatch rider speeding towards Craigavon; within twenty he had a convoy driving back towards Glenfee. But he was not accustomed to dealing with hostages.


  As the Lancia scrunched to a halt in front of the wide front steps and the verandah, Sarah thought the house had a dreadful, deserted feel. Birds were singing energetically from the trees, but there were no fires lit, no smoke from the chimneys, no faces at the windows. We’re too late, she thought. They’ve gone.


  Four men leapt from the running boards and dropped to one knee in the firing position, their rifles aimed at the house. Four others jumped out quickly to join them. Sergeant Cullen barked orders to the motorcycles to drive on round the back.


  The front door of the house opened. A woman came out, with a small boy clutched to her long skirts.


  Deborah and Tom.


  With a little cry of relief Sarah leapt from the car and ran towards the steps to join them, but Sergeant Cullen caught her arm and held her back.


  ‘Wait! Just a minute, Mrs Becket,’ he said. ‘It may be a trap.’


  Deborah walked very quietly forward to the top of the steps and gazed down at them. There was no emotion on her face, none at all. Just a pale haunted weariness, as though she found what was in front of her eyes too hard to comprehend. She saw the lines of armed men and ignored them.


  ‘Sarah?’ she said. ‘Sarah — come up.’


  ‘Wait.’ Sergeant Cullen said again. He called out: ‘Mrs Cavendish? Where is your husband, ma’am?’


  Deborah looked down. ‘Oh, it’s you, Sergeant,’ she said. ‘You’ve come too late. My husband’s inside, but he’s dead.’ She waved her hand briefly towards the door, and moved it back quickly to clutch Tom as though she feared he might escape unless she held him. ‘They’re all dead, except one, and . . . there’s so much blood.’


  Sarah saw her sway again, and this time the Sergeant let her go, so she ran up the steps and put her arms round Deborah gently. Soldiers ran past them in their heavy boots, pushing the door open warily and stepping inside. Sarah guided Deborah to a garden seat on the verandah, between an urn of geraniums and a sculpture of a small lion. The seat was wet with rain but it didn’t matter.


  Sarah said: ‘What happened?’


  Deborah sighed, staring out across the park to where the great trees waved by the road in front of the grey squally waters of the lough.


  ‘Charles shot two of them, and then . . .’ Slowly, piece by piece, the story came out.


  ‘He would have got them all if . . .’ Tom’s thin, shocked, high-pitched voice piped up for the first time, and the two women stopped, waiting for him to finish. But he didn’t finish, his voice tailed away.


  There are no ifs, Deborah thought. Only what happened. Those endless seconds when he raised the rifle too slowly. And all the waste of our lives before that.


  Ifs don’t matter.


  The sunlight hurt her. It was bright clean sunlight, gleaming out of a clear blue sky on to fields and woods that were still sodden with yesterday’s rain. There was still mist along the streams and rivers and in all the dips and valleys of the fields, and the newly-washed leaves on the hedges and trees beside the road glittered and sparkled as they drove past. Despite the sunlight the road was still damp, and sometimes spray whooshed up from the tyres as they drove through puddles where branches overhung the road, and occasional rivulets of water splashed down on their heads and trickled icily under their collars and down the backs of their necks. Yet all the time the sunlight warmed their faces.


  If only the sun had shone like this yesterday, Deborah thought bitterly. But on the day of Charles’s funeral the rain had come down in torrents. She had stood beside the sodden grave, throwing mud on the coffin instead of dust, and had squelched, shivering, past the honour guard of drenched UVF soldiers with her soaking son’s hand clenched tight in her own. There had been so much rain she had not known if there were tears on her face or not, but she must have been crying because of the pain in her chest and throat.


  Sir Edward Carson had been there. He had spoken to her kindly and given Tom a little Union flag with the Red Hand of Ulster in the middle. He still held it proudly in his hand now as he sat between Deborah and Sarah in the back of the Lancia on his way to school.


  He was proud of his father, Deborah knew. That was the greatest gift Charles had been able to give the boy. He had died like a hero; Tom had seen that. Yesterday Sir Edward Carson had come to Glenfee and said to Deborah, in front of Tom: ‘If it had not been for the heroic actions of yourself and your husband, Mrs Cavendish, not only would I probably be dead, but, far more important than that, this province would have been plunged into the unnecessary chaos of civil war, which I still pray God we can avoid. Not only Ulster but the entire nation is in your debt.’


  It appeared that the government in London agreed with him on that if nothing else, because the police had confirmed to Deborah that, because of her sister’s part in the events at Glenfee, no attempt was to be made to secure her rearrest. Quite apart from certain embarassing disclosures in London, newspaper interest in the deaths at Glenfee had been intense, and the government would have been extremely foolish to imprison anyone who had played a part in foiling the German plot.


  Of the two surviving Germans, one, Adolf, had escaped, and the other, the injured Franz, confirmed what Charles had told Deborah, that Simon Fletcher had been promised a fortune in German marks to betray UVF secrets and kidnap his commanding officer’s son. Sometimes, in her prayers, Deborah had asked God why this thing had had to happen to Charles, instead of any one of dozens of other senior officers of similar background in the UVF. But the only one who knew the answer to that was Werner, and he was dead.


  As they approached St Andrew’s Preparatory School Deborah clutched her son’s hand more tightly. I can’t do it, she thought, I can’t let him go again. But the headmaster, Dr Duncan, was there with his wife on the main steps to meet her, and Tom was clearly so embarrassed by his mother’s concern that she had to let go. Dr Duncan himself was crippled with guilt and determined to make amends in any way he could.


  ‘Under no circumstances, madam,’ he repeated endlessly as they toured the building and settled Tom down again in his dormitory, round the door of which peered the wide, curious eyes of half a dozen of his friends. ‘Under no circumstances whatsoever will young Cavendish or any other boy from now on be allowed to leave the grounds of this school without being accompanied by a member of staff — and Tom will not be allowed home unless you personally come to fetch him. It was a most dreadful thing, dreadful, and I am determined it will never happen again.’


  Of course it won’t, you silly man, she thought wearily. My husband’s dead, no one would want to kidnap Tom now. And, in a strange way his pompous, pointless assurances helped her to deal with her own anxiety. Life had to go on, Tom had to grow up, he couldn’t stay tied to her skirts forever.


  Nevertheless Tom allowed her to kiss him, and she saw tears well in his eyes, briefly, as she left. In the car, Deborah waved and waved until the car turned a bend in the rutted track and the old ivy-clad school was out of sight. Sarah touched her arm.


  ‘He’ll be all right, Debbie,’ she said. ‘Truly.’


  Deborah dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know he will. Oh, that stupid man!’


  ‘Who? Dr Duncan?’ Sarah smiled. ‘I expect if any German comes he’ll bite their legs like a bulldog.’


  ‘And make them write a thousand lines.’


  ‘Yes.’


  The sisters smiled at each other. The chauffeur, Robinson, drove stolidly along the country track and out on to the road beside Lough Neagh. After a while they came to a small village where a stream joined the lake and Deborah leaned forward and touched Robinson on the shoulder.


  ‘Pull in at the grocer’s shop, will you please? If I remember rightly, we can get a cup of tea there and stretch our legs in the garden.’


  The grass was almost dry now, and the woman agreed to serve them tea outside at a small wooden table. While they were waiting, Deborah and Sarah wandered down to the shore. The sunlight sparkled on the waters of the lough, and little puffy white clouds floated high in the warm blue sky. A few hundred yards away, a heron stood motionless in a bank of reeds.


  ‘You are lucky, living here,’ Sarah said. ‘In London, one forgets.’


  ‘Yes.’ Deborah took a deep breath. ‘Sarah, there is something I have to tell you.’


  ‘So serious?’ Sarah turned to her, surprised. ‘Debbie? What is it?’


  ‘I . . . ‘ She hesitated. It is a secret that does not have to be told at all, Deborah realised. Not now. Charles is dead, and I am an honoured widow. Everyone will assume that the baby is his.


  Unless . . .


  Maybe I’ll come over and see you some time. And we can meet . . .


  Rankin’s words had sounded so callous when he said them. Standing with his hands in his pockets under the street lamp, watching her walk away. She had hated him then. But now Deborah knew that some day, some time, she would have to see him again. Not for passion. That was all gone, a fever that had passed. But to let him know . . .


  What?


  That she was glad they had been lovers. That she did not hate him anymore. That he was right; his child would be brought up in a good home, with all the advantages which wealth and education could give. And that she would love it, with a love as fierce and protective as she had for Tom.


  I would like to tell him that, Deborah thought. And that if I had not taken his advice, I would have lost Tom also. But if he does come, and Sarah is here? I shall have to pretend, and deceive her.


  Still Deborah hesitated. She thought of Sarah, who had wanted children so much and would probably never have any now. She would probably stay married to Jonathan for form’s sake, but they wouldn’t live together, not any more. She was likely to be hurt, jealous even, when she learnt that Deborah was pregnant; if she learnt about Rankin too she might never speak to her sister again.


  But Deborah was tired of lies. She realised how much she needed someone in her life to whom she could speak honestly. Who would love her for what she really was. Charles was dead, and anyway, she had never been able to talk to him. Even if Rankin came, he would go away again after an hour or a day or a week — she would never be able to rely on him.


  So if not Sarah, who?


  I could go and whisper my secret to a shell on the seashore, she thought. And what good would that do?


  I don’t want her to go back to London, and leave me alone with my guilt and my memories. I want her to stay here with me at Glenfee, at least for a while. When my baby is born I want someone to share the moment with me. I want there to be at least one person, apart from myself, who knows everything about where it came from and how it was conceived, and who still loves it, for all that.


  I want that person to be Sarah, my sister.


  I want her to know the truth.


  So she began.


  ‘A while ago I met a man . . .’


  The two rich ladies, Mrs Devlin thought, did not seem to know their own minds. They had ordered tea at eleven o’clock in the morning, but when she had laid a cloth over the wooden table in the garden and set out two willow pattern cups with the sugar bowl and the milk jug and the tea pot which was only a little chipped at the spout, and a selection of cakes with some hot soda bread fresh from the oven, they had not come to sit down.


  They just continued pacing up and down by the shore of the lough, the fair-haired one in the blue coat doing all the talking, while the slim dark one in the grey skirt and jacket and straw hat listened quietly, until all the heat had gone out of the soda bread and the tea in the pot would be tepid and stewed for sure. At times they frowned and looked very solemn, and once the fair one cried, so that Mrs Devlin felt certain all the good food would go to waste, but the dark one put her arm around the fair one and started talking earnestly, and they walked right the way up to the reeds so that the heron flew away in disgust.


  Mrs Devlin was just wondering whether to clear the table and brew fresh tea, or give it all to the chauffeur, when the two ladies suddenly came and sat down laughing and ate and drank as though it was the most delightful meal they had had in their lives.


  Mrs Devlin didn’t like to interfere. She just stood at the stone sink in her kitchen and watched from the window until they had finished, and marvelled. All that money, so that they could have a chauffeur in a big shiny six-seater car just sitting outside the shop by the roadside reading the newspaper until their ladyships were ready, and yet they understood nothing about good food and drink. Perhaps it came from living in a big house, Mrs Devlin thought, where everything would be stone cold anyway by the time it reached the table from the kitchens. Maybe rich folk grew to like their food and drink like that.


  Anyway, the two ladies had certainly found plenty to talk about, Mrs Devlin couldn’t deny that. They spent nearly two hours in her garden, and never let up for a moment. And when at last they came to pay and left her a two shilling tip, they were both smiling and laughing all the time, as though the good Lord had just granted an extra birthday to the pair of them.


  Mrs Devlin came out into the garden to clear the table, and stood watching wistfully as they drove away out of sight, in the back of the shiny black car.
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  Author’s Note


  On Easter Monday 1916, on the steps of the General Post Office in Dublin, Padraig Pearse read out a declaration of Irish independence. Ireland, he said, was not part of the United Kingdom; it was a sovereign independent state. Behind him, several hundred armed Republicans raised the flag of an Irish Republic.


  They had no chance of success. The British government was at war with Germany and had no sympathy for Irish rebels who had tried to get guns from the enemy. A week later, after a battle in which 450 people were killed, the rebels surrendered. Pearse and 13 other leaders were convicted of treason and executed. Their followers were imprisoned in North Wales for 6 months, and then released.


  Pearse’s death made him a martyr. As the poet W.B. Yeats wrote, ‘a terrible beauty is born.’ In the general election of 1918, the party of Pearse’s supporters, Sinn Fein, won 73 out of 105 seats in Ireland. One of these was won by the first ever woman MP, Constance Markiewicz. But instead of going to Westminster, the Sinn Fein MPs declared themselves the new Parliament of Ireland, Dail Eireann. A state of war existed, they said, between England and Ireland.


  Ireland was thus blessed with two governments, each of which had politicians, soldiers, and tax collectors. The Irish Republican Army (IRA) was led by Michael Collins. His men began to kill policemen, particularly intelligence officers. They were very good at it. Not surprisingly, the British government wanted to capture Michael Collins, dead or alive. But it was not easy. No one knew where Collins lived, or even what he looked like. And his agents were getting more and more successful.


  That is where this story begins.


  I see His blood upon the rose


  And in the stars the glory of His eyes.


  His body gleams amid eternal snows


  His tears fall from the skies


  Joseph Mary Plunkett,


  written in Kilmainham Jail, Dublin, 1916


  I have been told the new policy and plan, and I am satisfied, though I doubt its ultimate success in the main particular – the stamping out of terrorism by secret murder.


  A letter from C. Prescott Decie, newly appointed commander of the Royal Irish Constabulary, to the Assistant Under-Secretary at Dublin Castle, 1st June 1920.


  1. Assassin


  THE POLICEMAN cycled slowly along the road from Ashtown Station. He was a burly man - too big for the bike, really - and his knees stuck out sideways as he pedalled. He was frowning; partly because of the concentration needed to avoid the potholes in the unmetalled road, and partly because of the importance of the task his sergeant had given him.


  As he approached the pub, the Halfway House, a motor car swept round the corner towards him. It was a big car - a huge, gleaming, armour-plated limousine, with a little Union flag fluttering from the bonnet - and it confirmed all the constable’s worries about the importance of what was to happen that morning. Awkwardly, he raised his hand to salute. But the car was going very fast, and as it came nearer it swerved into the middle of the road, to avoid the potholes. This flustered him. As he saluted with his right hand he turned the handlebars sideways with his left, and put his front wheel straight into a pothole. The bicycle tipped him forwards, and he grabbed the handlebars and floundered desperately with his legs to stop himself falling into the deep, muddy ditch that gurgled along beside the country lane.


  A derisive cheer completed his embarrassment. The armour-plated limousine had rushed past, and behind it came an army lorry, a Crossley tender, with half a dozen tin-helmeted Tommies sitting high up on the back of it. They had had an excellent view of what happened, and roared their appreciation.


  ‘Go on, Paddy, go for a swim!’


  ‘Get off and milk it, flatfoot!’


  Flushed with annoyance, the policeman shook his fist at them, and then hurriedly raised his hand in salute again as a third vehicle followed them down the lane. This was another big, armour-plated limousine, going slightly more sedately. Like the first, it was empty apart from the chauffeur, who raised a gloved finger casually from the wheel to acknowledge the constable’s salute.


  The constable watched them go a couple of hundred yards down the road and over the level crossing to the little country railway station. It was a warm, clear December day, and the wheels threw up a little cloud of dust that irritated his eyes. Through it, he saw them park outside the station, where his sergeant greeted them. An officer got down from the lorry and began to post sentries where they would get a clear view of anyone approaching or leaving the station. Then he went inside, and the soldiers began to chat and smoke, settling in for a long wait.


  Cursing the Tommies under his breath, the constable dragged his front wheel out of the pothole and began to pedal on towards the police station at Ashtown Gate, as the sergeant had told him.


  Ashtown Gate was one of the northern entrances to Phoenix Park, Dublin, where the Viceroy of Ireland, Field Marshal Sir John French, had his residence. It was the constable’s job to guard that gate, and keep it clear of all obstructions when the Viceregal limousine approached it.


  Already, looking ahead, he could see that some clod of a farmer had chosen this time of all times to park his horse and cart in the middle of the road. It looked as if the wretched man was getting out a nosebag for his horse, and settling down to have his lunch, right there in the path the Viceroy’s car would take!


  Swearing softly, the constable stuck out his knees sideways and began to pedal faster.


  Outside the Halfway House, Sean Brennan leaned against the wall reading his newspaper. He read with deep interest, hardly glancing up when the military convoy swept past, and apparently not noticing the policeman at all. And so the constable saw only a young man in an old coat and cloth cap, with a half-empty glass of beer on the wall beside him, studiously reading.


  Perhaps if he had seen the title of the newspaper, he might have worried. An tOglach - The Volunteer - was the journal of the Irish Volunteers, who had now come to call themselves the Irish Republican Army. On 31 January 1919 An tOglach had declared that a state of war existed between England and Ireland, and that Irish Volunteers were justified in ‘treating the armed forces of the enemy exactly as the National Army would treat the members of an invading army’. And, as the constable knew, policemen like himself were included in the category of ‘armed forces of the enemy’. On 21 January 1919, the day on which the elected Sinn Fein MPs had met in the Mansion House in Dublin and declared themselves the Dail, or Parliament, of an Irish Republic, two police constables - ordinary Irish family men, just like himself - had been ambushed and shot dead while escorting a load of dynamite to a quarry.


  Between then and the date on Sean Brennan’s new copy of An tOglach - 19 December 1919 - eighteen policemen had been shot dead by the IRA. Some of them ordinary police constables, some of them detectives, trying to penetrate the organization of the IRA.


  Today, however, Sean was after a bigger target. He waited until the constable had cycled laboriously past, then folded his newspaper quickly and slipped into the pub.


  Inside, seven other young men like himself were waiting. Three more, Sean knew, were further up the road, with the horse and cart. Those in the pub were sitting around casually, drinking and talking. They looked like several unconnected groups of friends who had taken advantage of today’s fine weather to cycle out the two miles from Dublin in the crisp December air. He joined two of them at the end of the bar, and nodded imperceptibly.


  ‘They’ve come,’ he murmured. ‘Just as we thought. Two cars and a tender. The constable’s gone up the road.’


  The man he had spoken to glanced at his watch. ‘Another ten minutes then,’ he said. He glanced around the room, conscious that conversation had died, and that many eyes were watching him. Only a group of four farm labourers in the corner carried on happily with some uproarious story about a cow. ‘Best get back outside, Sean. Let us know when the train’s in sight.’


  Sean shook his head. ‘I can’t see it well from the road,’ he said. ‘I might not know until it had come. But there’s a ladder round the back. If I got up there I could see, I think. Then I could signal, if someone else were outside.’


  The other man frowned. ‘What would you be doing up the ladder, if anyone asks?’


  ‘Mending the thatch, maybe. It looks pretty leaky up there.’


  ‘All right.’ He glanced at the third man in the group, a young lad like Sean. ‘Martin, you go with him. I’ll stay by the window. We don’t want more than two of us where we can be seen.’ He left them, and wandered over to join the other two groups.


  Outside, the two young men propped the ladder against the back of the house. Sean climbed it, while Martin stood with his foot on the bottom rung. At the top, Sean glanced over his shoulder. He could see the two big cars outside the station, and soldiers lounging in the back of the lorry. He thought one of them looked his way for a moment, and he pretended to busy himself with the thatched roof, examining the reeds. As he faced the wall to do that he could still look to the right, where the railway line disappeared into the green countryside to the west. He could see clearly here, over the deep banks and hedges that bordered the country roads. At first he found it a little hard to make out the line of the railway. There were a number of bare trees in the way, and the railway, too, seemed sunk in a cutting behind hedges.


  But then a young horse bolted in a field about half a mile away. Sean watched it, and saw something that brought a tense, boyish smile to his lips. Despite himself he felt his hands clutch the sides of the ladder convulsively. A plume of white smoke was rising into the air above the trees, and moving steadily closer, towards the station.


  In the train, Catherine Maeve O’Connell-Gort was hugely embarrassed.


  A slim, dark-haired young woman of nineteen, she sat by the window and sulked. The rest of the carriage was full of men, and all of them had tried, in turn, to be gallant and polite with her, but she had rebuffed the lot. She was furious with them all, especially her father, who had tricked her.


  When they had left their family home in Galway early that morning to catch a train to Dublin, he had not said there was anything unusual about the train. To Catherine, one train was much like another; she never thought about them. Her father had seemed a little agitated when their car had been blocked on the roads by several donkey carts and then two herds of cows in quick - or rather slow - succession, but there was nothing abnormal about that. People did get agitated when rushing for a train. They caught the train at Galway, and it was only when they reached Athlone, and her father had insisted that they get off, that she had begun to smell a rat. On the platform, the stationmaster had appeared in his best uniform to fuss around them and order porters to carry their bags. He had conducted them to another platform which was roped off so that she and her father were the only passengers on it. Then the wretched stationmaster had actually drawn himself up to salute the train which was steaming in there. It was a quite different train from the one they had left. There were little flags fluttering from either side of the locomotive, and there were only two coaches. Two coaches gleaming with bright paint and the imperial coat of arms on every door.


  ‘There you are, Cathy! How’s that for a surprise, eh?’ Her father had smiled, full of this ridiculous, tasteless joke, and she had wanted to scream. So this was why he had put on his best uniform this morning! But she was too shocked, too well brought up, to let him down at once in public. So he had handed her into the train, and she had curtsied politely to the short, white-haired old soldier with twinkling blue eyes and military moustache who met her. The arch-enemy himself, Field Marshal Sir John Denton Pinkstone French, KGB, KCMG, Viscount of Ypres and High Lake, Viceroy and Lord Lieutenant of His Majesty’s Kingdom of Ireland.


  ‘So this is the young lady! Welcome aboard, my dear. I ordered your father to join me this morning, and he said he would not be parted from you on any account. Now I see why. Come in, do. Roger, take the young lady’s coat, and get her a drink, will you!’


  It all seemed a terrible, nightmarish trick. Instead of being in an ordinary train compartment rubbing shoulders with the common people of Ireland, she was welcomed into a room with comfortable armchairs and chesterfields, low tables, curtains, pictures on the walls. And standing politely in front of the chairs, boots and belts gleaming with polish, the staff officers of Ireland’s enemy!


  ‘Tea, my lady? Or something stronger?’ A waiter had bowed in front of her and she had felt ashamed of the practical blue dress and bob hat she had chosen that morning; clothes that would not pick her out among a crowd.


  ‘Yes, thank you. Tea will be fine.’ She sat in one of the big armchairs, and her father and Lord French sat opposite. She saw the proud, anxious smile on her father’s face, and hated it.


  ‘So. What do you do in Dublin, my dear?’


  ‘I am a student. A medical student.’


  ‘I see.’ A frown of surprise, perhaps disapproval, crossed the little field marshal’s face. ‘Going to earn your living, then, as a doctor, what? Lady sawbones, eh?’


  ‘I don’t know. Perhaps. There are the examinations, first.’


  ‘Quite. Bit unladylike, that sort of thing, don’t you find?’


  ‘No. I like it.’


  She could not believe it. Here was she, a girl who longed to identify herself fully with Ireland’s struggle for freedom, sitting opposite this crusty old fool who was the epitome of everything that stood in its way. The man who, at the age of sixty-six, had been appointed commander in chief of the British Expeditionary Force in France, and had had the ultimate responsibility for the fruitless blood bath of Ypres, in which her eldest brother, Richard, had lost his life. The man who had wanted to introduce conscription to Ireland, and had actively recruited thousands of young Irishmen to be slaughtered in the trenches of Flanders. The man who had arrested seventy-three prominent Irish men and women because he thought they were plotting to land German soldiers in Ireland by submarine. The man who had constantly asked for an extension of martial law to suppress and imprison the Sinn Fein volunteers whom Catherine so admired.


  ‘Did I not receive you at the Castle last year, my dear?’


  ‘No, my lord. I’m not a debutante.’


  ‘Really? Why not? You’re of an age, surely?’


  ‘Well …’ To her intense annoyance, Catherine actually found herself blushing. Her father rescued her with a lie.


  ‘It was an illness, my lord. We thought perhaps this year, if there is to be a ceremony.’


  ‘Hope so. Can’t be sure. Depends on these damn Shinners, you know. Ideal time for potshots. But I don’t want to disappoint the girls.’


  Catherine remembered the long, bitter wrangles at home last year, when she had refused to be presented as a debutante at the Viceroy’s court. She would have had to parade in Dublin Castle in an elaborate, bridal dress, curtsy to this stupid old man on his foreign throne, and let him kiss her.


  It was not the kiss that Catherine would have hated, but what it stood for. It was a sign, she thought, not only of the power of all men over women, but of this man, the representative of the King of England, over all the defenceless women of Ireland. Both droit de seigneur, and the rule of the English. Over the past few years, she had come to hate both of those things.


  And here she was in front of him, making ridiculous polite conversation. What would her heroine, Constance Markievicz, have done? Something, at least. I shall never have such an opportunity again, she thought. I must strike my blow for Ireland - here, now!


  For a wild moment she thought of snatching a revolver from one of the officers, and shooting him. That was what a Sinn Feiner would do, if he could. But it was absurd - she was a good shot, but all the revolvers were safely buttoned down in the holsters of big, strong men. No; she would have to use words instead.


  For the first time she forced herself to look directly into the eyes of the white-haired old soldier. He looked surprised and pleased; charmed, almost. French was well known to be fond of women but he had been about to give up hope of extracting any conversation from this dark-eyed, rather sulky young girl. The gallant gleam in his eyes annoyed her intensely.


  ‘Viscount French, why don’t you leave Ireland?’


  ‘What?’ Lord French looked startled. A ripple of interest spread to the officers sitting nearby, rattling their teacups.


  ‘Why don’t you leave Ireland and go home? Leave us all in peace?’


  French coughed, and sat up in his chair. ‘Well, er, as to that, my dear, I couldn’t leave Ireland and go home. I have my own estates here, as you know. In the County Roscommon. My family have lived here for generations, as yours have, I believe. At Castle French in Galway. I have just come from there now.’


  ‘You know what I mean. You are an Englishman, you represent the English king, the British Empire. You have no right to be here now, to hold the land in slavery. There has been a free election and the people have voted for a republic, for Sinn Fein. You are an invader in a foreign land!’


  It was harder than she had thought. She felt tears in her eyes - partly from the strength of her own feeling, but also from a consciousness of the helplessness and absurdity of her own position. An officer at the end of the carriage neighed with laughter. She glanced briefly at her father’s face, saw it was bright red, and looked resolutely away again.


  French looked embarrassed; amused and annoyed at once. ‘Nonsense, young woman. Who the devil’s been filling your head with such drivel? This is my country, just as much as it is yours and your father’s. Surely you’ve been brought up to know that?’


  ‘I was brought up to know it, yes. But I’ve taught myself better. We’ve been stealing from the people for hundreds of years. That’s why there’s so much poverty everywhere - why so many had to go overseas in the Famine! That’s why people like you and father are rich and have big houses and estates here - because we stole the land from the people!’


  ‘Catherine!’ Her father put his hand on her arm. ‘Please - stop now! At once!’


  ‘No! I’m sorry, Father. You know how I feel - why shouldn’t I say it? I don’t want to live the rest of my life like a rich thief, stealing the land from the poor! I’m going to be a doctor, work for the people, serve them! And just because I was born into the same . . . class . . . as this man, it doesn’t mean I support the terror he’s waging against the people of Ireland. Arresting them, shooting and torturing them - just because they have voted for freedom!’


  French had risen to his feet. His face was bright red and his hands were clasped behind him. He would have stood ramrod stiff, but the train was going over a bumpy patch of line, so he stood with his legs a little apart, rocking slightly to keep his balance. His voice was sharp, hard. It was clear he felt his hospitality had been grievously insulted.


  ‘I do not shoot men and there is no torture that I am aware of. My job is to ensure that the law of this country is upheld - no more and no less. Give me one example of unprovoked shooting or torture, young woman, if you please. One, go on - just one!’


  Tears of frustration came into Catherine’s eyes. ‘You arrest men all the time, and they are beaten and starved in prison. How do I know what happens in all the prisons? I have not been ...’


  ‘You have not been there and you do not know. Men are not tortured. I asked for an example of one man who has been shot without cause.’


  ‘Thomas Clarke, Padraig Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh, James Connolly - you had to tie him to a chair, didn’t you, because he was so ill he couldn’t stand!’


  ‘Those men were traitors. Tried by court martial in 1916 and found guilty of leading armed rebellion in time of war, with guns obtained from the enemy. They were given every benefit of law. You have a strange idea of justice, young woman, if …’


  ‘Thomas Ashe, then! Was that justice - to arrest a man for nothing, and then kill him because he would not eat? Thrusting a tube down his throat until he was throttled, like the poor suffragettes!’


  French’s face twitched. ‘Clumsy fool of a doctor. It should never have happened; we don’t do it now. Anyway, that was two years ago, young lady, before I had this office. I asked you for one example - one - of a man or woman that has been shot without reason since I was Viceroy.’


  ‘Oh, without reason! Well …’


  ‘Unjustly, then. You imply that soldiers - or policemen, is it? Which? - go around this country, with my blessing, shooting men on sight. Tell me one instance, then, and I shall have it investigated.’


  The atmosphere in the carriage was electric. No one in it could pretend not to be listening to the extraordinary, shouted argument between His Majesty’s Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, and this insolent slip of a girl. The men all stood around, watching, while she unconsciously exercised her woman’s privilege to remain seated. Catherine gloried in it. Whatever happened, she was striking her blow! Only . . . she could not quite remember an actual instance . . .


  ‘Oh, there have been dozens of cases!’


  ‘So I hear. Tell me one.’


  The men waited. Unexpectedly, the train rattled into a tunnel. In the sudden darkness, Catherine was again seized by her wild fantasy of snatching a pistol. But - where? Then the train came out into the light again, and the men were still in their places, swaying slightly with the movement of the train, waiting for her answer.


  ‘Your police break up election meetings with batons and bayonets! I saw them do it once. They charged an unarmed crowd ...’


  ‘Did they shoot anyone?’


  ‘No. But it was only by chance. They raided meetings of the Dail, with guns and armoured cars!’


  ‘Did they shoot anyone?’


  ‘N-no.’ Catherine shook her head angrily. There must be something wrong with her mind. She believed it so strongly, had heard it said so often - why could she not remember an example, now, of all times?


  ‘They did not shoot anyone because they are a disciplined force. Illegal gatherings have been broken up, it is true, men have been arrested, and the law has been enforced. But at no time since I have been Viceroy has any soldier or policeman shot an Irishman, unarmed or not. Whereas, as you surely must know, young woman, there are almost weekly reports of policemen being shot, in the street, by cowardly assassins. If those are the sort of men who represent your noble republic, then God help Ireland, that’s all I have to say. Now if you will excuse me, I have work to attend to in the other carriage. Please stay and make yourself comfortable for the rest of the journey, and think about what I have said. Come, gentlemen!’


  ‘They are heroes!’ Catherine shouted, to his retreating back. But she was so choked with anger at her defeat that her voice was an awkward squeak rather than a shout, and he ignored it.


  Her father left with the others, and for the rest of the journey Catherine was alone. She sat in the comfortable flowery overstuffed armchair and stared out at the wintry fields of the country she loved. A surge of conflicting emotions boiled inside her, like the great Atlantic waves she loved to watch when they were forced into a narrow cove under the cliffs, and met the backwash of the one before. Sometimes she felt elated, as she thought how she had seized her moment, and told the Viceroy to his face things he had probably never heard before. She felt fury that she had lost the argument in the end, through a trick, a form of words. Perhaps no one had been shot, but the bulk of it was true - the oppression, the provocation, the internment! Then she felt embarrassment, and pain for what she had done to her father. She must have made him look a fool, in front of these men, and she had not meant that. She had often fought him in private, but never in front of others; that was not her way. But he shouldn’t have tricked her and brought her here. He knew what she felt, he knew what she was like, surely - what had he thought would happen?


  Several officers tried unsuccessfully to talk to her, but her father did not come back into the carriage until the train pulled into Ashtown Station. Then he was quiet, polite.


  ‘We have some unfinished discussions, and Viscount French has offered to drive us both, in his car, to the Viceregal Lodge. I hope you will come.’


  She pitied him, and stood up dutifully. ‘Yes, Father, of course.’


  Sean Brennan fingered the Mills bombs in his pocket. He had left the pub now and was walking slowly up the road towards Ashtown Gate. In one pocket were two Mills bombs, in the other a revolver. He had fired the gun several times before, but never thrown a bomb. His fingertips traced the criss-cross pattern of indentations in the metal. These were the weak spots in the little steel egg, he thought. The explosion would rupture the egg here first, sending little square shards of the thicker metal whizzing through the air to tear through flesh, cartilage, bone. He could feel the bombs through his coat pocket as he walked, bouncing against his hip. He was a medical student, he knew how bodies worked. He thought of the movement of the hip, the ball and socket joint where the thighbone moved back and forth in his pelvis as he walked; he imagined the tensing and loosening of the ligaments, the flexing of the muscles, the movement of the skin above. All quite painless, effortless. His fingers touched a ring in his pocket. One tug on that, and a few seconds later his hip would be smashed into a red mess, mincemeat pierced by shards of shattered bone …


  ‘There it is, Sean,’ muttered his companion, Martin Savage. ‘They’re coming out.’


  Sean turned his head, jerkily, and looked back at the station about half a mile away. The cars had started their engines, and stood there shaking and steaming in a line. Between the two, he saw a police sergeant, like a tiny puppet, saluting, and a number of khaki-clad figures strolling casually out of the station. At a little distance from the two cars was the army lorry, with the rifles of the soldiers bristling above it.


  ‘Don’t look so sharp, Sean! We’re just out for a walk, for the health of our lungs, remember?’


  ‘That’s right. I’m sorry.’ He noticed with a slight academic interest that he felt warm. His mouth was dry, slight prickles of sweat formed on his fingers. I wonder what my eyes look like, he thought. I wonder if they widen. He seemed to hear everything very clearly, as one did before a thunderstorm. Someone was shouting.


  ‘You’ll take it away, I tell you! ‘Tis the Viceroy himself is coming through here!’


  ‘That we won’t, old man!’


  The voices came quite clearly to his heightened senses, although the speakers were nearly twenty yards away. At the road junction, the police constable was arguing with the three Volunteers who had control of the farm cart. The unhitched horse munched peacefully beside them. The cart was a vital part of the ambush. It was to be pushed out into the road to block the second car, which would contain the Viceroy. If they could run across the road with it quickly enough, it would cut Lord French off from the first car, and leave him stranded, at the mercy of their bombs and guns. More Volunteers were hidden on the rising ground behind the hedges opposite the pub, watching the argument with the constable.


  ‘They’ll have to deal with that fool!’ said Sean’s companion. ‘If he doesn’t leave off this instant he’s a dead man!’


  As he spoke, Sean saw the argument develop into a tussle. One of the Volunteers grabbed the constable’s coat, trying to drag him away. But the constable was a big man, and he threw his attacker off. The man staggered, tripped over a stone, and fell down. The constable stepped back, warily eyeing the other two who were moving towards him. Then all three turned their heads as an engine by the station roared into life and the first car started down the road towards them. The policeman glanced at it, and then stared back at his attackers. His mouth fell open in a wide O as the terrible truth burst like sunlight in his brain. He stepped back, raising one clumsy hand to wave at the car while he fumbled with the other for his whistle.


  Sean saw the bomb coming through the air, but his mind did not register what it was. It came slowly, in a high lob from behind the hedge, turning end over end like a tiny rugby ball heading between the posts. It came over the policeman’s head, hit the road between him and the cart, and rolled around in a little circle like a stone. Then it exploded.


  The blast hit his face like a hurricane. But it was hot, as the Irish wind never is. He threw up his arm to shield his face, and stumbled back, hanging on to his friend, Martin, to stay upright. Then it was gone, and he saw the policeman writhing on the ground, clutching his leg. The three Volunteers were on the ground too, crawling oddly several ways at once.


  ‘For the love of Mary!’ shouted Martin. ‘Will the fools warn every peeler in the County Dublin?’ Then they looked and saw the first car speeding towards them - faster than before, it seemed.


  ‘Come on, Sean!’ Martin shouted. ‘Get the cart!’ One of the three men around the cart had got to his feet, but the other two were still crawling feebly, like lost animals. The two young men ran to the cart and grabbed its sides, ready to push it out into the road. The car was nearly upon them. Sean heard the crack of gunfire. He heaved at the cart, but the great clumsy wheels wouldn’t move.


  ‘We’re too late, Martin!’ he screamed.


  ‘No! Don’t worry about that one!’ his friend yelled. ‘Get the second car! That’s the one the bugger’s in! Come on, boy - push!’


  But Lord French was in the first car, with Catherine, her father, and two other officers. The rest had stayed on the train. In an attempt, perhaps, to smooth over the quarrel, the Viceroy had insisted that Sir Jonathan O’Connell-Gort and his daughter accompany him, and had, most unusually, got into the first car outside the station, instead of the second. Catherine, trying to make amends to her father, followed in mutinous silence.


  The chauffeur, wearing his leather gauntlets, driving helmet and goggles, shut the door on them politely as they climbed into the back. Lord French’s personal detective, Detective Sergeant Halley, sat in the front beside the chauffeur. As they moved off, the Viceroy smiled at Catherine rather stiffly, trying to resume their conversation where he had broken it off.


  ‘When you are older, young woman, you will understand that this country needs firm government, like all other parts of the Empire. Firmness and justice, that is what is needed. I am not opposed to Irish people having a say in their own affairs, and neither is Lloyd George. It is my belief that we have held back on Home Rule long enough, and I daresay it is no great secret if I tell you I expect him to bring in a bill to the House this very week. So you will get most of what you want! Read the papers and see, if you don’t believe me. But as for this murderous campaign against the police …’


  ‘It won’t be enough!’ Catherine burst out angrily. ‘I do read the papers, my lord; I have read a lot about what Lloyd George has to say. He will never give us enough unless we fight for it!’


  Lord French frowned. He flicked his gloves irritably against his thigh. ‘Do you really mean to tell me, young lady, that we should give way to a man with a gun, just because he asks us to?’


  ‘You gave way to the men of Ulster when they had guns! When the government was going to give us Home Rule before the war, the Ulstermen faced you with guns, and said they wouldn’t have it. You didn’t stand up to them then, did you? You gave in to them at the Curragh! Where was your firm government then?’


  Lord French’s mouth was set in a hard line, and for a moment he said nothing. Catherine noticed, with interest, that his cheek had gone suddenly pale, and then, equally swiftly, was flushing bright red. In a very cold, clipped voice, he said: ‘I imagine you were only a child then, Miss Gort, and you are little more than that now. But it may interest you to know that I resigned as Chief of the Imperial General Staff over that affair, and that I in no way endorsed the action of Mr Carson and the Ulster Volunteers. Perhaps you should tell that to your revolutionary friends, if …’


  There was a muffled explosion from the front of the car, and a curse from the chauffeur. Catherine thought the car had backfired, but then it suddenly started to go much faster. She peered ahead, over the detective’s shoulders, and saw a cart and some figures running around in the road.


  ‘What is it, Sergeant?’ asked Lord French.


  ‘Don’t know, sir.’ Detective Sergeant Halley was pulling his revolver from his pocket. ‘I think …’


  The window beside Catherine exploded. There was a blast of hot wind, glass all over her face and coat, and shouting. Detective Sergeant Halley was shooting out of the window, and there were bangs and rattles along the side of the car, as though someone was throwing stones at it. Lord French and her father had their pistols out, and French was pulling down the window on his side. The car was going very fast, bouncing and swerving wildly.


  The sound of pistols being fired from inside the car was much worse than anything from outside. Catherine put her hands over her ears, then took them away again as she realized there was glass on the sleeve of her coat. She stared out of the broken window and saw two young men, a few yards ahead, standing by a farm cart. A revolver jerked in one man’s hand, once, twice, three times, a puff of blue-grey smoke coming from it each time. The other young man had a bomb in his hand. She saw him take it out of his pocket, pull out the pin, and bend back his arm to throw.


  She saw his face quite clearly. She could never forget it. It was a face that she knew too well.


  Sean only saw the car itself, not who was in it. It surged up the road towards him, bouncing and swaying on the rough surface, and he saw a confused blur of faces behind the windows, nothing more. When he had taken the pin from the grenade everything seemed to slow down, and the crack of the pistol shots were pinholes in an eerie silence, waiting for the explosion. Only two or three seconds, but time had slowed down. He swung his arm behind him, thinking only: My hands are too sweaty, it will stick to them like glue, I won’t be able to let go! And so he hurled it with extra, vicious force, straight at the goggled, helmeted chauffeur. But at the same moment the car lurched violently to the left, to avoid the still writhing body of the police constable. The bomb, thrown too hard, sailed over the car roof and burst on the road behind. And the car was gone, up the road towards Ashtown Gate and the safety of Phoenix Park.


  ‘Now! Get the second - that’s our man!’ Martin, Sean and two others seized the great, heavy, lumbering cart and dragged it one, two, three feet further out into the road. Not far, but enough to make the passage between it and the hedge narrow, perilous. The second car was nearly upon them but it was going slower and an appalling hail of bullets was rattling on to it - far, far more than had met the first. Sean felt a rush of fierce, savage pride - they would do it this time, it was stopping, it was caught! He pulled the pin from another bomb and threw it easily this time, with skill and without fear, like a cricket ball. The bomb hit the door pillar, smashing all the windows on one side, and the car lurched feebly, hopelessly into the right-hand ditch. More bombs were coming now, from the hedges beside the road. They burst all around the car, but none seemed to go inside it. The chauffeur climbed out, his gloved hands above his head.


  ‘We did it!’ yelled Martin, his eyes alight with triumph. ‘We got the bugger!’


  ‘That’s just the chauffeur!’ Sean yelled back. ‘We’ve got to be sure of French. Can you not get closer and put a bomb right inside it?’


  ‘Surely.’ Martin grinned. Sean had thrown both his Mills bombs but Martin had one ready in his hand. He dashed out from behind the cart into the middle of the road. Sean ran after him, a yard, two yards behind, revolver in hand, thinking to shoot French if he saw him.


  Martin was still running when he stumbled and fell, nose down on the hard ground.


  Sean had played a lot of Gaelic football but he had never seen anyone fall like that, straight down on his face without trying to break his fall with his hands. And the body was immediately, suddenly limp, like a rag doll. The grenade rolled out of the fingers, round and round in a little circle, like an egg. The pin was still in it.


  ‘Martin!’ he yelled. But as he ran forward to his friend the ground began to hop and skip all around him like a cloudburst. There was an enormous noise everywhere. He looked up and saw the army lorry pulled up at an angle across the road, and all the soldiers firing their rifles at him.


  He picked up the grenade, bent low, and scurried back behind the cart, where two other Volunteers were shooting at the lorry with their revolvers. There was a great pain in his chest, but he had not been hit at all. ‘Martin!’ he said. ‘They shot him!’


  ‘Don’t worry about that, son. We’ve got French!’ said the man beside him. There was a gleam of exhilaration in the man’s eyes. Sean looked past the body of his friend to the shattered car in the ditch. How could they be sure? He pulled the pin from the bomb and hurled it, and this time it went straight and true, end over end through the air and in through the window. There was a huge echoing explosion and blast fragments came out of all the windows. That’s for you, Martin, he thought.


  The Crossley tender revved up its engine and came straight towards the cart. Sean fired his pistol once, twice, and then it jammed. His companion grabbed his sleeve, dragging him back. ‘Get away, boy! Come on, out of this!’


  ‘But what about Martin?’ Sean said.


  ‘He’s dead, son. There’s nothing to be done. But you save yourself and live - live for Ireland!’’


  Then Sean was running, dodging and swerving from side to side, around the side of the pub to where he had left his bicycle. And so away, pedalling like a lunatic down the long road towards Windy Harbour and normal life in Dublin. Halfway down the road there was a herd of cows, shambling into the dairy on the edge of the city to be milked. Sean and his companions rode straight down upon them screaming like eagles, their coat-tails flapping in the wind behind them, and the cows panicked and began to climb up on each other’s backs and push each other into the ditch.


  Only when they had the cows between them and any pursuit by the army lorry did Sean begin to laugh, and then for a while he could not stop. He laughed as he pedalled, great long laughs of triumph and exhilaration, with the tears not far behind.


  2. A New Dance


  THE BULLET-scarred limousine pulled up in a spray of gravel outside the Viceregal Lodge. The passengers piled out. Lord French, his revolver smoking in his hand, strode up the steps and barked orders at the astonished sentry. By the time Sir Jonathan, the other ADCs, and Detective Sergeant Halley followed him under the Ionic pillars of the elegant portico, the old general had servants and soldiers scurrying across the vast hall in every direction, their heels clicking urgently on the marble floor.


  In all the flurry, Catherine was temporarily forgotten. She sat down, white-faced, stunned, on a little gilt chair in the corner. She was certain it had been Sean. That smooth, boyish face, the wide grin, the silly stick-out ears; there could be no doubt. That one second had burned a picture of him into her mind, as though her eye had been a camera. She could see him still, like a photograph - if only photographs could be in colour. He had been half-smiling, his young face flushed with excitement and determination, his arm bent back to throw the bomb. Like a hero, she thought. It was truly heroic - a young soldier of Ireland in action, taking up arms for the republic against the armed might of the British Empire! A young man in civilian clothes, a cloth cap and long tweed coat, daring to stand out in the middle of the street to attack a convoy of enemy soldiers!


  Because of Sean, the Viceroy, that old fool French, was running around like a scalded weasel, his face bright red with indignation above his white moustache. So much for discipline and firmness!


  Catherine began to laugh. And when she had begun, she found it hard to stop. Her voice echoed in the hall.


  A butler spotted her and came over. ‘Can I be of assistance, madam? You were in the car, weren’t you? I can see you were hurt.’


  Catherine controlled herself with an effort. ‘What? No, I’m all right.’


  ‘Forgive me, madam, but your face is bleeding.’ He turned and clicked his fingers. ‘Mrs Boyd! Here, please!’


  Catherine touched her cheek hesitantly. It was wet, slippery; her fingertips came away red. A short, middle-aged woman in a housekeeper’s cap and apron came up.


  ‘Oh, my dear, that looks nasty! Have they shot you too?’


  ‘No, it’s just a cut, I’m sure.’ She stood up. ‘I’ll be all right, if I can just wash it. Don’t make a fuss, please.’


  ‘All right, miss. I’ll show you.’


  Catherine followed the woman down a corridor, past a number of sculptures and paintings, and up a flight of stairs. She opened the door into a large bathroom. In one corner was a bath with a massive oak shower cabinet at its head; there was a window with stained glass in it, a window seat, some cane chairs and stools, and a large basin with a mirror.


  ‘You sit down there, dear,’ said the woman, pulling up a stool. ‘I’ll clean it up for you.’


  The sight of her face in the mirror was a shock. Her small bob hat was awry; and under it, ragged fingers of blood trickled down a paper-white skin. She took off the hat, astonished. She didn’t feel bad - how could her face be such a mess?


  She had a small, delicate face with large deep-set eyes and dark pageboy hair, which her hands tried to pat into place. The overall effect was normally of a sort of elfin beauty. Now she looked as though she had been torn by a cat.


  The housekeeper ran some warm water into the basin and began to dab at her forehead gently with a flannel. ‘There’s a few cuts just under your hair,’ she said soothingly, ‘but not too bad. Heads always bleed a lot. I remember my son once …’


  Catherine did not listen. Sean did this, she thought. Did he see me in the car? Would he still have thrown the bomb if he had? A fortnight ago he kissed this face. She remembered how it had felt …


  They had met in her first term at University College, in October. As one of only thirty-two women among some hundred and sixty men studying medicine, she had been plagued by youths inviting her to ceilidhs, picnics, tennis parties - quite enough to satisfy her father, if these had been the sort of young men he had had in mind. But Catherine, like the other women, had been more serious about her studies than most of the men - predictably, for it had been a hard struggle to get in - and she had rejected most of the invitations as distractions.


  Sean had seemed to her one of the more serious students. She remembered the first time they had met. He had sat next to her in a lecture, and afterwards asked if he could buy her a cup of coffee. Then he had started to talk, not about anything trivial or flirtatious, but about the subject of the lecture, the structure of the colon and small intestine.


  It was one of many subjects which she found very difficult to discuss with male students. Either they avoided it altogether, because it was indelicate, or they became defensively childish, elaborating on all the most repulsive details to see if she would be embarrassed.


  But Sean had been simply interested - and, it turned out, a little confused. After a few minutes’ conversation she found herself having to repeat most of the lecture over to him again, illustrating the main points from her notes. There were quite a few things Sean had not taken in, or had misunderstood. And he had not been insulted by this, merely grateful.


  ‘I do take notes,’ he said. ‘But he goes so fast, don’t you think? That’s hardly fair, when it’s all new stuff.’


  ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I suppose they expect us to read it all ourselves, as well. That’s what I do. I look up the titles of the lectures to see what’s coming, and then try to read about it beforehand. Then the lecture’s clearer; it comes as a sort of revision.’


  ‘Mary and Joseph! Whenever do you find the time?’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know. In the evenings.’ She realized how priggish her explanation had sounded, and tried to make amends. ‘I’m alone a lot. I probably don’t have so much to do as you do.’


  ‘No.’ He regarded her with a rather quizzical, fetching grin. Soft hazel eyes, smooth, brown, carefully back-combed hair, a little dimple appearing on his cheek. Two months later, in the Viceregal Lodge, she could remember that grin clearly; at the time, it had had a definite unsettling effect on her pulse. ‘I’ve got the books, of course, but I’m afraid I don’t have that much time for them. I’m out most evenings.’


  ‘Doing what?’


  ‘Well now.’ The grin got wider, and more quizzical. ‘For one thing, I go to the Gaelic League. I’m learning the language.’ Then he said, in hesitant Irish: ‘Do you have the Gaelic?’


  ‘Of course I do,’ she answered fluently. ‘My nurse spoke it.’


  ‘But that’s tremendous! You must come. You can teach us!’


  ‘Oh, I couldn’t do that,’ she said. ‘It’s a long time since I had a nurse, you know. I’m sure there are a lot of things I’d say wrong, or I’ve forgotten.’


  ‘It doesn’t matter!’ His face lit up, in a way quite different from when they had been discussing medicine. ‘You had the Gaelic as a child - I wish I had. We should all learn it, you know! We’ll never be a nation if we lose our language.’


  And so she had gone along to the Keating branch of the Gaelic League, in 46 Parnell Square, opposite the Rotunda Lying-in Hospital. It had been a strange experience. There was an odd mixture of people: students like themselves, working men, actors, one who claimed to be a playwright, some intellectuals with wispy beards, and several middle-aged women - including, once, a tall woman in a wide hat and sandals, who was said to be the Viceroy’s elder sister. The use of the Irish language was equally varied. One or two spoke it fluently, others contented themselves with writing words down, or speaking about Gaelic enthusiastically in English. Catherine seemed to be the only one who had learnt the language as a child; and that was not such an advantage here, either, because nearly everyone in Parnell Square wanted to discuss politics, and she had not learnt the vocabulary for that, picking up seashells with her nurse on the beach in Galway.


  It was a busy, fascinating place. There were several classes going on every night, and some of these seemed to attract quite a different clientele. There was a group of men who met in a room upstairs, and came and went briskly on bicycles. Some she recognized - elected members of the Dail, prominent Sinn Feiners. They came down in ones and twos, smoking and talking busily, and rode away again into the night. One or two might look in on the way, and give Sean a friendly wave. She had been impressed, and teased him in Gaelic: ‘Is it yourself that’s the armed revolutionary, then, a chara? A Fenian with a gun?’


  He winked at her, his open eye sparkling above that wide engaging mischievous smile, and said: ‘I am that.’ She had only half believed him, then; but today, in the Viceregal Lodge, she saw it was true. It was a thrilling, sobering thought. No wonder his eyes lit up more when he spoke about Ireland than about medicine. He was really at the heart of the movement she admired so much.


  Two weeks ago she had been with Sean to a ceilidh. It had been hot, noisy, charged with emotion. Catherine had danced all evening, relishing the sense of being part of a crowd of Irish people, touching, singing, swinging each other round in the dances. Her own life was so intense, so lonely, she had been intoxicated by the sense of togetherness - the sense of touch.


  So when at last they came out into the cold night air she had leant against Sean, naturally, easily, wanting to make the warmth last a little longer.


  He had walked her home, one arm round her, wheeling his bicycle with the other. She wondered, now, if she had been a sort of passport for him, for the soldiers and the police were less likely to stop a young couple together. But it had been the natural thing to do, after all.


  She could not invite him in and she did not want the servants to see, so she had stopped on the corner of Merrion Square and pointed across the little park to her house.


  ‘That?’ he said. ‘Sure it’s a mansion!’


  ‘A town house. I told you I was an aristocrat.’ She tried to make out his expression in the dim gaslight. ‘Are you shocked?’


  ‘No. Well, yes, maybe a little.’ He glanced at the house again and shook his head. ‘To think you live in a place like that and still spend time with me. Do - do you have all of it?’


  She laughed. ‘Yes. Well, Father has half, and then there’s the servants. We’re great employers, you know. There’s half a dozen people in there.’


  ‘Is that so?’ He took his arm away from her waist, and put both hands on the handlebars.


  ‘Sean.’ She had not wanted the contact to end. She had been alone for so much of her life; that was the way of her father’s world, the world she had been born into. Sean was at once himself to her, and the spirit of the people, the warmth of the ceilidh. She reached out and held him. ‘I know it’s unjust, but don’t blame me now. It was a grand evening, wasn’t it? I don’t want it to end.’


  When he put the bicycle against the wall and embraced her it had been oddly aggressive, fierce, as though he had to overcome something within himself to do it. But that she only remembered later, when she thought about it carefully, languorously, alone in her bed. For in all her nineteen years, it was the first time she had embraced any boy alone, like this.


  She had thought perhaps he would kiss her lips and so he had, but only briefly. Then he had kissed her eyes and her cheeks and her hair, and held her close to him, very hard. They were nearly the same height, and his bristly cheek rubbed against hers. She nuzzled against him like an animal, and he leaned back, his hands clasped behind her, and lifted her off her feet.


  ‘You’re a lovely girl for all that,’ he said. ‘I can carry you - look!’ He turned in a circle, whirling her round with her feet in the air, and put her down panting.


  ‘That’s a new dance,’ she said.


  ‘Yes.’ And then they had looked into each other’s eyes in the shadows of the gaslight, and their smiles had faded and they had indeed kissed each other’s lips, very slowly and long until neither had any breath left; and then they tried again and got the breathing better, and in fact the whole thing was so very much better that they might have gone on, with short pauses, for the rest of the night, had not a policeman scrunched into the square behind them, and coughed discreetly to let them know he was there.


  It had been a cold night. But half an hour later, as she climbed shivering into her bed, she wondered how it was that she had never felt warmer in her life than in those few minutes, crushed against his overcoat outside in the square.


  A fortnight later, staring at her face in the mirror in the Viceregal Lodge, she wondered what he had been carrying in the pockets of that coat.


  Sir Jonathan O’Connell-Gort was in a fine, cold rage. He thought he could not have looked a greater fool if he had tried. Newly appointed Divisional Army Intelligence Officer, he had met Sir John French on the train that morning to brief him on the current reports, and to plan an improvement to the service. He had served briefly under French in France, before Haig took over, and he respected him for a fine officer who did not suffer fools gladly. Sir Jonathan had had a good war, and he had hoped to make a good impression on the little Field Marshal. He felt confident in his local knowledge, and had a report in his pocket suggesting that Michael Collins and his murder gang were short of arms, exhausted, nearly finished. Sir Jonathan agreed. The people of Ireland, he felt, had had enough. The crisis was nearly over.


  So he had thought this morning, as he had motored through the cold, crisp air of Galway. And then, in quick succession, he had been humiliated by his daughter, and nearly murdered by Collins and his thugs.


  His discussions with French on the train had been polite but frosty. The conference in the Viceregal Lodge, which had just ended, had been tempestuous. The Lord Lieutenant was a brave, choleric soldier, with a great deal of physical courage, as Sir Jonathan had seen in the car. But he also had a strong sense of the dignity of his position. He had not, he told Sir Jonathan, been appointed His Majesty’s Viceroy in Ireland in order to indulge in pistol fights with street hooligans. Nor did he expect his Intelligence Officer to feed him pure unadulterated stupidity. Clearly the Irish Republican Army was neither unarmed, nor exhausted, nor finished. If it had been quiet for a couple of weeks, they now knew why - because it had been planning an operation on a rather grander scale than the murder of a few policemen. And it had nearly succeeded. Perhaps the British Army Intelligence Service was staffed exclusively by blind deaf morons, but clearly the same could not be said of the IRA. They appeared to have known the exact time and place that his train would arrive, and which car he normally travelled in. If the IRA’s Director of Intelligence, Michael Collins, was able to get hold of such facts, then the sooner the man was arrested or shot, the better. Perhaps, Lord French suggested, if Sir Jonathan and his colleagues ever did get hold of Collins, they could ask him to put on a training course, to show them how an intelligence service should be run.


  It had been a very painful interview indeed, and Sir Jonathan’s temper had not been improved when he came out of the room. Lord French’s butler had glided up to inform him, smoothly, that his daughter had been served with tea in a drawing room and would no doubt expect to see him shortly.


  ‘What?’ Only his lifelong training had prevented Sir Jonathan from cursing his daughter out loud. ‘Yes, thank you, Chitham. I’ll see her when I have time.’ And more self-control, he thought bitterly, as he strode down the corridor. If I meet that girl now this house will be treated to a family row the like of which hasn’t been seen since the Normans!


  He had thought she had stopped all that nonsense over the past year. Studying medicine was hardly his idea of a ladylike thing to do, but at least it had seemed to keep her quiet. It was respectable, too, in a bizarre sort of way - better than all that agitation she had made a few years ago about evictions, tenants’ rights, and the damned Irish Republic! He had thought she had calmed down, and forgotten all that Sinn Fein nonsense. She hadn’t spoken of it to him when he was at home. She had been quiet, polite, friendly, as she had used to be - that was why he had risked inviting her on to the train. It just showed how out of touch one could get, when one was away from home so often.


  ‘Sir Jonathan?’


  A voice broke into his thoughts - a strange, rather quiet voice, almost apologetic. He turned, and saw a small, round, inoffensive man, a civilian, looking at him from a doorway. The man wore spectacles, and had a pale, mouselike, bookish air. He recognized him as a sort of civil servant; Harrison, that was the name. An important fellow, he recalled, more imposing than he looked. Had the ear of people in high places in London as well as here.


  ‘Yes. What is it? You know the place is in uproar - there’s been an assassination attempt.’


  ‘Yes. It’s that I want to talk to you about. If you could spare me two minutes.’


  Despite his anger, Sir Jonathan had nowhere precise, at this moment, to use the surplus energy the shock had given him. He had to mobilize an attempt to find the assassins, of course, but that was being done already; and if they had not been caught at Ashtown, nothing he could do would catch them in the next five minutes.


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  He strode through the door, into the little man’s surprisingly large and comfortable office. There was a Persian carpet on the floor, bookcases round two of the walls, and wide windows giving an impressive view of Phoenix Park. The little man indicated a leather armchair.


  ‘I heard about the shooting. I imagine the Viceroy has ordered you to bring in the assassins without delay. And their leader, Michael Collins, in particular?’


  ‘Something of the sort, yes.’ It didn’t take a lot of political sense to realize that, Sir Jonathan thought.


  Harrison sat down opposite Sir Jonathan and contemplated him carefully. He pressed the tips of his fingers together in front of his mouth, as though he were at prayer.


  ‘You will not find it easy to catch Michael Collins.’


  Sir Jonathan realized with a shudder that the man must be half-blind; for his spectacles were so thick that they magnified his eyes to two or three times the normal size.


  ‘No, perhaps not,’ he agreed. ‘But I’m going to try every method until we do.’


  ‘That’s what I thought.’ The little man moved his fingers forward from his lips, but kept them pressed together, carefully, in concentration. ‘I too have been thinking long and hard about that man, Sir Jonathan, and I have a suggestion which I would like you to consider …’


  3. Kee


  ‘WASTE.’


  ‘Sorry, sir?’


  ‘That.’ Kee indicated the body in front of him with a brief movement of his big, flat hand. The body lay face down in the road outside the country pub, where it had fallen. The head was framed by a puddle of clotted blood, like a mockery of a medieval halo. The hair would probably stick to the road, Kee thought, when they moved him. The brains might fall out too, if there was a large exit wound underneath.


  Irritably, he explained himself. ‘It’s a waste, wouldn’t you say, Detective Sergeant? A terrible, dreadful waste of a young man’s life?’


  In the silence that followed, he found he had shouted. The uniformed men, standing at a respectful distance, gazed at him stolidly. Several soldiers and RIC men, combing the road for bombs and bullets, glanced curiously over their shoulders. Get a grip on yourself, Tom, he thought. They’re nervous as it is; they look to you for support.


  He was conscious of a surge of emotions within himself - revulsion at the sight before him; anger at the men who had caused it; even fear, that one day they might do this to him. He looked at Davis, his detective sergeant, and thought he saw the fear reflected in a face that was unusually closed, stony, grey.


  ‘Come on, Dick,’ he said more quietly. ‘Let’s get it done.’ He knelt down, put his arms under the body, and rolled it over. The body was floppy, soft, limp. The bullet hole in the shattered left eye socket had dust and grit in it. There seemed to be no exit wound. A gobbet of still-moist blood leaked out of the mouth and slithered jerkily down the cheek.


  ‘Great God Almighty.’ Kee felt his gorge rising and turned away. He saw Davis still standing there, watching, not moving to help. Anger forced down his disgust. ‘Come on, Dick, bear a hand, can’t you? At least it’s one of theirs for a change, for what that’s worth.’


  Just a young boy, he thought, sitting back on his haunches and holding down his bile. A stupid bloody kid. The body looked oddly small in death, shrunken like a child’s. Davis, like the other big men numbly staring at it, was six foot two - all the officers of the Dublin Metropolitan Police had got into the force partly because of their height. A magnificent body of men, they were called. And now they all went in fear of their lives because of an undersized bunch of kids.


  The hair, tangled and matted by its halo of blood, stuck up ragged and unruly as an urchin’s. The clothes were more respectable: working man’s jacket, decent trousers, tie even. Cycle clips on the trousers, and an automatic pistol in the right-hand jacket pocket.


  Kee turned the limp head to one side, so that the wound did not gape so directly at him. A uniformed sergeant approached.


  ‘This was on the ground over there, Inspector,’ he said. He held out the pin of a hand grenade.


  Kee nodded, wiped his sticky hands on the dead man’s jacket, and turned back to the gun. German - a Parabellum 9-mm automatic. He opened the grip and checked the magazine. Two rounds still in it. So that’s what they use, he thought. He held it out to Davis. ‘Look at that, Dick - that was never looted from a landlord’s shooting room. Now let them say they didn’t get help from the Boche!’


  Still Davis hadn’t spoken. He just stood, watching, as though struck dumb. Kee felt annoyed and surprised. He had come to Dublin from Belfast six weeks ago, and had begun to respect Dick Davis as one of the most resilient and cheerful officers of the Dublin Metropolitan Police G Division. And in the past few months they had needed someone cheerful, God knew. G Division was the section of the DMP which dealt with political offenders - at least, that was the theory. But recently it was the political offenders who had been dealing with G Division. In the past six months four G men had been shot dead in the street, one only two weeks ago. Each time the street had been crowded, but no one had seen or heard anything. Only the shots, and men walking or cycling calmly away, leaving a detective twitching in the gutter. No one recognized the murderers, or could describe them. No one had been arrested or charged.


  There were a dozen men in G Division, and most of them had received warning letters. The letters were printed in large, clumsy, childish capitals, quite easy to read and impossible to trace. They warned the recipient that if he did not cease his treacherous activities against the Irish Republic, he could expect the same fate as his colleagues. Two men, pleading the strain on their families, had asked for a transfer to the criminal branch. Several others, Kee was sure, had simply ceased doing the job. In order to keep the Division going at all, a new Assistant Commissioner, William Radford, had been brought in from Belfast, and Kee had come with him.


  Kee had not received a threatening letter yet, but Davis had. He had folded it into a paper aeroplane, lit the tail, and flown it out of the window. He had continued to investigate as actively as before. He was unmarried, intelligent, ambitious. In the last few weeks, Kee had come to rely on him more and more. They had got nowhere, but at least he felt they had not stopped trying.


  So why was he upset today? Almost certainly, the young man on the road in front of them was one of those who had been waging war upon G Division. Kee knew who their leader was: Michael Collins. Since 1916, Collins had been a member of the Supreme Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. Formed in the 1860s, the IRB, the successor to the Fenians, had always been the main target of Dublin Castle’s intelligence service. It considered its Supreme Council to be the legitimate government of Ireland, and thus all the established police and government agencies to be its enemies. Which wouldn’t have mattered much, if Collins hadn’t also been an elected Member of Parliament, the Finance Minister of Dail Eireann, and the Adjutant-General, Director of Intelligence, and Director of Organization in the Irish Volunteers - the body of armed men who had opposed conscription during the war, risen in 1916, and were now increasingly referring to themselves as the Irish Republican Army.


  If there was one man whom Tom Kee wanted to interview more than any other, it was Michael Collins.


  But the man was as slippery as Robin Hood. The city was his forest; he could move where he liked in it, safe, invisible. Everyone knew about him, no one had seen him. Kee was not even sure what the man looked like. In weeks of patient investigation he had not come across anyone who could give him a positive lead to Collins, or any of his assassins.


  Until today. A dead boy in the road. The sort of boy he saw hundreds of times a day, serving behind counters, cycling from one place to another with deliveries. Only this one had a German automatic pistol clutched in his dead fingers. If he had been alive, Kee could have questioned him. But bodies could tell stories too. Kee handed the Parabellum to Davis, and started to search the pockets of the pathetic figure in front of him.


  In the other pockets he found a handkerchief, clips of cartridges, a cycle-repair kit, and a Mills bomb. Kee took it out carefully and handed it to a uniformed constable. In the inside pocket, a toothbrush, a comb, a packet of cigarettes, a wallet.


  Kee opened the wallet. Money, some postage stamps, and a folded letter. He unfolded it. Kee was a highly emotional man, and his job was a constant struggle to hide this, especially when interviewing suspects. When he succeeded he put on a heavy, stolid, uncomprehending look. It helped to let people think he was stupid, and gave him time to evaluate every reaction. But this time, as he read the letter, he could not prevent a slow, deep smile spreading across his face.


  The letter appeared to be a receipt. It read:


  Mr J. Kirk, Grocer, North Strand, Dublin. 20 October 1919.


  Received from my tenant, Mr Martin Savage, the sum of £4 10s 6d, to be held safe by me until such time as he shall demand it.


  Signed: J. Kirk.


  Kee read it twice, carefully, and then handed it to Davis. ‘There you are, my boy. Maybe we’ve found a clue for once. Will you start up that infernal machine of yours, and we’ll go and pay a visit on Mr Kirk right now, shall we?’


  An hour later, as he lit the gas mantle in the second of the two rooms at the top of the grocer Kirk’s house in North Strand, Kee felt more disgust than before. The first room, Martin Savage’s, had been small, untidy, sparsely furnished as he had expected. An iron bed in the corner, a fireplace, a bucket of coal, two shabby armchairs with some socks drying on them, a desk and chair under the window. A crucifix with a bleeding heart over the mantelpiece, and a photograph of a man and woman standing solemnly outside a rough stonebuilt cottage. The one across the corridor, belonging to the dead boy’s friend, was smaller than the first, and tidier. Very tidy indeed, Kee thought, for a young man. The bed was made, and there were no clothes strewn about. A pair of shoes was arranged neatly under the bed, by the chamber-pot. Kee would have approved of it, had it not been for the bleeding crucifixion on the wall.


  Such things struck him as idolatrous, extravagant, sinful. The son of a staunch Presbyterian docker from north Belfast, Kee had grown up with the idea that beauty existed in much simpler things. A clean, neat house with a warm fire and an honest woman in it. A great factory throbbing with industry. The smooth cover of a well-worn Bible. The clear knowledge of right and wrong. All things that seemed to be missing from Dublin in the winter of 1919.


  There were twenty or thirty books in the bookcase by the wall. Kee examined the titles curiously. Several works of history, including Griffith’s The Resurrection of Hungary, which Kee knew was read as a blueprint for how Sinn Fein should gain independence in Ireland. Another, entitled What Germany Could Do for Ireland, appeared to set out all the advantages to Ireland of Britain losing the war.


  There were a few novels, including G. K. Chesterton’s The Man Who Was Thursday; and a shelf and a half of medical textbooks, most bought second-hand but still quite expensive. What did that mean? Only a medical student would have these, surely?


  He turned to the desk, and his suspicions were confirmed. There was a half-finished essay on diseases of the blood, and a file of lecture notes and diagrams. Kee was elated, and puzzled. It should be easy enough to find out the boy’s name from these; yes, there it was at the top. Brennan. Sean Brennan. The university should have full details of its students.


  But could a medical student be an assassin? Kee had been a policeman long enough to know that anything was possible, but the idea disgusted him. They took an oath to save life, didn’t they, not throw Mills bombs into cars?


  Kee wondered if he had made a mistake. There was something guileless, innocent, about the room. There were the books, certainly, but books on their own did not kill. There were two photographs on the mantelpiece; one of a middle-aged couple with some children, the other of a young man.


  He picked up the second, and showed it to Kirk. ‘Is this him? Sean Brennan?’


  There was a hesitation, then a sullen nod. Kee studied the photograph. It confirmed the impression of innocence. The face was more like that of a choirboy than a killer. Clean-cut, with smooth, downy cheeks - Kee glanced towards the washbasin to check that there was shaving tackle there - and short, slicked-back dark hair. A broad forehead, bright, intelligent-looking eyes, stick-out ears, and a wide, cheeky smile. Someone I wouldn’t mind for my son-in-law, Kee thought, if he were a bit older.


  He handed it to Davis. ‘What do you think?’ he asked.


  ‘Nice lad.’


  ‘I mean, could he have done it? A boy like that?’


  Davis hesitated. ‘Why not? Boys like that were dying in the trenches until last year.’


  ‘Yes, but that was a war. This is murder we’re talking about, Dick.’


  ‘True.’ Davis looked at his boss, thinking how foreign he was to the city. Maybe he came from the same island, but it was from a different culture, a different background altogether. It would be very difficult to enlighten him, even if he wanted to. Davis didn’t want to. So he said: ‘Some people are just evil.’


  A few minutes later, as he went through the neatly folded shirts, vests, and underpants in the chest of drawers, Kee was forced to agree. Underneath the shirts, at the back of the bottom drawer, was a box of German 9-mm ammunition.


  The sort that would fit a Parabellum automatic.


  4. Merrion Square


  THE DUBLIN House of the O’Connell-Gorts was an imposing, four-storey mansion in Merrion Square. As a child, Catherine had regarded it as an Aladdin’s cave of pleasure and happiness; as an adolescent, she had hated it as a nest of evil; as a young woman, she had come to be its mistress.


  As a child, she had come to the house for Christmas and for the Dublin season, which lasted for six weeks afterwards. It had belonged to her Gort grandparents then, and she remembered it as a time of parties, treasure hunts, skating in the park, great candle-lit meals, laughter, and music. Always music, and fine, rustling, many-layered dresses, for there were balls in the square nearly every night. The carriages would come rattling into the square, full of gay young debutantes, the windows would be thrown open, and no one would sleep until one or two in the morning. Her grandparents would always throw their own ball, and that would be the grandest of all. Catherine and her brothers would stay up all night, rushing in and out of the ballroom, their eyes wide at the extravagance of gorgeous dresses and uniforms.


  She remembered her parents opening the ball, the handsomest couple there. Always her father and grandfather would dance with her, and she would go crimson with the pleasure of it. One night, when she was eleven, the Viceroy’s ADC had danced with her, and everyone had clapped because she had done it so well. Afterwards, he had sat her on his knee and fed her bonbons, and she had asked him to wait for her until she was old enough to marry him.


  The next year, her grandparents had died, her father had inherited the house, and her mother began to go mad.


  Catherine had not understood why, at first. She had been only twelve years old, and thought her mother was the most beautiful woman in the world. Not only beautiful, but powerful, important too, because of her beauty. Artists painted her, poets worshipped her; even the Viceroy bowed his head and kissed her hand. But in that year, 1913, something had happened, and her mother had never gone to Merrion Square again.


  It showed itself first as eccentricity and weeping. Her mother had taken to going for long lonely walks across their estate in west Galway, coming home wet and bedraggled and then shutting herself up alone in her room for days on end. The poets and painters were banished, and replaced by doctors. Catherine’s brothers went away to boarding school and her father to the army. Only Catherine was left with her governess in the big house by the wide, empty sea, 200 miles from Dublin, to witness the long slow collapse of the mother she had so admired.


  Her father said it was a disease, and certainly, Maeve O’Connell-Gort was ill. Her once fine bones became gaunt, skeletal under a paper-fine skin; her eyes wide, dark, haunted. But she would not accept that she was ill. ‘The body itself is only an expression of the mind, my dear,’ she had whispered to Catherine, one dark winter evening in west Galway, while an Atlantic gale howled around the rafters of their house, Killrath. ‘I was beautiful once because I was loved, and you are beautiful because you are a child of that love. Now your father has abandoned me, and there is nothing left. It is not my body, it is my heart that is broken.’


  And so Catherine learned of her father’s English mistress, Sarah Maidment, who had usurped her mother’s place in the Dublin house in Merrion Square. For seven years Catherine had visited the house only once, under duress. Sarah Maidment had put herself out, bringing Catherine dresses from England and arranging visits to the theatre in the hope of winning her over as she had done with her brothers. But Catherine had thanked her, curtsied, and then scarcely spoken again for the whole visit. She had put her foot through the skirts of the dresses so she could not wear them, and then left them behind.


  Sarah Maidment was a rather short, round woman with the beginnings of a double chin, which made it easy to despise as well as hate her. She had turned most of the house into a hospital for wounded soldiers, which was very admirable, no doubt; but Catherine had refused to help. Her interest in medicine grew out of a desire to help her mother, not these strangers. So she ignored them, saying the war was against Ireland’s interests, anyway, so the soldiers should not have gone.


  It had not been a happy visit.


  And now her two brothers and her mother were dead, and Mrs Maidment was in a nursing home in Bournemouth. So Sir Jonathan had asked Catherine to be mistress of the house. It was part of a deal they had made between them. There was little love in it.


  They had made the deal ten months ago, in the big dining room where she had once waltzed with her father and the ADC. When Catherine saw it after the war, it was stripped bare. All the paintings had gone, the wallpaper was stained and scribbled on, there was a single dim lightbulb in the chandelier. The last of the wounded had been carried out, but there were still two hospital beds in a corner.


  Sir Jonathan had been in his army uniform. His riding boots echoed on the bare floorboards. Catherine had worn a bright, defiant red dress with high button boots. She sat on one of the beds and swung them, looking at him.


  He said: ‘You know Sarah - Mrs Maidment - is dying. She has cancer of the lungs. She has a few more months, that’s all.’


  At least she’ll be thinner, Catherine thought, viciously. But she said: ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘Are you?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Well. I . . . I’ve thought of marrying her, you know. We’ve discussed it.’ He looked at her for a reaction but there was none visible. ‘She has two children, grown-up boys. By her husband, of course, they are no relation of yours. They are all quite poor.’


  Catherine looked away from him, out of the window. Her mother had been dead for less than a year. She still loved her father but she despised him, too, for what he had done.


  ‘Mrs Maidment’s sons are no responsibility of mine but they are decent fellows. Both did their bit in the war; one lost an arm. Neither has a job yet - are you listening to me?’


  She had got up and walked to the window. It was so painful to hear. Without turning round she said: ‘Yes, Father.’


  ‘If I married Sarah, they could inherit this house, and my part of the estate. It would be a reward for virtue. But they are not my family, and you . . . are.’


  She turned to face him. ‘I see. You think I don’t deserve to inherit?’


  She was tall, and the lift of her chin made her, though she did not know it, both desirable and terrifying to most young men. To her father, the look reminded him of his wife, as she had been when he loved her. Before she had become ill, and mad, and impossible to live with. Before he had left her for the comfort of Sarah Maidment. Catherine looked to him like Maeve’s ghost, come back to haunt him.


  ‘You never expected to become a great heiress, and you never would have done if your brothers had not given their lives for their country. You would not have been poor, but …’


  ‘Land-owning is for men?’


  ‘Yes.’ They looked at each other coldly. He thought how like Catherine’s eyes were to her mother’s - dark, passionate, compelling. But there was a determination in them too, a strength that Maeve had never had. There was something in them that he saw in the mirror each morning. It unsettled him.


  After a long pause he said: ‘The fact remains that you are flesh of my flesh. Our family has owned Killrath for three centuries, and this house for half that time. That stability is the whole basis of this country.’


  ‘Still?’


  ‘Still.’ He waved a hand dismissively. ‘I know you have other ideas, but I hope and pray they will change. Listen, my dear. I want to make a bargain with you.’


  It had been a great surprise. For the last year of her mother’s life, Catherine and her father had scarcely spoken. She blamed him so much for her mother’s death; she did not think he could care for her at all. When the interview had begun, she had been prepared to be disinherited entirely.


  ‘I will not marry Sarah, and I will settle the whole estate on you, on three conditions.’


  ‘I see. And what are they?’


  ‘One: that you help me restore this house, and reside in it for at least half the year. That should not be too hard.’


  She looked around the desolate room. ‘No. Just wearisome. But worthwhile, I suppose.’


  ‘I’m glad you think so. Second: that you run the Killrath estate in trust for your own children. It will not be yours to sell off in bits and pieces for some mad revolutionary cause. I will not have that. You have the whole thing, or none.’


  ‘It seems you want me to have none of it. Is that legal?’


  ‘I can make it so.’


  ‘And the third condition ?’


  ‘That you marry a man of my choice.’


  ‘What? Father, that’s absurd!’


  ‘It is not. It is the system that has prevailed for hundreds of generations, and it is a good one, particularly where large estates are concerned. You will need a man to help you, and he should be someone born to the task. I am not a fool, you know - I won’t choose a monster.’


  ‘No? Father, you’re a monster yourself!’ She walked across the room, and her mocking laughter echoed from the bare walls. It sounded hysterical; but then, it was a mad situation. ‘You can’t just use me to breed, like one of your mares! I’m a woman, you know, a person in my own right! It’s a new century, those ideas are gone. I can even vote - do you know that?’


  ‘Not until you’re thirty. By then, you may have changed your ideas. If so, I can change my will.’


  ‘And my career? My studies at UCD?’ At the time of the conversation she had only just got her place. It was the one thing she had fought for, all those years alone at Killrath. Her career was like a beacon in a storm to her. Something that would give her light to understand the physical side of her mother’s illness; and the independence to ensure that such a mental collapse would never happen to her.


  ‘I don’t object to that. Though you might be better advised to study economics than medicine. In a way, I . . . I suppose it is an achievement for a young woman to think of such study at all.’


  She stared at him. With a shock, she realized there was a hopeful, slightly appealing look in his eye. He really meant these things kindly. ‘Father, you are . . . antediluvian! You realize you cannot force me to marry anyone?’


  ‘No. Perhaps I put it badly. Of course you can have a say in the choice.’


  ‘A say in the …’


  ‘But I must give my permission. If you marry without it, you will be disinherited.’


  ‘What about Mother’s estates?’


  ‘She died insane. Therefore they are all mine.’


  ‘And if I do not marry, and have no children?’


  ‘That would be a pity. Catherine, you are nineteen now. You cannot marry without my permission until you are twenty-one. I think it is reasonable to say that you must be married by then.’


  ‘Reasonable!’


  ‘It is a natural thing; it will happen anyway. As for children, that is in the hands of God.’


  ‘Oh yes? It may have to be, with the husband you choose!’


  ‘That is hardly a ladylike response, Catherine.’ He paused. ‘Do I take it you refuse my conditions, then?’


  There had been a long silence. She had considered him, a grey-haired, slightly stooped figure in his khaki uniform. A pillar of an establishment that was completely out of touch. He was standing in the centre of the room, almost exactly where he had called her out to dance with him, all those years ago. She had worshipped him then. It was hard to make the connection.


  She had a choice. To defy him, cut off all connections with her childhood, go out into the world to make her way on her own merit. Part of her believed that was the right thing to do. She believed she would do it, when she was older. As a girl she had dreamed of selling her share of the estate, to build a hospital and work in it as a doctor. But to struggle to qualify as a doctor without money - that was a cold, lonely decision, forced on her like this. For all her idealism she knew little of the world. Only that without wealth, she would have the power to change nothing.


  Difficult though her father was, he was her only family now, as she was his. His was an awkwardness she understood, and believed she could work with. The conditions were really a bluff to hide the weakness of his own position. In a few months Sarah Maidment would be dead, and the connection he had with her sons would begin to wither. Besides, whatever he said, he could not force her to marry anyone.


  And she did want, very much, to restore this house to something of its former position. To reclaim it, in memory of the mother who had danced here, so long ago.


  So she had agreed.


  And now, ten months later, the dining room was again furnished with a long shining table and carpets. They had taken down the old wallpaper, with its war poems and graffiti, and replaced it with something less grand but serviceable. Several pictures had been brought down out of the loft and re-hung. There was a dresser, a silver service, and a black-leaded fireplace. They employed a butler, a cook, three maids, and a manservant.


  It was very empty and quiet in the house. The three maids, the butler and the manservant had a room each on the fourth floor, and the cook slept in a room beside the kitchen. The hall, the grand dining room, and a drawing room took up the rest of the ground floor; on the second floor there was a library, a large sitting room, her father’s office, dressing room, bedroom and bathroom; and on the floor above, two spare bedrooms and a suite of rooms for Catherine.


  To Detective Inspector Kee, as he arrived on the morning of 20th December, it seemed extravagant.


  The butler showed him into the dining room, where Catherine was finishing a solitary breakfast. Her father had already left for the Castle.


  Catherine rose to welcome him. She was wearing a bright-blue woollen dress with a white lace collar, a few inches below the knee, as the fashion was now. If he had met her in the street he would not have thought her unusual, but her self-assurance in this large room, and her clear resemblance to the woman in the twelve-foot-high oil painting on the wall, slightly unnerved him. He was also puzzled by the odd, incongruous fact that the university lists had revealed her, unlike her father, to be a Catholic. Perhaps that, too, had something to do with the handsome woman in the portrait.


  Catherine saw a solid, burly individual in a drab raincoat and heavy boots, with a square determined face and short moustache. A typical stolid policeman, she thought, all method and no imagination. She regarded the interview as an amusement, a formality. She smiled politely, like a good society hostess.


  ‘Can I offer you coffee, Inspector?’


  ‘No, thank you, miss. I’ve had my breakfast. I’ve come to ask you some questions about the shooting the other day.’


  ‘Yes? I doubt if I can help very much. It was all a bit of a blur, I’m afraid.’


  ‘Nonetheless, we think we’ve got some idea who did it. You’re a student at University College, I understand.’


  ‘Who told you that?’


  ‘I’ve been checking the lists there. You’re registered as a first-year medical student.’


  A feather of fear brushed the soft hairs on the nape of her neck, as though the man’s boots had blundered over her grave. Or Sean’s. She gazed at him coldly, noticing for the first time the intelligence of the eyes in the solid, square, working man’s face.


  ‘That’s right.’ She sipped her coffee, to give herself time. ‘I don’t quite see …’


  He held out a photograph. ‘Do you know this fellow?’


  It was Sean, of course. She should have known. A fresh-faced, proud smile, collar, tie, very neat slicked-down hair; a photo that might have been taken on prize day at school. This detective was a Belfast man, an outsider - how could he have got hold of Sean’s photo so quickly? Her coffee cup rattled in the saucer as she put it down. Kee noted the reaction with interest.


  ‘Yes, I ... may do.’


  ‘How do you know him?’


  ‘Oh, he’s just another student at the faculty, I think. I’ve seen him there in lectures. I don’t know him very well.’


  ‘Did you see him on Friday? At Ashtown Gate?’


  ‘No.’ A vehement shake of the head. I’m not Judas, you know.


  ‘What sort of chap is he, this Simon Brennan?’


  ‘Sean. It’s . . . Sean Brennan, not Simon.’ Catherine spoke more slowly, as she saw it had been a trick, and the hairs rose again along her spine. Have I betrayed him already?


  Kee said: ‘Yes. Sorry. Sean, then.’


  ‘I don’t know. I told you. I don’t know him very well.’


  ‘Well enough to know his name.’


  She sighed. This man must be dismissed before he uncovered more secrets. She made her voice frigid, like that of her mother bored by some tedious tenant. ‘Yes, well, that doesn’t mean much, does it? Look, Inspector, I don’t want to seem rude, but it’s not very likely that a medical student would be throwing Mills bombs at the Viceroy, is it? We’ve got too much reading to do, for a start.’


  ‘I agree it’s not likely, miss, but I regret to say we’ve quite a lot of evidence to show that it happens. Not everyone behaves as they should, these days.’ He picked the photograph up, as though to put it back in his pocket. Then he changed his mind, and held it between his fingers on his lap, facing her, so that she had to see it or look away. ‘It must have been quite an upsetting experience for you, being in the car. You might easily have been killed. We’re very interested to talk to this young lad, you understand. Would you … be likely to be seeing him again?’


  She blushed. There was no disguising it. She could feel the warm flush spreading up from her neck, round behind her ears and into her cheeks and forehead, in a way that it had not done for years. In a hopeless attempt to hide it, she stood up and walked to the door.


  ‘I really couldn’t say, Inspector. Certainly not before next term, anyway. It’s the vacation now, you know.’


  ‘Yes.’ Kee stood up too, intrigued. But he did not immediately accept her implied invitation to leave. ‘And of course you don’t meet him at any other time?’


  ‘No, I do not. As I say, I hardly know him.’


  ‘Fair enough.’ Kee folded the photograph and notebook into his pocket. ‘I’m sorry to trouble you, miss. It must be an unpleasant memory. But if you do think of anything more, you’ll give me a ring, won’t you? Here’s my card.’


  She took it, and showed him out.


  Now isn’t that interesting, Kee thought as he walked away. Nothing is what it seems in this godforsaken city. Here’s a young woman with more money than a hundred decent families, her father a personal friend of the Viceroy, no less; and she gets shot at and nearly murdered in his lordship’s car by a band of bloodthirsty hooligans. Does she show fear? No - that’s breeding for you, perhaps; they’re used to being sniped at from childhood. Does she show anger, or a desire to know why we haven’t caught the devils? No, not a word. Does she show shock when I show her the photograph? Yes - but she’s not shocked as she ought to be, because such a nice young man could be suspected of such a thing. Oh no. She was shocked because I knew about him, that’s all. She was quite prepared to believe he might have done it.


  He thought about the blush. It had been quite charming, quite overwhelming, quite damning. At the very least it meant that she entertained strong feelings for the young man. Of course, the feelings might all be on one side - he might know nothing about them. But on the other hand, she might already be quite involved with him. They were both young, after all, and good-looking, on the same university course. Such things happen all the time.


  But if so, young lady, Kee asked himself, why did you not show anger at the thought that he might have been one of the murder gang? Or is that the sort of behaviour you expect from your suitors? Even when you yourself are in the car?


  So what happens now, he wondered. Clearly, he was not going to be very popular if he told Sir Jonathan that his own daughter might be involved with one of the suspects. Equally clearly, it would be sensible to put a watch on this young lady, to see where she went in the next day or so, and who she met.


  His main problem was to put himself in the mind of a young female Catholic Anglo-Irish aristocrat, who was apparently consorting with militant republicans. For Kee, a middle-aged Protestant Belfast docker’s son, that was a little hard to do.


  When Kee had gone, Catherine leaned with her back against the solid front door, feeling that dreadful telltale blush slowly fade. The butler came into the hall and looked at her questioningly. She came to, and shook her head.


  ‘It’s all right, Keneally,’ she said. ‘I showed him out myself. It was the police asking about the shooting.’


  ‘Yes, Miss Catherine. Have they caught anyone?’


  ‘No. Not so far as I know.’ She walked past him, up the main stairs, which one of the maids was brushing busily. It was hard to know from Keneally’s tone what he thought. Would he be glad if some of the Volunteers had been caught - and hanged? For they would surely be hanged, if they were caught and convicted of this. She did not know. As for what he would think if he knew that his young mistress was in love with one of them … well, butlers were paid to be discreet. That would be a test for him, wouldn’t it?


  Nevertheless, it was not something she wanted her servants to think about. They were all much older than her, and could hardly be expected to approve of a thing like that. She climbed the great staircase under its ornate plaster ceilings to the first floor, and continued up a slightly less grand one to her own rooms. She shut herself in her sitting room to think.


  It was a large, comfortable, untidy room. When she had moved back into the house she had chosen it as a retreat, and that was what it still was. The servants were allowed in only to light the fires, and when she specifically asked them. There were two desks on either side of the window, one cluttered with the accounts and papers for running the house, the other with her essays and lecture notes. In between the two was a long green window seat, which was what she had chosen the room for. She could sit here in the sunshine, and read, or gaze out over the little park in the square and remember what it had been like before the war. For this was the room in which she had slept - or stayed awake, entranced - in those magical times of her childhood.


  For the rest, there were several glass-fronted bookcases, some lemon-coloured armchairs, an ottoman, and a number of pictures of lakes, beaches, horses and mountains in Galway, to remind her of Killrath, her other home.


  But now, she hurried to the window seat, to see if the detective was still in the square.


  He had gone, but the confusion he had left behind him remained.


  Sean’s act - the bullets through the car window, the blood, the headlong flight through Phoenix Park - had been heroic, romantic, exhilarating. She had felt no fear at all then. But the policeman in her own breakfast room this morning, his big hand holding Sean’s photo on his knee, made her feel sick inside. This was no game now, it was real. If her republicanism was anything more than fine words, she had to help Sean now - protect him from those big hands that had held his photo so casually.


  She had to see Sean, that was clear. As soon as possible. But how? She did not even know his address; and anyway, if the detective had taken the photograph from his flat, Sean could not be staying there any more. If he went there and was caught, he would be in prison.


  Perhaps he was already in prison! The thought made her gasp, like a blow. The Inspector hadn’t actually said they were still looking for him, had he? Perhaps they had already caught him and he was refusing to talk. The thought of Sean, alone in some stone cell, made her shudder. She wrapped a shawl round her shoulders, and strode up and down thinking back frantically over the interview. No, surely he had said the police were anxious to talk to him, something like that? Sean must still be free then.


  Who would know him, to give him a message? Professor O’Connor perhaps, the people from the Gaelic League in Parnell Square. But the classes were closed for Christmas. And anyway, what would she say? The police are after you, they’ve got your photo, please be careful. That was silly, he must know all that already. Perhaps not about the photo, but all the rest. And then - she remembered her blush - that Inspector was no fool. He might be waiting for her to go to Sean, have her followed, so that she would lead the police to him.


  In that case, she must not see him at all.


  But the thought of it was so painful, she dug her fingers into the velvet cushions of the window seat in frustration. She wanted to see him, more than anything else. Not because of the police visit, that just made it more urgent. She wanted to see him for herself.


  5. Radford


  KEE SAT together with Radford and Detective Sergeant Davis in DMP headquarters in Brunswick Street.


  They were in Radford’s office. It was a drab, functional room with a desk, several filing cabinets, and a solid table that was cluttered with papers, dirty teacups, and ashtrays. It was eight o’clock in the evening. The single window, which was slightly open to let out the smoke, looked down on the street two storeys below. The occasional sound of cars, and the clip of hurrying feet or hooves, formed a background to their discussion.


  ‘So that’s it, then, Tom, is it?’ Radford asked. ‘The grocer gave the lad a room and a job, let him take time off whenever he chose, and never asked any questions?’


  ‘That’s what he says.’


  ‘And his other tenant was a model university student, only pausing from his studies to help old ladies cross the road.’


  ‘That’s the boy.’


  Radford sighed. ‘Well, I suppose we could intern him on well-founded suspicion of lying through his teeth, and earn ourselves another half-dozen newspaper articles about police insensitivity. But there’s another lead, you say.’


  ‘Yes. The girl. Catherine O’Connell-Gort.’ Kee pronounced the surname with exaggerated precision, as though it offended him in some way. He got out his notebook, and went carefully through the details of his interview with her. ‘She’s one possible lead to the boy, Brennan. If she is involved with him in some way, she may lead us to him. I think we should put a watch on her.’


  Radford paced up and down, considering the idea. ‘It’s promising, but there are difficulties. First, the boy, Brennan. We can’t prove he was at Ashtown, or even that he’s a Shinner. All we know is that he shared lodgings with Martin Savage, who definitely was there, and that he had a clip of German cartridges in his sock drawer. Well, that might not convince a jury, but it should be enough to intern him for a while, if that’s what we want to do. Then there’s the girl. If anyone ever had the perfect alibi, for God’s sake, she has. She was sitting there, squashed up between her father and Johnny French, when the bullets started flying through the window! You’re not saying she planned it?’


  ‘No, sir, of course not. I just think she’s fond of Brennan.’


  ‘And you base this theory upon a blush?’


  ‘Well, not entirely, sir. Her whole demeanour, more like.’


  Radford stopped pacing and sat on his desk. ‘I don’t know about your experience of the female mind, Tom, but I would have thought the young lady’s ardour - if it ever existed - might have received a rather rapid douche of cold water if she really saw her young Lochinvar chucking a Mills bomb at her head, as you say.’


  Davis laughed. Kee said: ‘She may not have seen him. She may just have believed it was possible he was involved. In which case she might run off in desperation to ask him if it was true.’


  Radford considered this. ‘Possibly. In which case Sod’s Law tells us she’s with him now, while we’re discussing it. But then there’s another thing. Her daddy, as you know, is a fairly important man in Dublin Castle, and in the country generally. Have you thought what I’m going to say to him about this, if she complains she’s being followed everywhere by big men in raincoats?’


  Kee sighed. ‘We stick to the grocer, then.’


  ‘That’s about it, unless you’ve got any more ideas.’ Neither of them had. ‘Right, then, I’m going to get a bite to eat. Dick, can you type this up, as usual?’


  ‘Sir.’ Davis gathered his notes together, and took them into his office. Kee took his coat off the stand by the door. As he was leaving, Radford touched his arm. He pushed the door softly to.


  ‘Sorry about that, Tom,’ he said quietly. ‘It wasn’t such a daft idea as I said. But there are other things we can do. Come on back to the hotel. I’ll buy you a drink.’


  In his office down the corridor, Davis had also closed his door. He sat down at his desk, in front of the big Imperial typewriter. He was a good typist for a policeman, and a meticulous keeper of records. He arranged his notes carefully on the left of the machine, and took paper, carbons and flimsies from the drawers on the right. He arranged these neatly. A top copy for the Assistant Commissioner, Radford; then a carbon; a second copy for the main files kept in this room; then a second carbon; a third copy for Military Intelligence in Dublin Castle.


  Then he added a third sheet of carbon paper, as he always did; and a fourth sheet of flimsy paper.


  He looked at his notes, and began to type. If he wasn’t interrupted, he would be finished in about half an hour.


  Tom Kee was a man of few loyalties, deeply held. His wife, Margaret, was the one he held most dear. Since their marriage he had seldom been away from home for more than a few days, and his transfer to Dublin had caused him much inner distress, because of the separation from her. But they had three sons and a daughter, all at good Protestant schools in Belfast. He wasn’t going to risk their education for anything.


  He had hoped to travel home at weekends, but had only managed it once so far. Some of the greatest miseries of this time were the constant train strikes, encouraged by Sinn Fein as a protest against British rule. The one time he had got home, he had had to wait fifteen hours on Sunday night for the chance to return.


  So he was forced to rely on the telephone. He had had one installed in the house before he left; it was only the second private phone in the street, the engineer had told him, and they had put up a special pole to carry the wires. But it was not very satisfactory. Kee was an undemonstrative man, but he loved his wife deeply, in the way the Bible prescribed. He realized now that he loved the warmth of her, the rich full curves of her body in his arms in bed; and he loved her cheerful efficiency, the way she bossed him and the kids around, so that they dared not be lazy or untidy. And he loved the smell of hot stew or fresh bread when he opened the door of the little terrace house in the evening, despite the irregular, unpredictable hours that he worked. None of that came out of the tinny, crackling voice on the telephone; and Kee could not express his feelings towards her, with the thought of the ever-present ear of the operator on the line.


  So their phone conversations were inhibited, awkward and increasingly irregular.


  His other great loyalty, apart from those to parents, church and Empire, was to William Radford. Indeed, it was only for Radford’s sake that he had agreed to come to Dublin at all.


  If it had not been for Radford, Kee would probably still have been a uniformed sergeant, patrolling the Shankill Road on Saturday nights. A docker’s son, he had no connections or influence to help him climb to the top. But ten years ago Radford, then a detective inspector, had recognized some traces of ability in the young sergeant, and encouraged him to take the exams for the CID. He had passed, and had worked with Radford during the war on anti-espionage work. They had foiled two attempts by spies to penetrate Belfast’s naval dockyards, and their mutual respect had grown and lasted. So when Radford had been made Assistant Commissioner of the DMP, with orders to do something about the demoralized G Division, he had asked for Kee to go with him.


  Now they lodged together in the Standard Hotel in Harcourt Street, a few hundred yards from the entrance to Dublin Castle.


  Most of the rest of the clientele were army officers. As the two detectives crossed the dining room to a table in the corner, Kee noted with amusement how several had ostentatiously laid a loaded revolver on the table before them, beside the fish knife.


  Radford waved greetings to one such officer, a much-decorated major with fine handlebar moustaches.


  ‘What’s that for, Tony? Waiters late with the soup again?’


  The Major shook his head. ‘This is a country in rebellion, Bill - don’t you forget it. I remember a chap like you in Simla once. Intelligence officer. Fine fellow, great on the polo field, but refused to believe the natives meant what they said. I had to fish his body out of the river in the end. Nasty business.’


  Radford nodded. ‘I know. I’ll be careful, don’t worry.’


  Kee admired Radford’s assurance. He might be an inspector now, but he wasn’t able to relate to men like these. He lacked their sense of ease, of banter, of worldwide social control.


  Their table was quite secluded, out of casual earshot for the other customers, away from any door or window. To Kee’s surprise it was laid for three. ‘Expecting someone, Bill?’ he asked.


  Radford smiled, and ordered beer. While they waited for it he said: ‘That’s my surprise. The man we’re meeting here tonight is from Military Intelligence. To be precise, that girl’s father.’


  ‘What?’ Kee spilt some beer on the table, and mopped it with a handkerchief.


  ‘I know, he doesn’t sound the type. But he must have more between the ears than he lets on, to be where he is.’


  ‘Perhaps; I haven’t met him. But if he’s in MI, how can he be so daft as to let his daughter run around with the murder gang?’


  ‘You wait till your kids are her age, Tom. They don’t always turn out exactly as you’d hope.’


  Kee frowned. ‘Not my kids. Not a thing like that.’


  Radford took another draught of beer, and smiled. It was the thing he liked most about Tom Kee - his utter reliability. For all his intelligence, he never seemed to have any doubts about what was right and what was wrong. Ambiguity, in Kee’s view, was a disease that afflicted criminals, not the rest of the world.


  ‘I hope not, for your sake, anyway. But here he is.’ Radford pushed back his chair as a tall, grey-haired colonel made his way towards them across the dining room. As he approached, Kee had the impression of an archetypal soldier: tall, high forehead, long nose, a proud, disdainful chin under the bushy Kitchener moustache. Well-cut khaki uniform with a line of medal ribbons, highly polished Sam Browne belt and cavalry boots, cap crushed under his arm. A man who would be at home leading the King’s birthday parade in Phoenix Park, Kee thought; but hopelessly at sea fighting Collins in the back streets of Dublin.


  But when Sir Jonathan shook his hand, Kee noticed the eyes. Hard, cold, grey - paler than those of his daughter, Kee thought: the eyes of a man who was no one’s fool, and would get what he wanted whatever the cost.


  They ordered, and while they were waiting Sir Jonathan asked, crisply, for a report on how far the police had got with the Ashtown incident. Radford told him, giving details of the findings in North Strand. With a warning glance at Kee, he mentioned the interview with Catherine, but omitted his suspicion about her blush. He passed Sean Brennan’s photograph across the table.


  ‘Good,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘Pity it’s not the negative. But we’ll try and get some kind of copy made for the troops. There’s a young major in the Castle who’s hot on that sort of thing.’


  The soup came. Radford tucked his napkin under his chin, and said: ‘You’re off to London tomorrow, Colonel, I hear?’


  ‘That’s right. Lloyd George is presenting his bill, and he’ll want up-to-date information on the situation here. That’s one reason why I want to talk to you chaps.’ He sipped his soup, and dabbed thoughtfully at his moustache with a napkin. ‘You’ve both been in post for over a month now. What’s your candid opinion of the ability of the DMP to get to grips with this terror?’


  Radford sighed. ‘Unfortunately, sir, not high.’


  ‘There are a few leads,’ said Kee loyally.


  ‘But not many, Tom. Our problem, Colonel, is that half the experienced Dublin officers, with all their local knowledge and contacts, are dead, and the rest are clinging to their mothers’ skirts in fear. In addition to which, I don’t know how, I have the impression that Collins knows everything we decide to do five minutes after we’ve decided it. So I hardly dare trust anyone. In short, the whole of the effective official police force opposed to Collins is sitting right here at this table.’


  Kee said: ‘There’s Davis, too, surely?’


  ‘I hope so. He works hard, I’ll give him that. But I’ve only known him a few weeks. You and me, Tom, we’ve been together a long time.’


  Kee shrugged. He didn’t like running down his force, even an adopted one, before a soldier, but the truth was inescapable.


  Sir Jonathan glanced from one to the other. ‘Anyway, whether it’s two or three doesn’t make much difference. I get your drift. It’s you two against half the city.’


  ‘Right.’ They waited while the waiter brought the main course. Kee glanced around the room. Through the open door of the dining room he could see several men in civilian clothes come off the street into the foyer. The loaded revolvers beside the soup plates began to seem more of a comfort than an eccentricity.


  Sir Jonathan resumed. ‘Well, that’s pretty bleak, but it’s truthful. And the fact is we’re dealing with a major political conspiracy here. A threat to destabilize the whole country, by murder if necessary. Agreed?’


  Radford nodded. Kee began to eat his food, gloomily. He wondered where all this was leading.


  ‘And you, as the established police force, are in no position to deal with it. You agree to that too?’


  ‘At the moment,’ Radford said. ‘But if we could just get hold of the ringleaders, the thing would change entirely. There can’t be more than five or six at the very top. Put them behind bars and their organization would start to fall apart, and morale in the force would rise. Those men who are just serving out time at the moment would start to put their backs into the job again.’


  ‘Exactly.’ Sir Jonathan waved his knife emphatically. ‘And as far as I can see there are two ways to do it. Martial law and a curfew would help, and Johnny French has asked for that again. But even if the fools in the Cabinet give it to him, it’ll only help if we can lay our hands on these beggars, Collins especially. And to do that, it seems to me, we must fight them at their own game.’


  Kee sipped his beer thoughtfully and said: ‘What do you mean by that, Colonel?’


  The clear grey eyes stared at him coldly. I wouldn’t have liked to be up before you for a disciplinary charge, Kee thought.


  ‘What I mean, Detective Inspector, is that when the country is being destabilized by a group of armed thugs who have reduced the police force to a cipher and have attempted to murder the Viceroy himself, it’s time we sought out men skilled enough in the same arts of spying and assassination to fight back.’


  There was a silence. The conversation in the main dining room seemed to have fallen, but it was unlikely that anyone could have heard them. Kee noted with relief that the group of men in the entrance hall seemed to have gone.


  Radford said: ‘You mean we should run agents, like we did in Belfast during the war. I agree, but it will take time to set up. We can’t tap into the local network yet, because it’s all corrupt or terrified. And if we brought in an outsider he’d stand out like a sore thumb. You’d find him lying in a gutter somewhere with a cardboard sign round his neck.’


  ‘Maybe. It’ll take guts, I agree to that,’ Sir Jonathan said. ‘But what alternative have we got? Damn it, man, my own daughter was in that car as well. She’d have been lying in the gutter, too, if those scum had succeeded.’


  The waiter cleared their plates again, and brought the dessert. Radford met Kee’s eyes across the table. He said: ‘In principle you’re right, Sir Jonathan. If Military Intelligence can find us such men, then it’s our duty to cooperate with them, though what help we can give, I’m not sure. We could provide support if called on, and channel information from G Division, to give them an idea of the layout.’


  Kee snorted. ‘I’ll write the information on a postage stamp.’


  Radford smiled. A Kee joke was something rare enough to be savoured. ‘Your handwriting must have improved, Tom. Don’t forget there’s all that stuff Davis keeps so carefully in those files. There must be something useful there.’


  ‘Two postage stamps then. But that’s not the point.’ Kee put down his spoon carefully and looked Sir Jonathan firmly in the eye. ‘You said we should seek out men who are good at spying, Colonel, and I fully agree to that. We’ll give them all the help we can. But assassination is another matter. As a policeman I’ve spent all my adult life upholding the rule of law in a Christian country, and that’s how I intend to continue. Secret murder, even of Sinn Feiners, is a thing I’ll have nothing to do with.’


  Sir Jonathan reddened. For a moment Kee had the odd feeling he was going to be bawled out, publicly, here in the hotel dining room in front of the assembled company. But the blush faded and the cold grey eyes continued to examine him. Quietly, Sir Jonathan said: ‘I presume you carry a revolver, Detective Inspector?’


  ‘I do, sir, yes.’


  ‘And if Michael Collins and his thugs walked into this room now, wouldn’t you use it?’


  ‘To defend myself or make an arrest, sir, yes, of course. But to kill him without warning? No sir, I would not. That would be to descend to the level of the enemy, and that is not what my God or my conscience would allow me to do.’


  There was a further silence. Radford sighed, and Kee wondered how much his old friend agreed with him. They had been colleagues too long for Kee not to realize the embarrassment he was causing. But there were some principles Tom Kee regarded as too important to abandon, whatever embarrassment they caused.


  Sir Jonathan said: ‘If you had seen as many dead men as I have, Detective Inspector, you would realize that only a fool waits until his enemy fires first.’


  ‘In war, no doubt, sir. But I’m a policeman, not a soldier.’


  ‘This is a war, damn it! Ask the Sinn Feiners if you don’t believe me! Any man I recruit will risk his life as a soldier.’


  The waiter was hovering again. He cleared their plates and they ordered coffee. While they were waiting for it Radford spoke hesitantly, like a man trying to throw a rope bridge across a chasm which he knew could never be crossed. ‘Naturally most men in G Division would be pleased if some of these Sinn Feiners were dead, Sir Jonathan. But in law and conscience Tom is right, of course. Officially, neither he nor I could do anything to support what would be technically murder, however justified the cause. But if your agents were to act in order to gain information leading to an arrest, then of course we would give our full support. Delighted to, in fact.’


  ‘The full support of the two active officers of G Division. Quite.’ Sir Jonathan stood up and pushed in his chair. His eyes held Radford’s in a long, careful stare. ‘Well, thank you, gentlemen. There may come a time when you will have to choose between your principles and your lives. However, I shall report your views to the Cabinet, if asked. No doubt the politicians will be suitably impressed.’


  The waiter brought three coffees but there were only two men sitting at the table. From which, Radford thought, an astute mind might deduce that the meeting had not been an entire success.


  Kee rubbed his cheek with the palm of his hand and looked at Radford across the table. ‘Sorry, Bill,’ he said. ‘If you didn’t want to hear it, you shouldn’t have asked me.’


  Radford stuffed tobacco into his pipe, lit it, and regarded Kee thoughtfully through the clouds of smoke. That simple, undeviating sense of morality was one of the things he most valued about his old friend. Paradoxically, it also came between them. He said: ‘You’re too good for this world, old son.’


  ‘Maybe. There are times I’d rather not know what the military are thinking.’


  Radford shook his head. ‘You need to know, Tom. For two reasons. First, because at any time they may be crossing your path. And secondly, because I, Bill Radford, may not always be here. Don’t worry, I fully intend to be - I’ve even ordered one of these steel and silk bullet-proof waistcoats. But I was appointed to free this city of political murderers, and that’s what I intend to do, in any way I can. These Sinn Fein bastards are getting very damned efficient, and it can’t have escaped their notice that at last there’s someone in G Division who intends to carry the fight to them. I know what I’d be thinking, if I were Michael Collins.’


  ‘No, you wouldn’t,’ Kee said. ‘Because you’re a policeman, not an assassin. That’s what gives us the right to govern the country, and makes him a common murderer.’


  Radford sighed. His attitude to the interview with the Colonel had been rather different. He took his pipe out of his mouth and waved it in the direction of the main entrance, where Sir Jonathan had just gone out. ‘It’s not us who govern the country, Tom,’ he said. ‘It’s men like him.’


  6. A Walk by the Sea


  CATHERINE HAD been looking for Sean for three days. He was not at the university, he did not come to the Irish class in Parnell Square, and Professor O’Connor could tell her nothing. She did not know where else to look.


  She began to realize how little she knew about him. She had known he had lodgings somewhere on North Strand, but she had never been there, and clearly there was no point going there now. She had teased him about being a gunman, but never really believed, before Ashtown, that he was actively involved with the Volunteers. She had not realized, until now, that they always met on his terms, when he chose. If he wanted to, he could just completely disappear. It intrigued and annoyed her at the same time.


  She had not realized, either, how much she needed to see him. The war, and her isolation at Killrath, had kept her out of the company of young men, and those whom she had met, even at UCH, she had mostly scorned, until now. She felt they were too like pale versions of her brothers; they had no mystery for her. Sean was the first young man she had really kissed; and when she had kissed him once he had got into her system like a drug so that she wanted to do it again and again. The meetings after lectures, the evenings at Parnell Square, the slow walks home after a drink in a pub, had become the high points of her life, with everything in between grey, unsatisfactory. She studied and ran the house in a daze, and lay restless in bed at night, dreaming of him, sometimes kissing the soft parts of her hand as though it were his lips.


  And now at a stroke he had become an Irish revolutionary hero, and vanished. She felt like an addict deprived of her drug. It made him more appealing than before, and less attainable. On her way to and from college she found herself scrutinizing every young man, seeking a certain shape of the face, a smile, a turn of the hand, that would be his.


  On Sunday she went to a Christmas party at University College Hospital, given in a ward for the incurably shell-shocked. Professor O’Connor had insisted that all his students attend, and Catherine had come because Sean had promised to be there. But that had been before Ashtown. He was not there at the beginning, and she sat for an interminable hour on the bed of a one-armed ex-soldier. The man began by slyly trying to persuade her to diagnose an illness in his lower stomach, and ended by fulminating against his wife who had abandoned him for a cowardly stay-at-home Sinn Feiner. The man in the next bed had his children there, dressed up in beautifully starched and crimped pinafores and ribbons for their father’s glazed, unrecognizing eyes to ignore. The nurses in their tall white hats gathered a group around the Christmas tree and crib. A student played the piano and the professor led carol-singing. The male students’ voices were loud, defiant, jolly. One of the patients had a fine tenor, three were raucous, and the rest sang like ghosts. Their mouths moved, but the sound that came out was scarcely detectable. Catherine only heard it because the singers sang more slowly than the piano, so that they did not quite finish when everyone else did. She shivered. It was the sort of whispered singing she could imagine hearing alone in a graveyard at night.


  She felt irritable and guilty. Professor O’Connor was right. These were the people she was training to serve. This was what it was like, being a doctor. But she could not focus her mind on the patients at all.


  Then Sean came in, and the room filled with sunlight.


  He sat on the bed, helping her patient unwrap his present, and winked at her. She had thought he would look different, somehow; she found herself looking for lines on his face, or scars. But there were none; only the smooth skin, as though he scarcely shaved; the grin from the wide, cheerful mouth; the smooth, neatly combed hair. The hazel eyes watching her - a little tired perhaps, but happy, unafraid.


  For a moment she felt not love as she had expected, but anger. A voice inside her screamed that he should look hard and cold and guilty. If that bomb had come inside the car I would be a broken cripple like these men here. But the voice cried in a wilderness and was forgotten. He could not have meant to hurt her, he hadn’t known she was there. He had risked his own life, and he was here, unharmed, at her side!


  He smiled at her, and only the smile mattered, not what might have been. She felt oddly light and tender all over, curiously detached from the world.


  On the way out of the ward Sean took her hand. ‘I was going to Sandymount for a walk. Would you come with me?’


  She smiled. ‘Is that your idea of an invitation?’


  ‘It is that. I’ve been wanting to talk to you.’


  ‘Then I might spare you a moment or two, if you’re lucky.’ But she thought, if he hadn’t asked her, she would have hated him for ever.


  It was a cold, grey day, hinting at snow but then disappointing, as so often in December. They walked eastwards along Wilton Terrace, with the grey water of the canal on their right. She noticed how Sean looked up and down the road carefully, his eyes never resting in one place for very long. A motor omnibus for Sandymount stopped in front of them, and they boarded it.


  On the bus their thighs touched, and she felt every jolt of the road. She said: ‘You weren’t followed to the hospital?’


  Sean’s smile faded. ‘No. Why do you say that?’


  ‘I’m not stupid, you know, Sean Brennan. I’ve got a thing or two to tell you, as well.’


  They spoke little more on the bus, for people were crowded all round them. When they got off, they walked along the promenade beside the beach. Here, surely, they were safe from pursuit. There were a fair number of people strolling up and down - mostly couples and families, seeking a breath of fresh air before dusk - but not a policeman or soldier in sight. Small children ran after hoops or kicked balls under the eyes of indulgent parents.


  Catherine leaned back against a pillar in the low sea wall, taking both Sean’s hands in hers and pulling him towards her. She would not let him go now. He looked solemn, and opened his mouth to speak, but she touched a finger to his lips.


  ‘It’s all right, I know what you have to tell me. And I’m proud of you, Sean, as any true Irish girl would be. Except for one thing.’ She shivered, and felt his fingers between her own. Big, smooth firm fingers, that had pulled the pin from the bomb and thrown it. ‘If you’d succeeded, I wouldn’t be here today.’


  ‘What do you mean?’ He scowled at her, the boyish face slightly flushed, a little angry. He really didn’t know, then.


  ‘I was in the Viceroy’s car, Sean.’


  It is true, she thought. A sudden shock does cause blood to drain from the face. She could see it happening. He stared at her, wide-eyed, then took his hands from hers and turned guiltily away. And she thought, I didn’t mean that, don’t abandon me now.


  She said: ‘It’s all right, Sean, I told you. I’m not hurt. And I know why you did it. I would do the same, if I dared.’ She touched his cheek gently, to comfort him. He shuddered, and jerked his head violently, as though her hand were a wasp.


  ‘What the hell were you doing in the damn car, then? You had no right to be there!’


  ‘It’s not a crime, you know! Anyway, I was tricked into it.’ She explained the trick her father had played, and her attempts to argue with Lord French on the train. But she could see he was only half listening. He turned away from her, and thrust his hands into his coat pockets angrily.


  ‘You couldn’t expect me to know you were there! I’m a soldier, and French is the enemy. You shouldn’t go near him!’


  Will he reject me for that? She stood quite still, not touching him, waiting to see if he would walk away. When he did not she said gently: ‘I know that, Sean. I want him dead too.’


  ‘You do?’ He turned back, looked in her eyes, surprised.


  ‘Yes. If it will help Ireland, I do.’


  It struck him how slender she was; yet very straight-backed too, strong, determined. The delicate beauty of her hurt him. He thought of the way a crocus could be strong enough to burst its way through the tarmac at the side of a road, and then be crushed by any casual passing boot. He might have maimed her for ever.


  ‘I’m sorry, Cathy. It’s you that has the right to be angry, not me. I might have killed you.’


  ‘You might have been killed yourself. You took that risk.’


  He reached out his arms, and she slipped gladly into his embrace. They held each other very close, very still, while the seagulls screamed on the beach behind them. A mother, passing with two small children, glanced at them nostalgically.


  They walked along the promenade, arm in arm for warmth. There were some steps down to the beach. They went down them, and stumbled across the sand to the sea’s edge. It was dusk, and a small cold wind was coming off the sea. She told him of the detective who had visited her, and the photo he had shown her. She gave him Kee’s card.


  ‘What did you tell him?’


  ‘Nothing. Only that you were a student in my year, but he knew that already. He had searched Martin’s room, and yours. He thought I might have seen you at Ashtown.’


  ‘And you told him you didn’t?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Martin.’ Sean skimmed a stone across the grey water. Its splashes were oddly bright, like snowflakes in gaslight. ‘He would have been alive now, if it wasn’t for me.’


  She had been too bound up in herself; she had never thought of this. ‘Why, Sean?’


  He picked up another stone, and flung it high in the air with a vicious twist of his arm. It fell into the sea with an odd sucking noise. ‘Because I told him to run out and chuck his last bomb, that’s why.’ It all came back to him: the sudden dash out into the middle of the road, the bullets splattering around them like hailstones, Martin falling on his face like a stuffed doll. ‘And the bloody car was empty all the time!’


  She linked her arm through his, tentatively, so that he could break free if he wanted. ‘You couldn’t have known that.’


  ‘No.’ He touched her hand and looked round at her. Her face was pale, indistinct in the twilight. ‘And if we had known it … Sweet Mother of Christ!’


  ‘She was watching over me,’ Catherine said. ‘Will you try to kill French again?’


  ‘If we get the chance, and Mick Collins learns where he plans to go. But he’ll be walled in by guards now, more than ever.’ Sean gave a short bitter laugh of triumph and frustration. ‘The man’s a fugitive now. Viceroy, indeed! He’s a criminal on the run!’


   


  They stepped back hurriedly to avoid a wave larger than the others. Catherine leaned her head against his shoulder. ‘What about you, Sean? Now they’ve got your photo, what will you do?’


  He frowned. ‘It’s too risky to come to college. I’ll have to give up studying for a while. But this is more important. It’s the birth of our country, Caitlin - there has to be blood!’


  She shuddered slightly at the sentiment, but she did not question it. Padraig Pearse had said things like that. She liked it when he used her Irish name; it reminded her of her nurse, of childhood. She asked: ‘Where are you staying?’


  ‘That’s not a thing for me to tell you now, is it?’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Your Inspector Kee might come back and ask some more questions. If you don’t know, you can’t tell him.’


  She unwound his arm from her waist and stepped back. He might be a hero in the Volunteers, but she would not let him control her. ‘Sean Brennan, do you think for one moment I’d tell the police a thing like that?’


  He considered her, seriously weighing the question, and her genuine indignation. His face was shadowy in the growing dusk.


  ‘No, a ghra, of course I don’t. But I have to be as safe as I can, now I’m on the run. You wouldn’t mean to tell them, but they have trick ways of putting the questions. You might be taken in.’


  She thought for a moment, and then relaxed. He was right; it was his life that was at risk. ‘I’m sorry, Sean.’ She put her arms around his neck, and kissed him quickly on the lips. It was as she remembered. ‘I only asked, because I want to be taken in by you. I want to be a soldier’s girl.’


  Surprised, he kissed her back, and she responded warmly. It was like the first time, outside her house. And she thought, this is what I need, this is what I want him for. The sense of touch, of contact with something real, outside my study and loneliness. But then he drew back.


  ‘We can’t do this here, Cathy. It’s …’


  ‘Madness. I know. We need somewhere to go.’


  He shook his head, bemused. ‘You shouldn’t … women aren’t supposed to talk like that, you know.’


  If he had expected her to be ashamed, she was not. She was not accustomed to question her own desires. His embarrassment amused her. ‘Really? I thought all girls spoke to you like that. I’ve been looking for you for three days, joy.’


  ‘Look. Talk sense now. Are you hungry?’


  She linked her arms around his waist, and pulled him close against her. ‘Famished.’


  ‘No, look. I didn’t mean that.’ There was another long, exploratory kiss before he could explain further. Sean felt things were getting out of control. Surely people must be watching; if there were any people foolish enough to be still out on this cold beach, on a dark December evening. ‘I meant, hungry for food.’


  ‘I’m hungry for everything.’ She touched the tip of his nose with hers. ‘Where shall we go?’


  ‘There’s a pie shop ...’


  ‘Mmmm.’ She kissed him again, before he could finish. His resistance melted, and he gave himself up to the pleasure of it. After all, he thought, why wait? I may be dead tomorrow.


  ‘Right then. Let’s go.’ It was going her way now. She broke out of his arms suddenly, and began to stride across the sand, tugging him after her by one hand.


  ‘Hey.’ He had not expected that, either. ‘Wait a minute. Where are we going?’


  ‘To the pie shop, lover. Aren’t you hungry?’


  As they sat in the pie shop, devouring pies at a battered wooden table next to a window running with condensation, a feeling of tenderness for Catherine overwhelmed him. Those fingers, those hands, that lively, delicate face, those lips which had clung to his and were now flecked with crumbs of pastry - they could have been shattered, ripped to bloody rags by the bomb he had thrown.


  He reached out across the table, lifted her hand to his lips, and kissed each finger separately.


  She smiled. ‘Are you really so fond of me?’


  ‘I am that.’ He remembered when his little sister had been left in his charge, and had nearly been killed by a bull because of his own carelessness. He had felt a little like this then.


  But Catherine was no little sister. The touch of her hands in his, the pressure of their knees jammed together under the little table, sent an electric charge through him in the way no child could ever do. Sean had the impression that the grubby seaside pie shop was a palace, alight with vibrant colours.


  ‘Tell me. Did you really beard the Viceroy in his train?’


  ‘I did.’ She told him the story again and this time it seemed irresistibly funny to both of them. Her laughter was a thing of beauty in itself.


  The shopkeeper interrupted sourly, picking up their plates and wiping the table with a cloth. ‘If you two lovebirds would mind finishing? It’s well gone six o’clock.’ They looked round and saw they were alone. Catherine smiled and stood up. ‘Yes, of course. Thank you so much. They were lovely pies.’


  Outside, on the windy, dark promenade, they clung to each other for warmth. They were a similar height; it was easy to match their strides as they walked. Sean could feel her thigh pressing against his and held her closer.


  She asked: ‘Where shall we go?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ The answer took a long time, because they turned to face each other, and then it seemed natural to kiss again. They formed an island of warmth together in the cold wind. Growing daring, he slipped his hands in under her unbuttoned coat, and rubbed her back through the thin woollen dress. She moaned, and pressed herself closer to him. Then a gust of wind snatched her hat and whirled it along the street.


  ‘I’ll get it.’


  ‘No.’ She laughed and held him back. ‘It doesn’t matter, Sean. I don’t need it.’


  ‘But - it’s an expensive hat!’ Never in his life had he imagined letting clothing blow away without caring.


  ‘We’ll get it later. Hold me like that again.’


  And for a long time the hat was forgotten. On a winter night like this, the windswept promenade was one of the most private places they could have found. But at last a group of sailors came along, singing and whistling. Sean and Catherine broke apart, regretfully. She shivered, and buttoned her coat.


  ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’ll go to a pub for a drink.’


  ‘All right.’ She put her arm round his waist, and snuggled close against him. She knew her servants would expect her home, and would have cooked a meal, but she did not care. Her father had left on the afternoon boat for London, so she would have been alone anyway. She toyed with the idea of inviting Sean home. After all, why not? She was an adult now, she was her own mistress - if she wanted to invite a friend home, the butler Keneally and the other servants couldn’t stop her! She imagined Sean in her drawing room, kissing her on the lemon-yellow ottoman, or on the green window seat, perhaps, looking down over Merrion Square …


  And her bedroom was just next door. Don’t think that, Catherine, she thought, that’s one thing you can’t possibly do.


  But the idea had an awful fascination. She wondered how it would be. She would take him up to her room, and they would sit and talk for a while, by the warm fire her maid would have lit - God, it was cold out here! - and they would kiss and then … She was hazy about how people got into bed. Her parents had had separate rooms with adjoining doors. But it was impossible to think of her parents making love. She would make an excuse and undress behind her screen and come to him in her long cream nightdress and - he would have no nightclothes at all! The beauty of the thought thrilled her so much that she sighed, and he turned and kissed her again as they walked along in the cold sea wind.


  Sean would have no clothes at all! She had seen men half-naked in the fields, and been brought up to appreciate the beauty of the classical sculptures and paintings which filled her parents’ houses. There was one in particular, a black shining one of a man and woman embracing, that had always fascinated her. But somehow, this was the first time she had thought of these things in relation to herself, and a real, living man! She would come out from behind her screen in her long cream nightdress and he would be there, quite smooth and naked in the lamplight, ready to crush her to him. His lips would press against hers as they had done just now and his hands roam her back and he would lift her and take her to the bed and it was quite quite impossible.


  They went into a crowded pub and Sean left her sitting at a small table while he went to order drinks. She sat down weakly. Despite the sudden warmth and noise she was oblivious to her surroundings. Why was it impossible? She imagined herself going in through the front door with Sean and immediately she had to confront Keneally, the butler, who was older than her father. And then probably the cook-housekeeper as well and certainly Lucy, her maid. All of them would disapprove terribly of a lower-class person like Sean coming into the house at all, except through the tradesmen’s entrance. But if she summoned enough courage she could face them all down because she was their employer and Sean was a student on her course. For heaven’s sake, it was the twentieth century now and if a young independent woman wanted to invite a male friend into her house, she would! If anyone thought it was wrong, that was their problem. Honi soit qui mal y pense.


  She sighed. That would all be fine, if she was just inviting Sean in to talk. It would be a fight worth fighting. She would enjoy the scandalized disapproval on the faces of Keneally and Lucy her maid as they brought in a tray of tea and toast, to find the mistress and the uncouth young man absorbed in the study of medical textbooks. Especially ones with pictures of bodies in. She could even imagine facing her father down, over the right to do that.


  But I could only win a fight like that, Catherine realized, if I were really innocent and it was the other people who had the wicked thoughts. As it is, I want to take him to bed with me. And there’s no way, no way at all, that I could face the servants if I did that in the house. They’d probably resign en masse, anyway.


  For a while she toyed with the idea of sending all the servants to bed and then sneaking Sean up the back stairs; but the same objections remained. The servants had eyes and ears, they were not stupid. She would have to get Sean out, as well as in; and even if the servants didn’t hear anything, she would never know that they hadn’t. Every morning she would look in their eyes, and wonder if their respect for her had vanished.


  Sean made his way carefully back to their table, bearing two foaming glasses of stout. He was pleased, she knew, that she chose to drink beer rather than something more ladylike such as sherry or wine. He had told her once that it was daring. Oh well, she thought, at least I can indulge my lesser desires.


  Sean sat down facing her. They sipped the stout and smiled at each other, their eyes sparkling. The noise in the pub had lessened enough for them to talk.


  ‘I never understood why you became like this,’ he said.


  ‘Like what?’ Was he a mind-reader? Was her face so transparent that he could see what designs she had on him? If so, what did he think?


  But Sean was on a different track. He waved his arm around the pub. ‘I mean, why are you in a place like this, with a fellow like me, supping beer like a normal girl, almost? When you could be leading the life of O’Rahilly with Lord this and Viscount that, if you wanted.’


  ‘Almost?’ She teased him. ‘What do you mean, like a normal girl, almost, Sean Brennan? Am I normal or am I not?’


  He considered the question. ‘In some ways yes, in others no.’


  ‘Oh, wise philosopher.’


  And is it normal to think of you in my bedroom, naked like a Greek statue? My mother would have said not, and father would too. I could slide my hands across his chest and - I wonder if his buttocks are smooth and hard like the man in that statue? I wonder what it would feel like when he came inside me?


  She said: ‘I think I’m a very normal girl. In all ways except wanting to earn my own living, and to see Ireland free.’


  He pushed a stray lock of hair back from his forehead, and smiled. ‘That’s what I mean. It’s not normal for girls of your class to want those things. Why do you?’


  She stretched her hands out to the warm fire. He was right, it was an unusual path that had brought her here. Perhaps if she talked about it, she would stop thinking of where she wanted that path to lead, right now.


  ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you about a day in my childhood.’


  7. Love in the Firelight


  IT HAD been a rainswept, windy afternoon. She was thirteen then, and the war in France had just begun. Catherine had been riding alone along the clifftops near her home in Galway, watching the spray from the vast Atlantic rollers break over the headlands. There had been a storm far out at sea, and the spray burst in great fountains halfway up the cliff. Dark rainclouds were sweeping in from the southwest, and the occasional flash of pale sunlight lit the spray with an almost luminous glow. It fascinated her. Each wave hit the rocks with a shock like thunder, and Catherine and her pony trembled as the pulse went through them. She felt awed and humble, as though the great god of the sea, Manaanan mac Lir, might appear at any moment before her.


  Then the storm had reached the clifftop, and she had ridden away inland, hunched beneath the drenching sheets of rain. Instead of heading for home, she had let the storm blow her further east than her usual haunts, to an area of bog and pasture behind a mountain. Here, when the rain eased, she had come across a gathering outside a small cottage.


  She had seen the place before - a small, thatched, untidy hovel, always with a skirl of dirty, barefoot children running around outside it, and a harassed woman in a headshawl. There was a small potato garden, a couple of poorly tended fields, a sick-looking cow. She had never liked the family much. Once she had tried to talk to them, but the man, a mean, scrawny individual, had cuffed the children and sent them inside, and then glared at her sullenly without speaking.


  Since then, she had heard, the man had gone away to the war, one of the thousands who had answered John Redmond’s call to fight for the Empire against the Hun.


  But that day the woman and her children were all out on the road, in the rain. Around them was a heap of possessions - something that might have been a mattress, a table, three broken chairs, a spade, a rusty bucket. Half a dozen men were striding back and forth in the garden, carrying things, trampling heedlessly over the vegetables. As Catherine rode up, one of them dropped a pile of crockery on the road in front of the woman, with a crash. A plate had broken, and a chipped cup fallen in the mud.


  ‘Whatever is happening?’ she had asked. Ferguson, her father’s agent, was directing the men. He had caught hold of her bridle. After all these years she still remembered the harshness of his rainswept face, the rough jerk of his hand on the reins.


  ‘No business of yours, Miss Catherine. Be off with you now!’


  ‘But what are you doing?’


  ‘Never you mind! Clear off out of it, will you!’ He had hit the pony a sharp clout on the rump with his stick, and to her shame she had gone away, letting the pony carry her down the muddy lane out of reach of the gang of rough, cruel men. She should have shouted back, she knew - no man on her father’s estate had the right to speak to her like that. But she was only thirteen, and Ferguson ran the estate in her father’s absence. Only when she was half a mile away had she stopped the pony to look back.


  The men had been still there. They had erected a great tripod outside the house, made of three treetrunks about fifteen feet tall, chained together at the top. From a chain in the middle hung another treetrunk, shorter, thicker, parallel with the ground. This they were swinging against the walls of the little stone house, again and again. As she watched, a section of the stone wall fell in. The men heaved the battering ram a few yards to the left, where the wall was still standing, and began again.


  Catherine had watched until the house was just a heap of stones. All the time two men kept guard over the woman and her children as they sat on their mattress, weeping and hopeless in the muddy lane. The drizzle fell gloomily on everyone. And Catherine trembled at each thud of the battering ram as she had trembled at the power of the sea. But while the power of the sea had filled her with awe, the power of her father’s men filled her with shame and hatred.


  She had complained to her mother, who was, by that time, beginning the illness that would lead to her death. Together they had asked Ferguson the reason. The man had been arrogant, condescending. Sir Jonathan O’Connell-Gort had left the business of the estate in his, Ferguson’s, hands, he said, and he must do what he thought was best. The rent on the cottage had not been paid for months, and the husband had deserted his family. Besides, they had always been shiftless, and the land was needed for pasture.


  ‘But he has gone to fight in the war!’ Catherine’s mother had said. ‘For God’s sake, he has gone to fight for the English, poor man - does he not get paid for that?’


  Ferguson had shaken his head. ‘He may have said that, my lady, but it was a lie. I’ve enquired, and no Irish regiment has any record of him. He’s done a bunk, that’s what it is - fled to some new fancy woman in the city, no doubt.’


  ‘And does that mean you must throw his wife and children on the road?’ Catherine had asked. ‘Is it their fault that they have a shiftless father? Is that Christian mercy?’


  ‘It’s the law of the land, young lady. Rent must be paid, and this estate must be run at a profit. That’s what your father appointed me to do, and it’s in your interests not to interfere.’


  Catherine remembered how he had glanced from her to the fine oil paintings on the library wall. Paintings of her grandparents and great-grandparents; the people who had owned this house since Cromwell’s days. She remembered the sneering look on his face. And where would you be, miss, without the likes of me? the look said. No fancy clothes, no fine house, no pony. Is that what you want?


  But then the bubble of his arrogance had been burst. Lady O’Connell-Gort, Catherine’s mother, had spoken, in a tone no one had heard from her for years. ‘Where are the mother and children now?’


  ‘How should I know, my lady? On the road to Galway, perhaps.’


  ‘I want them found and brought back here.’


  ‘But ...’


  ‘And you will rebuild their house, and restore them to their home. Do you understand?’ Catherine’s heart had sung. This was how she remembered her mother before her illness, and what she wanted her to be like again. A proud strong lady, ruling the estate in her own right, like a queen.


  ‘I am sorry, my lady, but I answer to Sir Jonathan, not you.’


  ‘That is my land. It is part of my inheritance. If you do not do what I say I shall have you dismissed.’


  The row had gone on for some time, and had led to a bitter exchange of letters with Catherine’s father. It was true that Sir Jonathan had said his wife was incapacitated by nervous illness; but he had not obtained a medical certificate to remove her legal partnership in the estate, and so, to Catherine’s surprise and delight, her mother had won. Only, by that time, the poor family had disappeared, and Ferguson claimed they could not be found.


  Sean was uncertain how he felt about the story. Part of him felt great anger at the plight of the poor Irish family. It might so easily have happened to him; it had happened to many of his ancestors, he knew. People who had starved in the great famine, or been crammed into the holds of the emigrant ships, which had left Ireland’s ports every year until the start of the war.


  Another part of him was intrigued at the thought of Catherine as a young girl, growing up privileged and wilful on the west coast of Galway. He had not consciously thought about her childhood before; somehow it increased his tenderness for her. She had not been the ordinary spoiled rich girl, surely.


  ‘So what happened then?’ he asked.


  ‘I found them myself.’ Her face in the firelight of the pub was flushed with the memory.


  ‘And you a thirteen-year-old girl? How did you do that?’


  ‘I got on my pony and rode to Galway. A priest helped, too.’ There it was. She had been difficult, determined, contrary even then. And I nearly killed her, he remembered.


  ‘Where were they?’


  ‘In the most filthy place I had ever seen. A line of rotten shacks in the back streets, with mud on the floor and an open sewer running between them. I picked a baby out of it; he was eating fishbones and potato peelings that his mother had thrown there.’ She sipped her beer reflectively. ‘The woman wasn’t very pleased to see me, either. She spat at me and told me to go away. I started crying. But then I got the priest to make her see sense.’


  ‘Did you take her back?’


  Catherine nodded. ‘Mother made Ferguson rebuild their house, and I tried to help take care of her. I felt I had a duty to, you see. Ferguson was right, in a way. Our family was only rich because of all that land we had taken from the people, long ago. So I began to want to put things right. I felt my eyes were opened, that day. That’s when I began to be interested in Irish history, and medicine. I thought the one would help me understand, and the other, to do something. And I wanted to cure my mother, too, so that she could be a fine strong lady, as she used to be.’


  She stopped. ‘I’m sorry. Too much talk about me. It’s because I’m lonely, and no one’s interested. Except Father, who hates it all.’


  The story had taken her mind into her past, away from her obsession with Sean. Now she looked at him and those feelings returned. He has such a nice face, she thought; clean, eager, idealistic. And that hair which he brushes so carefully yet is always flopping out of place. She felt a sudden urge to run her hands through it, hold his head to her breast while he - would a man kiss a woman’s nipples, like a baby? She didn’t know, but the idea fascinated her.


  ‘I’m interested,’ he said. ‘That’s what we’re fighting for, after all. When we have the Republic, no one will be slung out of their homes by their landlords. But there’ll still be poor people enough, even in Dublin. You should see where I’m lodging now.’


  A thought struck him. Before, he had always felt ashamed of the idea of inviting her to his lodgings. She had been too obviously of a higher class, and he had been sure he would be embarrassed. Besides, at the grocer’s, he and Martin had often had the fellows round. He wouldn’t want to bring her into a room crowded with the boys. But now he had moved to a small room in a tenement, and if she meant what she said, why should he be ashamed? It was not what he had chosen, but only where he was forced to hide, to fight for the things she believed in.


  ‘Would you like to see it?’ he asked.


  The thought, in slightly different form, had struck her too. She looked at her watch. It was just after seven. So long as she were home by ten, say, there need be no great scandal.


  ‘Why not?’ she said.


  Sean had always known that lust was a sin but he had not known, until he met Catherine, that women could feel it. It had especially not entered his head that an apparently nice, well-brought-up young girl could act as if it were no sin at all.


  Catherine excited and confused him. He had nearly killed her, but she showed no resentment. She had shown not the least concern about coming alone with him to one of the least salubrious, most overcrowded and unpleasant tenements in the city; and now when they were in his little, dirty back bedroom, she was radiant.


  It was clear to him that she was not surprised by the social conditions. They had walked down dark, unlit cobbled back streets, past men and women in various stages of drunkenness; crossed an entrance yard where children were playing dispiritedly in the dark; and climbed a dank, peeling staircase to a small room at the back of the building; and all the time she had seemed in a state of abstraction, scarcely seeing where she was.


  The room had a moderately clean bed, a desk, a chair, an oil lamp, a square of carpet on the floor, and a jug and basin. The window looked out across an alley on to a blank wall with a number of drainpipes running down it. She sat on the bed and he made a pile of sticks and coal for the fire.


  ‘I doubt the British’ll find me here,’ he said. ‘If the peelers did come, there’d be the most almighty row if they started to search the rooms downstairs, and there’s a fire escape at the back, so I could get down there. Anyway, I hope I won’t be here long. It’s policy to move us around, when we’re on the run.’


  He thought how boastful that phrase ‘on the run’ sounded, and wished he had not used it. But there was little else to be proud of, stuck alone in a hole like this. The only difference from prison, he thought, was that he could go in and out when he wanted. And have visitors.


  He made the fire draw by holding a piece of newspaper in front of the grate. When it was roaring nicely he stood up and washed his hands in the basin. When he turned round she was kneeling on the carpet, holding out her hands to the blaze. She had pushed her short, bobbed hair behind her ears, and the fire sent ripples of warm light along the delicate lines of her neck.


  He thought he had never seen anyone so beautiful.


  He knelt down beside her and kissed the lobe of her ear.


  I shouldn’t do this, he thought. It is taking advantage and definitely a sin; but anyway she wants to and I want to and we are all alone here, no one need ever know.


  The fire burned up brightly so he turned down the lamp; and the heat filled the whole of the tiny room. After a long, slow kiss, she turned her back towards him, bowed her head, and said: ‘Sean, will you help me undo these buttons here, please.’


  As he undid the first button he knew that this was it, it was going to happen to him tonight. So much worry and imagination, strict instructions from his father, solemn warnings from the priest, lewd talk at school, disturbing dreams alone in bed, and it came down to something as simple and solemn as this.


  Her neck glowed warm and smooth in the firelight. He undid the second button and kissed her, just at the nape of the neck where there were a few soft hairs. She moaned gently, happily. He undid three more buttons.


  She stood up, began to shrug her way out of the dress, then changed her mind. She kissed his lips.


  ‘Turn your back, please. I want to surprise you.’


  He turned away and closed his eyes, listening to the rustling, silken movements behind him. He felt an erection growing inside his trousers and was ashamed of it, not knowing what to do. Please God forgive me, I will not hurt her I swear. It is only love and I may die any day and never know it.


  ‘All right. You can look now.’


  He turned and she stood quite, quite naked in the firelight. He had never seen a girl this way before. Her breasts were quite small and round and overwhelmingly beautiful, with little brown nipples that stuck out like buds. Her stomach was flat and her legs so long and soft and smooth - and there was hair there between her legs too, just a little wavy patch of it. Her eyes were shining, a little shy, afraid.


  He reached out and crushed her in his arms.


  And that was so strange and wonderful that he would never forget it. He was still wearing his boots, thick woollen trousers and flannel shirt. Her skin, everywhere, was soft as silk, delicate, defenceless as a baby’s. He kissed her, and he felt like a great woolly bear holding a nymph, a goddess in his arms. As though she were Eve just stepped out of the garden. But she was human, hot in the fireglow.


  His hands slipped down her back and felt her buttocks. She pressed herself to him and he felt his erection hard against her stomach. Then she stepped back.


  ‘You’re all itchy,’ she said. ‘You get undressed too.’


  ‘All right.’ He started to unbutton his shirt and then felt embarrassed. He did not think of himself as being beautiful like her. ‘You turn your back then,’ he said.


  ‘I’ll close my eyes.’ She sat down in front of the fire, holding her knees up to her chin. He had seen a statue like that, once, in a park somewhere. A young girl watching the world, absorbed, innocent, curious, only half aware of her own beauty.


  He scrambled out of his clothes.


  Afterwards, as they lay in the narrow bed by the wall and watched the firelight flicker on the ceiling, she did cradle his head on her breast. She felt warm and maternal and … disappointed too. It had all happened so quickly. When he had entered her they had both seemed to lose control, there had been a sudden moment of pain and then he had thrust and thrust and she had cried out and wrapped her legs around him so that she could feel his smooth, hard buttocks under her heels and she had felt something wonderful rising and rising within her and then … then he had arched his back and shuddered and stopped.


  She held his head to her breast and smoothed her hands through his hair and thought: It’s over for him but not for me.


  They lay entangled with each other and kissed and stroked each other’s face. She ran a finger down his spine and said: ‘You’re beautiful, you are.’


  ‘Me?’ Sean was surprised. He didn’t think men had beauty.


  ‘Yes, of course you.’ She raised herself on her elbow and drew back the blanket so that she could trace the line of his back and legs with her hand. ‘Really beautiful. Muscular and smooth like a Greek god.’


  It made him feel like an object, not himself at all. But her face smiling down at him was so warm and happy he could take no offence. Her small breasts rubbed his face and he kissed them drowsily, taking the small budlike nipples in his lips.


  A coal fell down in the fire, lighting the room with a sudden burst of flames. Catherine’s hand went on gently, insistently stroking his back and thighs.


  A sadness that had begun to rise in him faded. He began to realize that it was not all over.


  This time I must make it last, he thought. This may never happen to me again, I may be dead tomorrow. And she - she is not ashamed.


  He pulled her down and began to kiss her quickly, eagerly: on her breasts, her neck, under her chin, her ears, her eyelids. ‘I want to kiss you everywhere,’ he said. ‘It’s not me that’s beautiful, it’s you – you’re so lovely.’


  She felt very tender all over and warm and moist down below. She ran her hands down his stomach and cupped her hands over his erection and thought: How did that ever get inside me? Then he came inside, slowly, much more slowly and for a moment they just lay there, trembling and looking into each other’s eyes, using all their effort not to move.


  She said: ‘Oh, you, Sean.’


  He said: ‘Caitlin. I’ve got you now.’


  She raised her legs, slowly, until they were crossed behind his back, his little hard buttocks under her heels, and she said: ‘No, I’ve got you.’


  Then she squeezed him gently, as if urging a horse to walk, and they began to move.


  A long time later, they got dressed. The fire had died down to red embers. Sean peered at his watch. It was quarter to ten.


  Catherine was glad he had not lit the lamp. She was afraid of what the light would do to the nest-like intimacy of the room. She was worried about her hair, though. There was no mirror in the room, but Sean lent her a comb, and she straightened herself up as best she could. She was glad she had had her hair cut short; the long tresses she had had as a child would have been impossible to manage like this.


  ‘Will you walk me home, my love?’ she said.


  He nodded, and thought for the first time of the neighbours they might meet on the stairs, the stories that would be told. He didn’t want it to get out, he didn’t want to face the nods and winks of the other Volunteers. He had thought a soldier should be like a priest, free of all ties, all weakness. It could so easily be made to seem sordid, what they had done.


  He said: ‘I’ll try and find a better place if I can.’


  ‘It’s not the place, it’s who’s in it.’ She kissed his lips softly, and rubbed her nose against his. ‘Sean. You will love me, won’t you?’


  ‘Of course I will.’ He suddenly felt hugely protective, the more so because he knew he was unable to offer her any real protection at all. He put his arm round her, and opened the door. ‘Come on, little woman. I’ll take you home.’


  The journey through the night streets began quietly enough. Each room in the tenement grumbled and twitched with life, but they met no one on the stairs. There were people in the streets outside, but none that Sean recognized. He deliberately led them a circuitous route, turning back on themselves several times, and waiting in a doorway once, kissing, to see if anyone followed.


  It was not until they were within half a mile of Merrion Square that the evening erupted. A lorry drew up at a crossroads in front of them. Four soldiers got out, their tin hats and rifles clearly silhouetted against a distant streetlight. Sean drew her quickly into an entry. ‘It’s all right, they’re facing away from us,’ he said. ‘But we’ll go back and round the other way.’


  She whispered: ‘All right. But what are they going to do?’


  He didn’t need to answer. As the line of soldiers waited, blocking off the nearer end of the street, two lorries roared into it from the other end, headlights blazing. They stopped halfway along, orders were shouted, and armed men poured out of it. They hammered on a doorway, and, as soon as it opened, rushed inside.


  Sean said: ‘They’re looking for people like me - and even you, perhaps. Anyone who can give them information about Sinn Fein. I don’t think they’ll find much, though. Just drag some more poor people out of their beds, and gain us more support.’


  People threw open their windows to see what was happening, and jeered at the soldiers. A man was dragged, struggling, out of the house, stood up against the railings and searched. When he protested, he was punched, kicked and bundled into the back of the lorry. A woman, perhaps his wife, came out in her nightdress, screaming. Three Tommies took her arms and hauled her back inside.


  ‘It’s monstrous!’ said Catherine. ‘What right have they to do that, in our city?’


  ‘You ask your father,’ Sean murmured quietly.


  The cold anger in his voice made her shiver. She held his waist tightly, and hoped he was unarmed.


  He watched for a moment longer, then turned his back on the scene. ‘Come on. We’ll go up this way. Walk slowly, and remember to look like we’re lovers.’


  That part was not so hard. On the way they met two policemen, hurrying towards the noise. Sean bent his head towards Catherine, and they gave him hardly a glance. But the joy had gone from it. She thought he was annoyed, embarrassed by her presence.


  At the corner of Merrion Square, they stopped. All the lights were on, downstairs, in the O’Connell-Gort house. Catherine straightened her back. They could not part in silence.


  ‘This is it, then,’ she said. ‘Young lady Catherine goes in to face an irate butler, and a maid and housekeeper driven wild with worry. Wish me luck, Sean.’


  He grinned. ‘I do that. You’ll face them down, surely.’


  ‘I’ll have to. After all, I’m my own mistress, and I’ve done nothing wrong, have I? Have we?’


  Don’t reject me now, Sean, she thought.


  He didn’t. Instead, he drew her, straight-backed and indignant, into his arms, and kissed her hungrily. She thought: There’s a streetlamp over there. Anyone who looks out will see me being kissed by a common, cloth-capped Mick.


  Then she forgot all about it.


  When they paused for breath, she said: ‘When will I see you again?’


  ‘Not tomorrow. I’ll be with the Volunteers all evening, and it’s no good in the day. Tuesday night, at the Keating Branch.’


  ‘All right.’ Two days. It seemed so long. ‘Sean?’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Take care of yourself. And . . .’ The vision of her normal, respectable life returned to her. It seemed quaint. ‘Her ladyship thanks you for a wonderful evening.’


  He seemed nonplussed. Then he touched his cap and grinned. ‘To be sure, ma’am. My pleasure.’


  He turned and strode quickly away, while Catherine squared her shoulders and walked towards the bright lights and imposing pillars of her Georgian home.


  8. Defence of the Realm


  ‘SO THERE you have it, gentlemen.’ The Prime Minister passed the buff manila envelope across his desk to Harrison. ‘The decision of the Cabinet as I have explained it to you.’ David Lloyd George, a short, mercurial Welshman with twinkling eyes and a drooping moustache, leaned back in his chair and steepled his hands under his chin. ‘How do you think Lord French will take it?’


  Sir Jonathan sat very straight in his chair. On the long journey over from Dublin with Harrison he had thought a great deal about government policy in Ireland. He had arrived in Westminster in time to see Lloyd George present his revised Home Rule Bill, which would give partial self-government to a divided Ireland; at once too much and too little, Sir Jonathan thought, and far, far too late: without doubt it would be derided and exploited by the Sinn Feiners, and gain the government nothing. What was needed was a consistent policy, real interest instead of neglect from the politicians, and firm, unyielding military control.


  Now he was here in the Prime Minister’s study to brief him on the military situation. ‘Lord French would have preferred a clear declaration of martial law, Prime Minister,’ he said.


  Lloyd George sighed. ‘I have already explained why that is not possible. It is essentially a police matter. But the army already has extensive powers under the Defence of the Realm Act. If you use those, and arrest the leaders, it will have the same effect.’


  If we could find the leaders, Sir Jonathan thought, and then trust you politicians not to do a deal with them once they are caught. He said: ‘In Dublin at least, Prime Minister, the effective police force is at a very low ebb.’


  ‘So you have told me,’ Lloyd George snapped. ‘It is your job, Colonel, to give them support and stiffen them up.’


  So easily said, Sir Jonathan thought. This is getting us nowhere. The man lives in another world. Another country.


  Harrison gave a small, apologetic cough. The two men’s eyes turned to him. His large, goldfish eyes peered through his spectacles at Lloyd George. ‘And … er … the other matter we discussed, Prime Minister?’


  Sir Jonathan stiffened. All the way across the Irish Sea, Harrison had been urging on him the merits of this other policy, which he had first broached in the Viceregal Lodge a few days ago. Despite the firm line he had taken with the two policemen, Sir Jonathan had qualms about it. The sincerity of that Inspector - what was his name, Kee? - had impressed Sir Jonathan despite himself. Of course the army should not normally resort to secret murder. But then, how would the man have felt if his own daughter had come within an ace of being torn to mangled shreds by a terrorist’s bomb? And if the politicians would not give them open, consistent support, what else was there? The other policeman, Radford, had looked as though he might understand that. As Harrison clearly did.


  Lloyd George did not answer Harrison’s question at once. He pushed his chair back, stood up, strolled to the window, and looked out. It was already dusk, and the garden of 10 Downing Street was grey, indistinct. He clasped his hands behind his back, fiddling with them under the tails of his frock coat. His voice, when he spoke, was measured, cautious, resonant.


  ‘I understand your difficulties, gentlemen. This is not an ideal world, and when we are dealing with cutthroats and murderers it is necessary to consider methods which in public we should abhor. So if you were able to find a man brave enough to venture into danger to do this work, he would, of course, deserve our full support. Terrorism must be put down, and the rule of the law upheld, by each and every means open to us.’


  He turned to face them, stroking his moustache thoughtfully. ‘Does that answer your question, Mr Harrison?’


  Harrison slipped the manila envelope into his briefcase, and stood up. ‘I think so, yes, Prime Minister,’ he said.


  The devil it does, Sir Jonathan thought.


  The room had a beautiful view. The nursing home was on the cliffs outside Bournemouth, and Sarah Maidment was propped up on pillows in her bed so that she could see out over the clifftop gardens to the sea. It was an afternoon of sun and showers, and the sea reflected the different moods of the sky above it: deep indigo under rainclouds to the west, sparkling blue close inshore, a hazy, luminescent grey far out on the horizon. But Sir Jonathan, as he stood in the doorway of the private room clutching his bouquet of flowers, doubted whether Sarah could see much of it.


  She had changed drastically in the month since he had been here last. The once jolly, round face was pale and sunken now, the bones clearly visible through the skin. The sinews in the neck and hands stood out quite starkly too, and her hair was completely white. She turned her head slowly to face him, and he saw that her lips were cracked. Only the eyes - bigger now, cornflower blue like the sea - retained something of the woman he had once loved.


  ‘Johnny?’ she whispered. She didn’t smile. Perhaps it hurt.


  He held out the flowers. The nurse, coming in behind him, took them officiously and arranged them in a vase beside the others. She adjusted the pillows behind Sarah’s head, said: ‘Just ten minutes now. She’s very tired,’ and walked smartly out.


  Ten minutes. Sir Jonathan sat down beside Sarah and took her hand. She had never been a great beauty; but she had given him comfort and laughter where his wife, like Catherine, had given him intensity, drama, strain.


  He asked: ‘How are you, my dear?’ He felt foolish as soon as he had said it, but what else was there to say?


  The answer came in a whisper, so that he had to bend his ear to catch it. ‘Very … poorly, Johnny.’ She flapped her hand urgently towards a glass of water, and he raised it to her lips to help her drink. He realized it was cruel to make her speak.


  To fill the silence, he began to talk himself. Awkwardly at first, telling her where he had been, something of his business in London over the past two days. Her big blue eyes watched him vaguely, travelling over his face, his hands, his clothes. It was borne in on him that this was the last time they would ever see each other; the nurse had made that clear, outside the room. He began to talk instead of the good times they had had together, what they had done. He could not speak of love, he was no good at that. But he managed to remember a play they had laughed at, a party when everything had gone wrong, a time they had got lost together in a cart in the country, a day they had made love in a bathing hut. Her eyes shone; the skeletal face creased in what was meant for a smile; he raised the glass to her lips again and heard the nurse tap softly on the door behind him.


  He kissed Sarah gently on the forehead, on the eyelids. The skin was thin, like waxed paper.


  ‘Goodbye, old girl,’ he said gruffly. ‘Goodbye now. God bless.’


  Outside he could not see very well and he sat down on a metal chair in the echoing, disinfected corridor to blow his nose hard and dab at his eyes. He had seen more death in his life than he had ever wanted but each time it was worse.


  Later, sitting in the train on the long journey back to Holyhead, he remembered the pictures of her two sons and grandchildren on her bedside table, and the things he had not said. He had come with the idea that perhaps he could abandon everything in Ireland, leave it all to her sons, forget the hopeless struggle. But without Sarah it would not work. However much he respected her two sons they were not his own. He did not ever want to see them again, except at the funeral.


  There was only one person left in the world who really mattered to him now, and that was his own daughter Catherine. And for her, he would fight to keep his inheritance, and pass it on intact.


  Next morning, Sir Jonathan sat opposite Harrison in the first-class dining room of the ferry. They were only half an hour out from Anglesey, but already the windows were streaked with spray and it was clear it was going to be a rough crossing. Harrison, to Sir Jonathan’s surprise, seemed in good spirits, quite indifferent to the ominous rolling and pitching beneath them. He sliced the top off an egg, and peered briefly into it before starting to eat.


  ‘Well, we’ve got what we wanted, Colonel,’ he said.


  ‘How do you mean?’ Sir Jonathan was not sure that food was a good idea, and his physical misery was compounded by the memory of Sarah, alone in her room in Bournemouth, fading away without him.


  ‘We’ve got permission to hire our assassin.’


  The words, baldly stated by the little round bespectacled civil servant, sounded vaguely indecent, like a schoolchild speaking brightly of a world it does not yet understand.


  Sir Jonathan frowned. ‘Is that what you understood Lloyd George to mean?’


  ‘Certainly. No politician could have expressed himself plainer.’ Harrison sliced a finger of bread and butter and dunked it in the egg. ‘Our only problem now is for you to find the man. Shouldn’t be too difficult, I suppose?’


  There were several reasons why Sir Jonathan did not answer at once. In the first place, he was not nearly as sure of the Prime Minister’s unqualified support as Harrison appeared to be. Lloyd George’s meaning, Sir Jonathan thought, was as easy to pick up as quicksilver. Secondly, he was far from confident that any one man could find Michael Collins. Especially if the man was to come back alive. In any case, he was in no mood to talk about death and murder that morning. Perhaps because the memory of Sarah was still too close to him, perhaps because the motion of the ship was making any form of coherent thought increasingly difficult. He had come to his decision the night before, but he still found it distasteful. He decided that the sight of Harrison cleaning out the inside of his egg was too much to bear, and stood up abruptly.


  ‘Not difficult at all,’ he said. ‘I know the very man.’


  Then he strode smartly towards the promenade deck, and the fresh air he so desperately needed.


  9. War Hero


  THE DAWN wind whispered through the reeds, and somewhere on the lake a moorhen croaked sharply. Andrew Butler could just make out the tips of the reeds in front of him. They rustled together restlessly, like the points of bayonets, he thought, waiting to go over the top. In the east, the faint grey light along the horizon deepened to a glow of pale lemon. The first finger of sunlight pierced the clouds like a searchlight.


  And it was quite, quite silent.


  He cocked the double barrels of his shotgun, and waited.


  The moorhen croaked again. A coot paddled on to the black waters of the lake, the white mark on its bill faintly visible in the growing light. It jerked its head sharply from side to side, gave a sharp ‘Pip-pip!’ and then dived suddenly under the water.


  A stockdove cooed in the forest behind him, and a cock pheasant crowed. The dog crouched at Andrew’s knee whined and stood up, its nose pointing, its feathered tail straight out behind it, trembling with excitement. Andrew put his hand on its neck to calm it, and hissed at it through his teeth.


  ‘Ssssst, boy.’ But it was a young dog, and did not immediately obey. Andrew growled at it in his throat and forced it down with his hand.


  Then the duck came.


  The first pair came from the southwest, over a stand of trees to his right. He heard them before he saw them, the quick sing-sing-sing of their wings out of the semidarkness. They circled, once, high overhead, turning to land into the wind. He tracked them all the way, the two barrels of the shotgun slightly ahead and below to allow for the deflection. Their bodies glowed with the pale lemon colour of the rising sun; their wings fanned the air busily and then spread into a wide, forward-facing curve as they planed in towards the surface of the lake, webbed feet braced to meet the shock.


  The two ducks skidded along the black surface of the water, sending white spray up to sparkle briefly in the sunlight. Then they stopped, shook themselves to clear the water from their backs, and paddled towards the reeds.


  Andrew lowered the gun. It had been too easy, he told himself. There had even been a moment when they had been so close he could have got them both in the same cone of shot. To test himself he needed a harder shot, further away, moving faster.


  But it was not only that. He thought of himself as hard, unsentimental, professional; but he nearly always found an excuse not to shoot the first ones, now. In memory of the German machine gunners, at Hill 60 outside St Julien, who had found an excuse not to shoot him when he led the first wave across at dawn. He had run so damned hard, his heart nearly bursting with the effort of carrying sixty pounds of kit and lifting his feet out of the stinking bog that the artillery had churned into quicksand, and he had known all along that the machine gunners had him in their sights. How could they fail, with the early-morning sun behind them and three days of artillery pounding to warn them? Yet they had held their fire and let him get through the only gap in the wire, and he had run on and on like a demented maniac, fifteen, twenty yards ahead of the men he was supposed to be commanding, until he could see the line of little pointed metal helmets sticking up above the German trench, and the dark eyes in the mud-covered faces staring at him. A man running to his own death.


  Then the machine gun had opened up, not at Andrew, but at the line of his troops behind, as they struggled to follow him through the wire. Andrew had dived into a shell hole, and in that first half-minute, twenty-six of the company behind him had died. Why the machine gunners had not fired at him he would never know. But it was too late then, they could not see him, and it was the biggest mistake that that group of Bavarians ever made. In a shell hole only ten yards from the German trench, Andrew lined up six grenades in front of him. With the first, he scored a direct hit on the machine gunners who had spared his life; the other five he lobbed at five-yard intervals into the trench itself. Then he jumped into the trench after them.


  In one hand he had a revolver, in the other a long, slim bayonet which he had spent hours polishing and honing to a razor edge. The trench was a shambles of twitching bodies. One of the bodies grabbed his leg. Andrew stuck the bayonet into the man’s neck behind his ear, and ripped his throat out. To his right there was no movement, to his left three soldiers in greatcoats and pointed helmets lunged down from the firing step towards him. Andrew shot the first two before they could turn their long, unwieldy bayoneted rifles to face him. The third was quicker. His jagged, sawtoothed bayonet laid open Andrew’s cheek from jaw to scalp, grinding against bone so that the flesh was all gone and the teeth showed. Andrew jerked aside, but as he fell he shot the man in the stomach and then again in the head and then he dragged himself to his feet and stabbed him through the eye. Then he clapped a field dressing over the bloody remains of his face and lurched along the rest of the trench looking into all the dugouts and sticking his bayonet into any of the wounded who still moved.


  When his sergeant and six survivors reached him three minutes later, Andrew was the only person in the trench still alive.


  They held that section of trench for six hours, and were then ordered to retreat. Andrew was awarded the Military Cross.


  Before he left, his head cocooned in bandages, Andrew had looked at the corpses of the German machine-gun crew. They were very young, hardly out of school. One had tried to grow a moustache but the hair was as soft as a baby’s. His face was frozen in a grimace of utter terror.


  He remembered that face now, as he stroked the quivering dog and watched the coot pop up on the black lake, and paddle in little zigzags across the surface. The machine gunner had not spared him out of mercy, then, but only out of fear: a paralysing fear which had frozen his finger on the trigger. It was not a weakness which Andrew would ever allow himself.


  He who strikes first, he thought, lives to strike again.


  If he had struck a little faster, he would still have a decent face.


  A second flight of ducks flew towards him out of the east. Four of them, high up. As they came in sight of the lake their wings stopped beating and they began to plane round in a wide circle, as though still not quite certain whether or not to land. They divided - two continued to plane down lower, the other two flew round again in another circle. Andrew tracked the higher two, the harder shot. As they reached the trees to his right, he fired. One barrel - two; and both birds fluttered down, in a scattering of feathers, one bouncing off the high branches of a pine tree.


  At the sound of the shots the other two ducks ended their dive and began to fly away from the lake, their necks stretched upwards, their wings whirring in panic. Andrew put down his shotgun and picked up a second, which was lying loaded on a bank beside him. One duck was flying to his left, the other straight towards him. He hit the duck going left first, and then raised the gun sharply overhead to try the second barrel. But he was too late. The duck was past him and skimming the treetops. Though he pivoted swiftly he could not get a line on it before it was gone. He lowered the shotgun ruefully.


  ‘Three out of four,’ he murmured. ‘Getting slow.’


  He had perfected the trick of hitting four in a row in the year before the war, when they had still had shooting parties at Ardmore, and his parents had been alive. It had brought him loud applause, and several guineas in bets, as others tried to emulate it and failed. Now his parents were dead, and he would have to organize any shooting party himself. But he had little desire for company, and anyway, all the friends he valued were dead.


  The dog, which had leapt up at the first two shots, had turned in confusion at the third. It was a young dog, it didn’t mind about his face. As far as the dog knew, he had always looked like that. It stared at him expectantly, quivering with excitement. He pointed to the nearest duck, which had fallen in the lake. ‘Go on, boy! Fetch!’


  As the swimming dog’s head cut an arrowhead across the dark waters of the lake, Andrew saw how the sun had now fully risen into the morning sky.


  The day had begun well enough, but now the rest of it stretched in front of him, empty. Like the house itself, Ardmore, which he had come home to, after the war.


  He wondered how he was going to fill it.


  When he came in sight of the house he paused, as he always did. Ardmore, the house was called - the Big Hill - but in fact the hill itself was behind it. Andrew stood on the hill now, looking down at the back of the house in which he had been born. From up here it did not look so beautiful - a square, solid block of a building, three storeys high, with dozens of chimneys grouped in four great stacks, and a jumble of yards and stables behind it. The real beauty of the house could only be appreciated from the front, where the twin columns of the entrance looked across lawns towards the sea. All visitors approached the mansion that way.


  To his surprise, Andrew saw that some visitors were approaching now. A small black model T Ford was inching its way through the tall wrought-iron gates, three-quarters of a mile away. He watched them through his field glasses. One of the passengers, a young man in a long coat and cap, was holding the gates open. When the car was through, he climbed on to the running board and got in, without bothering to close the gates behind him.


  Andrew was surprised. Hardly anyone came to see him, these days; and no one came unannounced, so early in the morning.


  When he reached the house, the three were already in the hall, talking to Henessy, his father’s old butler. Henessy looked unusually flustered, Andrew thought; the red veins on his bibulous old nose stood out more than ever, and he was taking anxious little steps backwards and forwards in front of the visitors, as though he did not know which one to speak to first.


  They, for their part, were taking scarcely any notice of him. One, a large, heavily built young man in a thick tweed jacket and flat cap, had picked up a delicate statuette of Venus from a side table. He was holding it in hands as big as a butcher’s and examining it with distaste. Another, slimmer but still tall and heavily built, was walking up and down with his hands in the pocket of his trenchcoat, gazing at the family portraits in the hall, and trying to peer into the rooms that led off it. The third, a short fellow with horn-rimmed glasses perched on an unusually short snub nose, was pacing up and down in front of Henessy, looking at his watch.


  It was immediately clear to Andrew that these were not the class of person who ought to be in the main hall at all. But for some reason, his servants were unable to deal with them.


  ‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ he said in a clear, hard voice, that cut through the querulous protests Henessy was trying to make. ‘Have you come to see me or my housekeeper?’


  A second glance had shown him that Mrs Macardle, his usually forceful cook and housekeeper, was watching from the passageway at the end of the hall, which led into the kitchen.


  The three young men turned to stare at him. There was a studied, deliberate insolence in their manner, something he had met once or twice in Flanders, amongst men from regiments who were near mutiny. It had been a shock then, he remembered; the sudden sick realization of how few the officers were, and how the men could turn the whole structure of the organized world on its head, if they chose.


  The fellow with glasses spoke first. ‘‘Tis yourself we’re after coming to see, Mr Butler.’


  Andrew waited, deliberately staring them out. With his two shotguns broken open over his left arm, the string of ducks stuffed into the game bag, and the setter gazing up at him, he was faintly aware of his resemblance to the twelve-foot portrait of his grandfather on the wall behind the man in the trenchcoat. Except that his grandfather had not had a jagged, seven-inch bayonet scar down the left side of his face. He stared at each man coldly, letting the fact sink in that this was his house, and they had no obvious reason to be in it.


  But they did not seem as cowed as they ought to.


  ‘It’s about money,’ said the biggest man suddenly, the statuette still in his hands.


  ‘I see.’ Having established a sort of dominance by silence, Andrew moved on swiftly. He strode into the hall, unslinging his game bag and handing it to Henessy. ‘Well, we cannot discuss that here. Show these men into the library, will you, Henessy. I’ll join them in a moment. And …’ He put his guns on the floor and took the statuette gently from the big man’s grip. ‘I think we’ll put that back, if you don’t mind. It’s rather valuable and very fragile. The library is over there.’


  He watched them go, picked up his guns, and strode out of the back of the hall towards the gun room. Mrs Macardle followed him.


  ‘Who are they, Mary?’ he asked. ‘Have you seen them before?’


  ‘Sure I know two of the beggars,’ she said. ‘That’s Michael Rafferty from the butcher’s shop in Youghal, and Frank Davitt, a saddler’s apprentice in the next street. But the little fellow with the snub nose is a mystery to me. It’s likely they’ve sent him down from Cork or Dublin to take charge of the others.’


  ‘Take charge? But what would they be wanting with me?’ He unlocked the door of the gun room, and put the two guns in their racks. Mrs Macardle stood in the doorway.


  ‘They’re our local Volunteers, Mr Andrew. The Sinn Feiners.’


  ‘Ah.’ It fell into place. ‘So that’s why Henessy was so flustered.’ He smiled, picked up his service revolver, and slipped it into the pocket of his hunting jacket. ‘Well, Mary, I’d better not keep them waiting then, had I?’


  The library at Ardmore had been Andrew’s father’s great pride. A scholar as well as soldier, he had collected well over five thousand books himself, to add to those already there. It was a long room, with a view out over the park towards the gatehouse and the sea. It was a place for work and relaxation, with a fine carved desk at either end, and a set of comfortable leather armchairs clustered around the fireplace in the middle.


  Although he himself had never cared much for the room, it annoyed Andrew intensely to see his three visitors seated, still with their coats on, in his father’s favourite armchairs.


  He strode across the room and stood in front of them, his back to the fireplace. A housemaid had hurriedly laid a fire which was beginning to smoke, but gave no warmth. He felt the room had a cold, uncared-for, unwelcoming air to it this winter morning.


  ‘So. You’ve come about a question of money, have you?’


  He looked at them each in turn. It seemed that the smaller young man, the outsider with the glasses and snub nose, was their leader in this. Presumably the butcher’s boy and the saddler’s apprentice were bodyguards to his lordship.


  ‘Well, this is how it is, Mr Butler.’ The young man ventured a smile, but he had not the charm of it. Perhaps it was shock at the way the weak morning sunlight picked out the horror of the white jagged line down Andrew’s face. ‘As you will surely know, the people of Ireland have voted for a republic.’


  Andrew raised his good eyebrow, but said nothing.


  The young man ploughed on. ‘And as representatives of that republican government, it is our duty to raise money to finance the actions of the said government during the period of enemy occupation. We do this by selling government bonds, which can be redeemed in five years. And since you are without doubt a wealthy man, I have come to invite you to purchase an appropriate number of these bonds. Think of it as an investment if you like, to safeguard your future as a citizen of the republic.’


  Andrew regarded them coldly. Then he said: ‘An appropriate amount. Do you have any idea, Mr, er …?’


  ‘Slaney, Mr Butler. Brian Slaney.’


  ‘Do you have any idea what an appropriate amount might be?’


  ‘For a man in your position, Mr Butler, I would suggest somewhere in the region of a thousand pounds.’


  ‘I see.’ A little devil began to laugh in Andrew’s mind, betraying itself in a thin, mocking smile on his lips. ‘And would you have any of these bonds with you, by any chance?’


  The young man pulled a folder from inside his jacket. ‘The government hasn’t actually printed the bonds themselves yet, Mr Butler, but I am authorized to sign a receipt.’


  He gave Andrew a sheet of paper. It was thick, beautifully embossed in gold, green and black lettering, with the name of Dail Eireann at the top. ‘It’s issued by the Finance Minister, Michael Collins.’


  Andrew fingered the paper thoughtfully. ‘And if I make this investment of a thousand pounds, what benefits do I get?’


  The young man was becoming enthusiastic. ‘Well, it’s like any other bond, Mr Butler. The government would expect to redeem it at a fair rate of interest. I can’t say how much at present, but …’


  ‘What about protection?’


  ‘I beg your pardon, sir?’


  ‘Protection.’ Andrew glanced at the two bigger men, watching stolidly from the two leather armchairs. There was, he noticed, a heavy bulge in the saddler’s trenchcoat pocket. ‘Any genuine government grants its citizens protection, with a police force and so on. Does your government do that?’


  ‘It’s your government too, Mr Butler. Yes, of course it provides protection. There are the Volunteers, the Republican courts, the …’


  ‘Does it provide protection against blackmail?’


  ‘I beg your pardon, Mr Butler?’


  Andrew took a deep breath. These men were dangerous, he knew; but the little vengeful devil in his mind was laughing now, stoking a fire of rage that would overcome all caution. ‘I mean, does the government of this republic of yours provide protection for the citizens of Ireland against armed criminals who go around the country demanding money in return for worthless pieces of paper like this?’


  He crumpled the embossed receipt up, threw it into the smoky fireplace behind him, and took his service revolver out of his pocket. ‘Because if it doesn’t, Mr Slaney, I’ll just have to rely on this, won’t I? Unless of course I trust His Majesty’s Royal Irish Constabulary. Which I do.’


  The sight of the revolver had brought the other two to their feet. Andrew smiled, watching them carefully. ‘Which regiment did you gentlemen fight in during the war, may I ask ?’


  The butcher’s assistant, Rafferty, blurted out: ‘We’re Sinn Feiners, Irish Volunteers, we didn’t join up to die for no damned British Empire!’


  ‘I see,’ said Andrew pleasantly. ‘Cowards, too, then. Your decoration is the white feather, is it not? I think you gentlemen had better leave, quickly. Now!’


  The shock of the shouted last word made them jump, and they moved towards the door. As they reached it, Slaney turned round, pointing to the fireplace, where the receipt was blazing merrily.


  ‘We came decently to make you a fair offer, Mr Butler, and your answer was the flame. You remember that, when you sleep at night - you in your great house that you robbed from us all!’


  Now there’s a fine threat, Andrew thought, as he watched them go down the steps and scramble into their tiny Ford.


  You should have shot them while you had the chance, said the vindictive little devil in his mind.


  But this is peacetime, he told it.


  10. Lust and Flames


  AT THE beginning of the war Andrew had had some sympathy for the Germans because he had a German mother. He had been to Germany several times as a schoolboy, and spoke the language fluently. In 1914 he had been twenty-two, still studying at Trinity. But then his elder brother, Peter, had been killed at the first battle of the Marne.


  Andrew had been distraught, and the desire for revenge hatched like a dragon in his heart. He joined up, and his mother - a vivacious woman whom both boys idolized - spoke bravely of duty and loyalty to her adopted empire, and kissed him when he left.


  By January 1915 he was at the front; by the end of the year he was a prisoner in a vast muddy compound in Hesse. In the spring of 1916 a letter from his father told him that his mother had been shot dead in the Easter Rising, by a bullet from a rebel outpost near Bachelor’s Walk. By Sinn Fein Volunteers, Andrew thought, with guns which had been sold to them by the Germans in 1914.


  It was soon after that that he escaped. He climbed over the wire, killed one of the guards with his own bayonet, took his clothes, and disappeared into the German countryside. He headed south, travelling mostly by night, using the bayonet to steal when he had to. Three times he was nearly captured; each time he left dead men behind him. The way the bayonet slid into throat or stomach so smoothly, the grind against bone or cartilage as it came out, fascinated him. This killing was unlike that of the trenches; here, he looked into a man’s eyes first, and saw the recognition and the fear. Afterwards, there was a feeling of great, sensual pleasure, of enormous power, triumph and release unlike anything he had ever experienced. Later he would clean the weapon for hours, obsessively, half-exultant, half-ashamed, listening to the little devil whisper to his mind of revenge.


  He headed south, towards the Schwarzwald - the Black Forest. Here, he hoped, there would be fewer people. He would be able to hide, perhaps hunt, and travel on to the Swiss border.


  When he reached the fringes of the forest he was exhausted. He had been travelling for ten days and had eaten on only five. He needed food, rest, and shelter soon, or he would collapse. But each time he stole or killed, the hunt came closer behind him.


  In the end he decided to approach a small isolated cottage at the mountainous end of a valley. It was surrounded by pine woods, there was no other house in sight, and he had watched it all day without seeing anyone come out except a single young woman.


  He tried to clean himself up but all he could really do was pick the twigs out of his hair and brush some of the mud off his clothes. His face was still dirty, unshaven, and skeleton thin, his clothes old, ill-fitting and torn. When he walked into the kitchen and tried to speak to the young woman, she screamed. He used his best German, and smiled, but it only made matters worse. She threw a pan of warm water at him and ran out of the door.


  He had to follow. She was running down the valley, towards the next farm, which was two or three miles away. When she got there she would call out a search party and Andrew would be recaptured or shot. He thought of stealing food and hiding in the forest but he did not think he could survive many more nights in the open. So he summoned up his last reserves of energy and sprinted after her.


  Sprinted was hardly the word for it. After the first few yards his legs were shaking and he could feel his heart pounding as though his whole body were just a transparent skin covering it. But the girl did not run fast either. After the first quarter of a mile she looked back, saw that he was gaining slightly, leapt over the ditch at the side of the road, and ran into the forest.


  She probably thought she could lose him in there. He caught a few glimpses of her brown dress and white apron ahead of him in the trees, and then she vanished. He stopped, his breath coming in great gasps, and looked around him frantically. Then he heard the snap of a twig behind him, turned, and saw her running downhill towards the track again. He ran to cut her off, she tripped and fell, and he was on her before she could get up.


  He was too weak and exhausted to do anything but lie on top of her and try to pin her down. He thought of the bayonet but he had never used it on a woman. She rolled on her stomach and struggled free, but he managed to grab her ankles and pull her down again before she had gone a yard. She turned over, sat up, and hit him on the shoulder with a dead pine branch. He snatched it out of her hand, threw it away, and lay down flat on top of her with one hand holding each wrist. For several minutes she writhed and fought but he was just too heavy for her to get him off.


  After a while the nature of the struggle under him changed. She closed her eyes and tried to push him off mainly with her hips. He rubbed his face against the side of her neck, and she turned her head and kissed him hungrily on the lips.


  He had been too surprised and exhausted to do anything except hold on and kiss her back in case it was a trick, but she had kissed him so passionately and rubbed her pelvis so hard against his that he became hard and the more she writhed the harder he pressed her down until they had both climaxed almost together, he inside his trousers and she with great gasps and cries of ‘Ah! Ah! Aaaah!’ which he was terrified would bring someone down on them from the track.


  But there was no one there and a little while later she kissed the lobe of his ear. He lifted his head and looked down at her. Her eyes were open. They were a bright cornflower blue in a broad face with a wide, generous mouth and flushed cheeks. Her hair flopped on the pine needles beneath her in two flaxen plaits, and her arms were still pinned above her head by the grip he had on her wrists.


  They gazed at each other in fear and wonder.


  He said, in his best German: ‘I don’t want to hurt you. I need food and shelter.’


  She said: ‘You are Hans.’


  ‘My name isn’t Hans,’ he began, but she interrupted: ‘Yes. Yes, it is. You are my Hans come back.’ And she held up her mouth so appealingly that he kissed her again.


  Then he said: ‘If I get off you, will you come back to the cottage quietly?’


  She nodded, and they walked back slowly side by side, he a little behind her and ready to grab her arm at once if she should change her mind.


  Once inside the cottage her attitude began to change again. She gave him some food and sat at the table watching him eat, and her face began to cloud over with suspicion. Then he made some mistake in German and she said: ‘You are a foreigner.’


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I am a Prussian. I have run away from the army because I can’t stand it any more. If they find me they will shoot me.’


  She looked slightly mollified about that but he wasn’t sure if she believed it. Prussia was about as far away from the Black Forest as you could get, and that was where he had learnt his German, so it was possible. He asked her about Hans. For answer, she took a photograph and a letter from a jar on the top of the dresser. The photograph was of a young man with a moustache and face not unlike Andrew’s, in a spiked German army helmet. The letter was from his colonel, telling his wife that he was dead.


  ‘But I know he is not dead,’ she said defiantly. ‘Every evening I hear his voice in the woods. One day he will come back.’


  Andrew looked at her sadly and decided she was mad.


  Then an idea struck her. ‘I have a widow’s pension from the government. Perhaps my Hans pretended to be dead so I would get the pension, and then ran away like you. Perhaps he is walking here now.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ Andrew said. If the German army was anything like the British, deserters were shot, publicly, ‘to encourage the others’.


  But the idea had its possibilities. ‘If he is running from the army like me, your Hans will need a woman to give him food and shelter, too,’ he said.


  She looked at him, and nodded slowly.


  He stayed there for two months. By the end of the first evening he had decided she was simple, and unhinged by the loss of her husband. He was terrified that she would run and fetch someone while he was asleep so he made her sleep with her hands tied to the head of the bed. Also he told her that if anyone arrested him, he would inform them about Hans.


  By the end of the first week he had realized just how much young Hans was missing. In the evening Elsie walked up into the woods, collecting wood and listening for Hans’s voice, and Andrew followed her because he was afraid to let her out of his sight. Then she looked over her shoulder and began to run, he chased her, and there was a repeat performance of their first meeting. This happened nearly every day. It became a game they began to elaborate on. He said that she could only go out into the woods without her shoes, then without her skirt, then without any clothes at all. Still she ran. Always he caught her, always she pulled him down on to her, into her. Andrew had never known any game could be so exciting.


  At night, when he tied her wrists to the bed, she writhed and looked up at him as she did in the forest. He took off her clothes and looked at her, and she moaned and shifted her hips. Then he discovered, by experiment, how a woman could be brought to her climax with his hand, or his tongue, and that it was as much a pleasure to do that and watch her as it was to have an orgasm himself.


  After a week he had known he was in love with her. The horror of the war in France, the fear of arrest and return to the squalor of the prison camp, were always in his mind as a threat and a contrast which made their lovemaking more desperate and urgent. They made little conversation; she was not talkative and had no knowledge of the world beyond her valley. After a while he came to trust her, too. An old man and woman came up from the village. She talked to them while he hid in the house, but she did not give him away. But the escape games continued, for their own sake.


  He might have stayed for ever but one day in October the old couple told her that a detachment of recruits had been billeted in the town at the foot of the valley, and the next day a platoon marched up to the house behind a mounted officer with a map, reconnoitring. Andrew hid in a cupboard until they had gone. That evening he tried to persuade her to leave with him, but she refused. Hans would come back, she said, she had to wait for him.


  Andrew left the next morning, before dawn, walking south towards Switzerland. He never saw her again.


  Andrew escaped from Germany to a world where his father was dying, his mother had been killed by rebels, and the Empire faced defeat. He returned to the trenches, embittered, not caring whether he lived or died. For two more years he fought in the mud, expecting death every day, sometimes seeking it, and gaining a reputation for cold, detached ferocity. But death only mocked him, dragging a cruel finger down his face and giving him medals. So when the war ended he had come back to Ireland as an unwanted war hero, a landlord, and a recluse. He had gained the habit of warfare, and lost his hopes of love.


  New Year’s Night came a fortnight after the visit of the Sinn Feiners. Henessy, the butler, had worked for fifteen years in Scotland, and grown attached to the Scottish custom of Hogmanay. Andrew’s father had indulged him, and Henessy had introduced various inventions of his own, including a midnight game of football with a burning whiskey barrel, so that before the war the New Year’s festivities at Ardmore had become something of a local tradition - not least because of the obvious need to consume the contents of the whiskey barrel before burning it.


  Despite his age, Henessy had asked permission to welcome in the year 1920 in the traditional way. So for an hour or two Andrew had sat in the great kitchen, listening to the stories and songs of his servants and the villagers and friends they had invited. But he was not in convivial mood, and soon after midnight he went to bed, knowing that he was lifting a pall of respectability from the proceedings, which could now take life without him.


  He lay in bed and fingered the long raised line of his scar. It was the main reason he gave himself for avoiding human company. When he had visited the girls in brothels in London and Paris they had gawped at it in pity or disgust, and he had caught the same look in the eyes of the serving maids here. And yet the right-hand side of his face was handsome enough; he could speak clearly, see, had good lungs, all his limbs intact; more than dozens of poor fellows he had known.


  He wanted Ardmore to be a great house again but he hated company. He had begun to buy in horses, with the idea of starting a stud, breeding perhaps for the turf. But it was a slow business, needing a stock of patience which he lacked. Some days he could be charming, on others he sank into a black mood, brooding. The little devil in his mind whispered to him of the pleasure they had had in Germany, on the run; and he told himself there was no place for that in peacetime, at Ardmore. He wanted the place to be the haven, the paradise it had seemed in his childhood. But for that he would need a wife and children. And a wife would have to be as dashing and handsome as his mother, as thrilling as Elsie. He fingered the ridge of his scar, and remembered the way the new housemaid had winced in distaste at the sight of it this evening.


  If she thinks you’re so horrible, the devil inside him whispered, why don’t you strip the clothes from her and lash her little pert buttocks with a riding crop until they look the same? He smiled to himself, knowing it could never happen. Ardmore was a peaceful, civilized place now. In time, perhaps, it would grow into something he could be content with. He fell asleep, listening to the distant sounds of revelry and laughter downstairs.


  Four years of war had made him able to sleep through any noise, so the whoops and shouts did not disturb him. Not until five o’clock did he wake, and realize that something was wrong.


  It was still dark, and the noise downstairs was as loud as before. He sighed, and pulled the pillow over his head.


  Then he heard a scream, and smelt the smoke.


  He leapt out of bed, and dragged back the curtains. Light flickered over the lawns - huge tongues of red light and shadows, dancing across the grass. He saw figures running. One, who looked like a housemaid, was lugging a bucket of water from a pond.


  He flung the door open and ran out into the corridor. But he could see nothing; great clouds of smoke billowed round him and there was a draught, like a gale, blowing past him up the stairs. He couldn’t breathe. His throat was like sandpaper and he began to cough continually. Using his hands to feel the way, he floundered back to his room and slammed the door.


  He pulled off his nightshirt, dunked it in the ewer, and put it over his head, like a gas mask. It might do. He pulled on a pair of trousers, opened the door, and hurried along the corridor.


  He remembered burning buildings in Flanders. Keep low, he told himself. Go below the smoke. As he reached the head of the staircase, he saw flames rushing up it like a chimney - ten, twenty feet high. What could it be, in the stone hall? Ah, God - as he watched, blisters burrowed like moles across the surface of the oil painting of his grandfather, and then the portrait exploded into flame.


  There was no way down there. He struggled back along the corridor to the servants’ staircase. But there was a solid wall of black smoke pouring up there too. If he did not get air in a moment he would drown in all this smoke. He reached up and pushed open the door of the nearest bedroom. It was the one his mother had used, before her death. The smoke poured in, but he slammed the door shut behind him and for a few precious moments he was able to breathe.


  He stood there, his bare chest heaving, gasping in the clean air. The light of the flames from outside the window flickered luridly over the soft shell-pink of the armchairs his mother had so liked, the damask bed-hangings, the mirrors of the walnut dressing table. That would all be burning beautifully soon. Already the floorboards were hot under his feet.


  He hurried to the window and opened it. Outside there was a windowsill, then nothing - a twenty-foot drop to a gravel drive. Too far. He ran to his mother’s bed, ripped the counterpane off, smashed a small pane of glass beside the stone upright in the window frame, and tied the counterpane to it. It was thick, heavy, difficult to tie. As he did it he had a sudden vivid memory of hiding under this counterpane as a child, pretending to fight the lions and embroidered Chinese dragons, while his mother laughed indulgently. Never again. The flames were licking under the door. He tugged hard on the sheet. It would hold. He climbed out of the window and walked backwards down the wall with the counterpane in his hands, his bare feet pressing against the stone.


  Some eight feet down he reached the end of the counterpane. Below him he could see the curtains in the library window blazing like a blast furnace. He swung out from the wall, let go, and dropped.


  He hit the gravel, rolled over, and stood up. Stones had embedded themselves in his skin, and he brushed them off. Then the library window burst and he stepped back, shielding his face against the sudden blast of heat.


  Flames were blazing out of every window on the ground floor, and great gouts of black smoke were pouring out of the chimneys and windows upstairs. As he watched, there was a crack as something important fell in, and a tongue of flame roared through the smoke over the roof.


  ‘Dear God.’ He ran round the side of the building to the stable block and heard the screaming of terrified horses. The stables themselves weren’t ablaze yet but a hayloft was beginning to burn. Inside it was bedlam: three horses rearing and screaming and old Henessy struggling with a bolt on a stable door as though it were as hard to open as a bank vault.


  He pulled Henessy aside and set the horses free. But it was a mistake. They clattered out nervously, saw the blazing straw, and bolted back inside. They were shuddering and kicking at shadows. Andrew managed to lead one free and tie him to a tree. As he ran back he saw Henessy staggering towards him with the second. But the stable roof was alight now and before Andrew could get near the third it collapsed, trapping the terrified animal inside.


  Andrew stood, watching, until the screams ended. Then he walked to the pump behind the house where he found Mrs Macardle.


  ‘What happened? How did it start?’


  ‘I don’t know, sir, truly I don’t. We were all singing, and then some more fellows came from Youghal and they was playing the game with the whiskey barrel, and I went to bed. And then this!’


  ‘Who were the other ones who came?’


  ‘I don’t know, sir. But it was the whiskey barrel …’


  ‘Never. One fire in a whiskey barrel couldn’t cause the whole house to go up like this, all at once, without any warning. This was deliberate. And I know who did it.’


  He walked away, round to the front of the house again. The upper floors were ablaze now, and the roof was caving in. He stood in the middle of the lawn and watched. Shortly before dawn, the main chimney stack collapsed, bringing down the rest of the roof and smashing through the two upper floors. When daylight came, there was nothing left but four blackened walls, and the ashes blazing merrily within.


  11. A Solitary Fisherman


  THE WIND swept in from the northeast, howling round the corners of the tenements, picking up leaves and rubbish and whirling them along the streets. Somewhere a tin bucket rolled to and fro, clanging against railings. The wind brought rain with it too, stinging cold sleety rain that lashed the faces of the few pedestrians foolish enough to be out, making them hurry to their destination, their hands thrust into their pockets, their chins tucked deep into the upturned collars of their coats.


  Catherine and Sean clung to each other, struggling with the small blue umbrella she had brought. A few minutes ago they had been in the little tenement room, the heat of the fire glowing on their naked bodies; Catherine gasped with shock at the icy, stinging contrast of the sleet lashing her face. Inside her coat her body was still warm, languorous; and as she struggled along the street into the storm she could feel the pressure of his hips against hers and imagine every line of his body moving beside her.


  Because of the rain they took a less roundabout route than usual, but still they stopped once or twice, shivering and kissing in doorways while they glanced up and down the street for anyone following. Once Catherine thought she saw the same tall young man for the second time, but before she could point him out to Sean he was gone, and they did not see him again.


  Catherine insisted on leaving him while they were still out of sight of her house in Merrion Square. ‘It’s too much of a risk, Sean,’ she said. ‘Father will be back tonight, and it would spoil everything if anyone saw us together.’


  ‘He’ll have had a rough trip, in a storm like this,’ said Sean. ‘Even the sea hates Ireland’s enemies.’


  ‘Don’t speak of him like that, my lover.’ She kissed the freezing rain from his lips, and licked a drop from the tip of his nose with her tongue. ‘He only does what he sees as his duty. And I have to live with him, after all.’


  She thought for an instant, that he would say: ‘No, you don’t have to live with him, you can leave home and marry me.’ But he didn’t; and anyway it would be far more complicated than that. If she left home she would lose her inheritance, and the power and freedom which that would give her. She could use her parents’ wealth to build hospitals, and benefit the poor from whom it had been taken. But to do that she had to get control of the wealth in the first place.


  She had never discussed this with Sean. She was not quite sure he would understand. I will defy my father if I choose but that doesn’t give my lover or anyone else the right to mock him.


  Sean said: ‘Yes. I forget sometimes. You’re a fine lady and I’m just the gardener’s boy.’


  ‘Sean! Not exactly …’


  ‘I know.’ He stopped her mouth with a kiss, long and casual and masterful, so that she forgot the protest she might have made. Then he stood back and said: ‘Home you go now, my lady. Daddy’s waiting with cocoa and the Union flag.’


  It was not enough to quarrel about, but she resented it nonetheless. The words were like a pat on the rump, they demeaned her. But it was probably just because he hated to see her return to a home so utterly different from his own.


  As she handed her dripping coat and umbrella to Keneally in the hall, she saw her father through the open door of the drawing rom. He was sitting by a blazing fire, reading the Irish Times, with a glass of whiskey on the table beside his armchair. He looked up as she walked in.


  ‘Out to your Irish classes again? I should scarcely have thought it was worth it, on a filthy night like this.’


  She answered in Gaelic: ‘A little rain never scared a good Irishwoman yet.’


  Sir Jonathan scowled. If he understood he would not admit it. ‘Don’t swear at me, girl. Why the devil don’t you learn more Latin, if you want to do something useful? That’s what all the medicos speak, isn’t it?’


  ‘That’s only to confuse the patients.’ She didn’t want to quarrel; she felt too relaxed and indolent for that. She stood in front of the fire, warming herself, and thought: Father looks tired and - shrunken in on himself, somehow. Why is that? ‘Did you have a bad crossing?’


  ‘Foul.’ He sipped the whiskey, grimaced and said: ‘This is the only thing I’ve kept in my stomach all day.’


  ‘If you weren’t so important, you wouldn’t have to go.’


  ‘No.’ He stared at her, thinking it was a strangely unaggressive way for her to refer to his work. She looked radiant, somehow, her cheeks glowing, her wide dark eyes sparkling in the firelight. She sat on an embroidered stool in front of the fire and flicked her short dark hair from side to side, combing it with her fingers to dry it in front of the flames. He might be wrong, but she seemed unusually happy. He was glad of it; she was all he had left. Abruptly, he decided to confide in her.


  ‘I saw Sarah Maidment in Bournemouth.’


  ‘Oh?’ A slight shiver went through her. She thought: This is it, then. He has decided to disinherit me and leave Killrath to one of her sons. If he does that I shall be free to leave home and live with Sean. In love and squalor. She asked: ‘How was she?’


  ‘Dying.’ Sir Jonathan looked away from his daughter, into the fire. ‘We said our goodbyes. I shan’t see her again.’


  ‘As bad as that?’


  ‘Yes. You’ll see plenty of death, if you persist with this career of yours. It’s not pleasant.’ He drained his glass and held it in his hand, reflectively. ‘Anyway, you never liked her, I understand that. I suppose it shows loyalty, in a way.’ He paused, and looked up at her. ‘She was a good woman, though, whatever you think. If she’d been born with a silver spoon in her mouth, like you, she could have been as fine a duchess as any in the land.’


  Catherine thought of the little dumpy woman she had met in this house during the war; a charlady taking over her mother’s place. In principle she agreed with what her father said; but in practice … it was a quarrel she did not want to repeat, not now.


  She wondered if her father had ever thought he would take such a mistress when her mother was young and beautiful, the toast of Galway. If he had loved her and been faithful, so much would have been different. I might even have become the daughter he wanted.


  There was a silence. The fire crackled and the flames cast long dancing shadows on the walls. Catherine said, slowly: ‘I suppose we’re all born to a certain fate, and we can’t escape it completely, however hard we try.’


  ‘Very philosophical of you, my dear.’ Her father sipped his whiskey again. ‘And your fate is to keep our agreement, and inherit this house and Killrath. I wish you much joy of it.’


  Catherine sat on the edge of the comfortable armchair, holding out her hands to the blaze. She thought of Sean trudging back alone through the wind and sleet. ‘I don’t know if I can keep the deal, Father. Anyway, my fate may be to change things.’


  ‘That’s what you think now. But it’s my fate and duty to pass on our heritage to you intact. Just as it’s my duty as a father to lead you down the aisle and hand you over to a decent young man. I look forward to that day, you know.’


  She looked across at him, smiling sadly. ‘You may have to wait a long time, Father, I’m afraid.’


  Kee put down his pen gratefully as Radford came into his office. He hated writing reports. The point of the job was to be out on the streets, observing, talking to people, making arrests. Not pushing paper around.


  Radford flung an envelope on the desk and said: ‘That’s it, your copy of the postmortem on Savage’s body. Nothing in it that you couldn’t have deduced in the first two minutes. The body’s being collected by relatives this afternoon and they’ve arranged a funeral for tomorrow.’


  ‘With a eulogy by the priest and a massive parade of Sinn Feiners, no doubt.’


  ‘Probably. It’s in the Pro-Cathedral.’ Radford hesitated. ‘There’s been no request for police to marshal the funeral.’


  ‘There wouldn’t be.’ Kee met his colleague’s eyes, and saw that the same idea had struck them both. ‘No doubt young Brennan will be there.’


  Radford nodded. ‘Not just him, either. Chances are they’ll all want to pay their respects.’


  ‘And us without a hope in hell of getting anywhere near and coming out alive. Not without an army escort, of course.’


  ‘I’ve already canvassed that idea. The military view is that it would be impossible to make arrests without endangering the public. The Volunteers will be armed, and the soldiers wouldn’t know who to shoot at and who to miss. There’d be a massacre.’


  ‘Hm.’ Kee rubbed the skin behind his ear. ‘That’s why detectives wear plain clothes.’


  ‘We can’t just join the crowd, Tom. It’d take more than you and me to make an arrest in a place like that, and the Shinners know all the other G men by sight.’


  ‘At least we can keep an eye on things, can’t we? See who comes in and goes out? Follow young Brennan home, perhaps ?’


  Radford nodded. ‘We can do that, Tom, at least. The funeral’s at two-thirty tomorrow. I’ll organize it.’


  The river Blackwater swirled under the single arch of the stone bridge. The river was full, and the water had overflowed the bank in some places. The solitary fisherman had been there for most of the short winter afternoon.


  He never went more than a few yards from the bridge, although there were much better stretches of the river upstream. There was nothing in his keepnet. But Andrew Butler didn’t mind. For him, the excitement of the afternoon had nothing to do with fish.


  During the four hours he had been there only three cars had passed him. One, as Mary Macardle had predicted, had been the black model T Ford. Andrew had recognized the two young men in the front seat, and there had been another in the back. He was almost certain they had not recognized him.


  Behind him a wood came within ten yards of the riverbank, and there was a pile of cut logs waiting to be carried away. On the opposite side of the stream, the peat bog stretched endlessly. Little white heads of cotton grass nodded in the wind, and above them, dark-grey clouds swirled from the west, carrying the threat of rain.


  Andrew could see any car approaching the bridge for miles, but there was less than an hour of daylight left. After that he would have to give up, or risk ambushing the wrong car.


  He had moved two of the logs from the pile by the forest to the edge of the bridge. There were two shorter lengths of wood as well, quite thick, about three feet long.


  All his guns had been lost in the fire, but he had a hunting knife on his belt, in the small of his back. It was very similar to the bayonet he had used in Germany. Surprise, he knew, would be his biggest advantage. That, and the lust for revenge.


  He had tried to make something of Ardmore, he thought. He had bought the horses, cherished the shrine of his mother’s room, tried to settle down and ignore the devil in his mind. And now they had done this to him.


  There was a movement far away, across the bog. A car, crawling towards him through the twists and winds of the road, like a little black beetle casting here and there. But there was only one way a car could go, in the end.


  He focused his field glasses on it.


  It was a model T Ford.


  He dragged the two logs into position across the bridge. Each log was about fourteen inches in diameter. The first one was a couple of yards below the hump on the far side away from the car, the second a yard beyond that. The driver would not be able to see them until he had driven over the hump of the bridge. Each log had a large stone behind it at either end, to stop the car pushing it back. When the car came over the bridge it would hit the logs, and if the first log didn’t stop it, the second would. He hoped it would be going fast. That way the passengers would be stunned and probably injured by the accident. Then he would just have to finish them off. When they were dead, he could make it look as if the car had smashed into the low wall of the bridge, and tipped into the river.


  When he had finished, the car was about three quarters of a mile away. Andrew picked up his fishing rod and stood quietly beside the bridge, watching.


  It was getting darker, and when the car was about five hundred yards away rain began to fall. Great heavy drops at first, then hard lines of sleet, driven by a southwest wind.


  Andrew picked up his field glasses again. He could see two men in the front, but rain blurred the lenses and he could not make out their faces.


  Ten yards from the bridge, the car stopped. A man got out and fiddled with the windscreen wipers. He shouted something to the man inside but the wipers still didn’t seem to work. Then he lifted the bonnet.


  A second man got out and strolled down to the water. It was the butcher’s assistant, Rafferty. Andrew turned his collar up, and pulled his cap down low over his eyes.


  Rafferty called across the stream: ‘Have you caught much?’


  Andrew shook his head, but didn’t answer. The sleet came down even harder. Rafferty hunched his shoulders against it.


  ‘You’re mad to stay out here!’ he yelled. ‘Touched, man! Will we give you a lift?’


  Andrew shook his head again. Rafferty shrugged and plodded back to the car.


  The first man stood up and closed the bonnet. He was much shorter than Rafferty. He took off his glasses to wipe them, and Andrew could see the broad nostrils of his short snub nose, almost like a pig’s snout.


  The windscreen wipers were working. The two men got in, the car headlights came on, and the car drove up onto the bridge.


  Andrew put down the fishing rod. The car drove over the hump of the bridge, hit the first log with a bang, and stopped.


  Andrew picked up one of the three-foot lengths of wood, walked up onto the bridge, and smashed the windscreen with it. Then he swung it back again and thumped it as hard as he could into Rafferty’s face.


  The little man with the snub nose, Slaney, screamed and got out of the car on the far side. Andrew swung at him with the club and hit him on the arm. Then he looked to his right and saw a third man getting out of the back seat. Hardly a man, really – just a boy with a white, shocked face. He had a revolver in his hand.


  There was no room to swing the club in the narrow space between the car and the side of the bridge. Andrew pulled it back and jabbed it into the boy’s stomach. As he doubled forwards, Andrew raised his knee into the boy’s face. The revolver dropped from his fingers. Andrew pushed him backwards into the car door, bent down and picked the revolver up. He thought: Who the hell are you? And where’s Davitt?


  Slaney was screaming at him from the front of the car. Andrew turned and saw that he, too, had dragged a revolver out of his coat pocket. He was having trouble with it because his right arm wouldn’t work and he had to hold it in his left. It was wavering, but pointing directly at Andrew.


  Slaney shouted: ‘Drop that now, or …’


  Andrew shot him in the stomach.


  It’s too late now, he thought. I can’t disguise this as an accident. Then he felt hands on his sleeve. The mountain of Rafferty was lurching out of the car, moaning, his face covered with blood from all the cuts of the broken windscreen. His great butcher’s hands seized Andrew’s right arm at the wrist and elbow, bending it back against the joint so that it would break.


  Andrew screamed, dropped the revolver, and pushed against Rafferty, knocking him off balance, back into the car. As they fell, with Andrew on top, the butcher’s grip loosened slightly. Andrew felt behind his back with his left hand, and pulled out the hunting knife. Pushing down with his imprisoned right hand, he arched his back and stabbed upwards with his left. The knife went up into Rafferty’s throat.


  Andrew jerked himself free as the fountain of arterial blood sprayed up everywhere. It spattered on the car roof, and pumped through the broken windscreen, on to the bonnet. Finish this now, he thought. The boy was struggling on his hands and knees beside the car. He looked up at Andrew and said: ‘No! Please don’t!’ Andrew picked up the club and hit him with it, hard, at the base of the skull. Then he went to the front of the car and did the same to Slaney.


  The sleet was still pouring down. He noticed it for the first time. The car was a shambles. Rafferty was still twitching and writhing in the front seat as the last of his blood sprayed out of him.


  Andrew leaned over the parapet of the bridge, breathing heavily. For a moment he thought he might be sick but he was not. He spat into the water and turned round.


  He had to decide what to do. The bullet and the knife wound complicated things. If they had driven hard into the logs and he’d finished them off with the club alone, it might have looked like an accident, but not now. Nevertheless, he had to gain time, so that he was far away before the bodies were found.


  He lugged Slaney and the boy back into the car. He took off the handbrake and rolled the car back down the slope to the foot of the bridge. Then he turned the steering wheel, and pushed the car hard down the bank towards the river. It was deep this side of the bridge, he knew, and the current was flowing strongly.


  The car tipped one front wheel in, rolled on its side, and slipped slowly under the brown, muddy water. To Andrew’s intense relief, it disappeared completely from view.


  He hurried back across the bridge, and put the logs back on their pile. Then he picked up the fallen revolvers and looked at the road.


  It was covered with blood.


  He had a water bottle in his fishing bag, and he spent the next ten minutes carrying river water up and pouring it over the road. At the end of ten minutes the stains were less obvious. The sleet had stopped, but a steady drizzle continued to wash it away.


  It was nearly dark now.


  As he tried to dismantle his fishing rod, he found his hands were shaking. Carefully, he folded his arms and breathed deeply. After a few minutes, the shaking had lessened. He folded the rod, emptied his keepnet, and slung his bag over his shoulder.


  When he turned round, he saw a man watching him from a car.


  ‘Any luck?’ the man asked. ‘Rotten day for it, I should think.’


  ‘Yes,’ Andrew heard himself saying. ‘It was fine earlier, though. I got a few.’


  ‘Jolly good show. I say, do you want a lift?’


  ‘No. Thanks all the same. I like the walk. It’s not far.’


  ‘Suit yourself.’ The man put his head back inside his car and drove away over the bridge. Andrew watched as he disappeared into the darkness across the bog.


  ‘Drive carefully, old chap,’ he whispered to himself. ‘A fellow could easily have an accident in weather like this.’


  He fingered the scar on his face, wondering if the man had seen it. Then he walked quickly down the road into the forest, to the place where he had hidden his car.


  12. The Perils of Confession


  IT WAS very peaceful in the church. Sean fancied he could still hear the echo of the funeral hymns murmuring to each other in the stone galleries high above his head. There was the scent of incense and candle wax, the resonance of distant footsteps, the quick mutter of prayers from the side chapels, where people knelt in the pews, clicking their rosary beads.


  Martin’s parents had left a few minutes ago, after the last wreath had been laid on the grave. They were ordinary farming folk from the County Mayo: the father big, red-faced, with a wide leather belt and a suit that had seen better days; and his wife, a solid, decent woman, white-faced under her black shawl. Both had looked confused, uncomfortable at a ceremony at which they knew so few of the mourners. Michael Collins himself had helped to carry the coffin; Paddy Daly had been there too. It was risky to gather together so openly, but it would have been a dishonour to have skulked away, and sent him to his grave alone. Volunteers and kilted boys of the Fianna had kept watch outside. There was no danger in staying behind; as far as Sean could see, no known G man could have got within half a mile of the place unseen, and a detective would have needed a company of armed troops to have broken into the church itself.


  They had fired a volley of shots over the grave, but there had been no speeches. As Collins had said two years ago over the grave of Thomas Ashe, the gunfire itself said everything that needed to be said.


  Sean had spoken a word or two to Martin’s parents, but they seemed dazed, unable to distinguish him from the crowds of other unknown friends their son had acquired. They reminded him of his own parents - solid honest country folk, anxious for their son to get on, bewildered by the discovery that he was so deeply involved with a movement of which they knew so little.


  Sean had never told his parents he was a Volunteer. His father, a prosperous dairyman in the County Wexford, had sent his son to the Jesuits of Belvedere College in Dublin, the best school he could afford, and had been delighted beyond measure when Sean had got his place at UCD. No one else in the family had ever shown signs of joining one of the professions. His elder brother, Liam, was to inherit the business, and his three sisters seemed destined to marry farmers or tradesmen as their mother had done, and raise large families of their own. Sean had been the child prodigy - but it was because he had been at Belvedere in 1916, visiting a schoolfriend for the holidays, that he had seen the heroism and black tragedy of Pearse’s Rising at first hand. The boys had slipped out, watching as much as they could, once or twice running errands, on one famous occasion smuggling two old rifles into Boland’s Mill; and from then on Sean had been convinced that the cause of the Volunteers was one for him. But he had never told his family. Although the old Fenian songs could bring tears to his father’s eye, it would have been a mortal shock to the old man had he learnt his brilliant son was one of them.


  A shock not dissimilar to that which Martin’s parents were suffering now.


  Sean felt the need to confess more urgently than ever before. The guilt of Martin’s death weighed him down; only a priest could absolve him of it. But it was important that, if he were to bare his soul, he should receive comfort and understanding, rather than condemnation. When he saw that Father Desmond was due to receive confession after the service, he decided to take advantage of it.


  A middle-aged woman came out of the confessional box. Sean got up and stepped inside. He bowed his head close to the grill, his cap in his hand.


  ‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.’


  ‘Dominus sit in corde tuo. The Lord is always ready to forgive.’ The familiar comforting phrases took him back to the church at home, the fine new suit he had worn for his confirmation. ‘Do your sins lie heavy on you, my son?’


  ‘Very heavy, Father.’


  ‘And how long is it since you have been to confession ?’


  ‘A month, Father. Maybe more.’


  ‘That is a long time, my son. What are the sins that oppress you, which you would like to lay on the shoulders of Our Lord?’


  Sean took a deep breath. ‘I … have sought the life of another man, Father.’


  The response from the other side of the grill became less automatic. ‘I see. When was that, my son?’


  ‘I was with Martin Savage, Father. I was his friend.’


  ‘You were one of those who sought the life of Lord French?’


  ‘I was, Father.’


  There was a pause. Sean had the impression that the priest glanced up towards the grill. But it was impossible to see a face clearly through it, even if he had wished to.


  The priest asked: ‘Did you do this out of hatred?’


  Sean thought for a moment. ‘Not out of hatred for the man, no, Father. Hatred for the things he stands for. Hatred for the oppression of our people. It was an act of war. I did it as a soldier of Ireland!’


  There was a silence.


  ‘And there is another sin, Father, greater than the first. I ... you see, it was because of me that Martin died.’ His voice cracked slightly. Although he had confessed it before, to Catherine, there was an importance in telling the priest that brought the tears more easily.


  The voice from the other side of the box was gentle, sympathetic. ‘Take your time, my son. Tell me about it.’


  So he went through it, slowly: the wait outside the station, the trouble they had had with the cart, the bomb that came too early and alerted the policeman, and then his - Sean’s - shout to Martin: ‘We’ve got to be sure of French. Can you not get closer and put a bomb right inside it?’ A few seconds after those words, Martin had died.


  ‘Were you his officer, to order him to do that?’


  ‘No, Father, I was just his friend. We were in it together. But he died and I lived.’


  As he finished Sean heard the clock chime outside, and the murmur of voices, raised, somewhere in the nave.


  ‘My son, it was not you that killed Martin. That was done by a bullet from a British Army rifle. And it was not you that made him risk his life and run out into the road. That was a thing he chose to do. You ran into the road with him, as I understand it?’


  ‘I did that, Father. But only afterwards. I had no bombs left, you see.’


  ‘But it was a risk you took as well. You all shared it together. It has pleased God to take Martin to Himself now, and to spare you for other things. That is His way, and it is not for us to question the wisdom of the Almighty. But I am sure He did not mean you to wear a cross of blame for your friend’s death. That was a matter outside your control entirely. I absolve you of it freely. Let us say a prayer together for your friend’s soul, and let the burden be lifted from you.’


  And it did feel like that, quite literally. As he prayed, following the priest with the ritual, healing phrases, Sean felt as though his shoulders were somehow lighter. He sat up, after the prayer, straighter than before.


  ‘As for the motive for your action, the military ambush upon Field Marshal Lord French …’ Father Desmond paused, as though seeking precisely the right words. The argument outside had not eased. It penetrated Sean’s mid dimly, as something vaguely improper in a church. The priest resumed: ‘Many things are done by soldiers in war, which involve men in a burden of most grievous sin. The deliberate seeking out of a human life is always one of them. But as in all human action, the underlying motive in our hearts is the key which must guide us. If a man kills another in warfare out of hatred or a desire for gain, that would indeed endanger his immortal soul. As his soul would be endangered if he killed with cruelty, or deliberately slaughtered noncombatants, like women or children or ordinary civilians – that would be a foul and cowardly business surely. But you have done nothing as low as that, my son. It is for you to look into your heart and be sure of two things. Firstly, that your motive for this action was pure; and secondly, that the action itself was one which you will be able to lay before the Lord God Almighty on the final Day of Judgement. If you can do that, then the sin was not a mortal one. Let us pray that it was so.’


  After they had prayed together again, the priest laid a penance on Sean of twenty Hail Marys to be said every night. Then he said: ‘Are there any other sins I should know about, my son?’


  Sean answered: ‘Oh. Well, there is one.’ He had not, truly, thought of mentioning this before, but the relief the priest had given to him was so unexpectedly great that he thought the man might understand everything. If he could confess it all, he would be able to walk out of here truly cleansed and innocent, and begin his life anew as the church intended.


  He said: ‘I have lain with a woman.’


  The priest sighed. It was a small sigh, quickly covered up, but it pained Sean greatly. The sigh implied that the sin was an ordinary one, the sort the priest had heard many times before. Sean was not sure, but it also sounded as though this sin might not be so easily forgiven as those which had gone before.


  ‘Tell me about it, my son.’


  That was not easy either. Sean felt his face grow hot. ‘Oh, it … that’s not really necessary, is it, Father?’


  ‘If you wish to be absolved of the sin, first you must confess it, and lay it before the Lord. Tell me.’


  ‘Well, I … we went to my room and, we lay together, Father.’


  ‘You say that you lay together. Did you perform the carnal act of lust?’


  ‘I … well, yes, Father, we did.’


  ‘How many times?’


  Sean’s blush had gone, and his face was now quite drained of blood, white. This was awful. He felt like a Judas, whispering secrets to some spy outside the door. But all through his childhood he had been taught that the rite of confession was sacred. He whispered: ‘Four times, Father. Four separate days.’


  ‘And the girl. Was she a street girl that you paid?’


  ‘No!’ His denial was so vehement that he wondered if it had been heard outside. He could not stand this. He thought he would get up and leave now. But somehow he could not. The weight of everything he had learnt in childhood kept him there.


  ‘So. Did she go with you willingly, or did you force yourself upon her?’


  ‘Oh, Father! Willingly, of course willingly! It was an act of love, for God’s sake! I should never have told you of it - it was between her and me!’


  ‘My son! My son! Don’t you understand? God was there in the bedroom with you, just as He is everywhere. Such an act of lust as you describe was a sin, not only for you, but for the girl also.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Father, I don’t want to talk about it.’ Quite suddenly, Sean pulled back the curtain, and stepped out of the box. He was shaking, furious. Everything he had ever learnt told him the priest was right and yet it was not so. What did he know about it after all, the shrivelled old fool? Probably knows nothing about women except what he hears in that box.


  Sean felt more than ever like a Judas. He had betrayed Cathy to the Pharisees. Still white-faced, he stalked towards the door.


  A hand gripped his arm.


  He brushed it off angrily. ‘Leave me alone, you old eejit!’ Then he saw it was not the priest at all, but a big man in a thick coat and hat. Square, determined face, short thick moustache - what the devil did he want?


  Two black-robed canons were tugging at the man’s coat, remonstrating with him. One said: ‘Really, Inspector Kee, you cannot … this is a holy place of sanctuary … in the name of God, I implore you!’


  Then Sean understood. He remembered the voices he had heard arguing when he had been in the confessional. The police must have come in after the service, looking for anyone who had stayed behind. The detective snatched at Sean’s arm again but Sean jerked back, nearly falling over his own feet. He ran towards the door. The detective was held back for a few precious seconds by the fluttering canons, then he brushed them aside and sprinted after Sean. Sean was almost at the door when another man, big, in a thick coat like the first, stepped through it. There was a large uniformed constable behind him.


  ‘Lord save us!’ Sean turned to the right, and sprinted back into the church, up the nave towards the altar. He heard shouts, and the clatter of shoes on the polished floor behind him. They were chasing him towards the altar, for heaven’s sake! For a moment he thought of running up to it and seizing the altar table itself, claiming sanctuary indeed. But would they respect it? And where would he go then, anyway? They could just besiege the church until they got him out. He had a gun in his pocket but he couldn’t use it, not here, in a holy place like this.


  I will if I have to, Sean thought.


  There was a door in the south transept, too, but as he ran towards it two other detectives came through it. They crouched, and held out their arms wide, like rugby full-backs ready to bring him down. No way there.


  He spun round, looking wildly to left and right. The first detective was only ten yards away, dashing up the nave. Sean tugged at the pistol in his pocket. The detective slowed. But Sean’s pistol was snagged in a fold of his pocket. As he tugged at it, the detective estimated the distance and nerved himself for a final dash.


  Two choirboys came out of the vestry, to Sean’s right, singing sweetly. A priest in red robes, with a tall golden cross, came after them.


  The vestry door! Sean slipped to his right, avoiding the detective’s outstretched arms like a scrum-half, and plunged into the procession. In the narrow doorway itself he collided with another priest carrying a censer. He swung the man round, shoving him and the now flailing censer towards the detective, and crashed into a gaggle of choirboys. Then he was past them and into a tiny changing room littered with boys’ coats. It had two doors.


  Which?


  He opened the first and it was a cupboard. A selection of coats and priestly robes confronted him. A mitre fell off a shelf on to the floor.


  Sweet Christ! He turned and the detective was floundering towards him through the chaos of choirboys. The other door was three yards away, towards the detective. Sean put his hand in his pocket and this time the revolver came out without snagging.


  The detective tripped, clutched a choirboy, and stood still. ‘Don’t shoot the boys,’ he said.


  Sean said: ‘You stay there and I won’t.’ He cocked the pistol and stepped warily those three long yards across the room. Halfway there he stumbled on a satchel on the floor, and the detective crouched, ready to spring. But Sean didn’t fall and the detective had a choirboy in front of him, either as a shield or by accident.


  Sean reached the door. It had a key in it. He had an idea.


  ‘Get back!’ he yelled. ‘Right back behind these boys! Or I’ll shoot!’


  The detective stepped back. When he was four yards away Sean took the key, opened the door, and stepped outside.


  It was harder than he expected to fit the key in the lock on the outside. He was doing it left-handed, and he fumbled. One second gone, two - is there a bird’s nest in this keyhole, or what? Then the key fitted and turned.


  A second later a fist smashed against the inside.


  Sean looked round the churchyard. He was on the opposite side of the church from the other two entrances, and there were no policemen in sight. Twenty yards away, there was a maze of narrow streets.


  He sprinted through the graveyard towards them.


  Kee had laid his plans carefully. He and Radford had watched the funeral without being seen; they had identified Brennan from his photograph as he went in, and had been certain he had not come out. He had set a guard on all the main entrances to the church, and they had made their way in without being challenged by any of the Volunteers or Fianna who had marshalled the service. He had been sure the operation would restore the prestige of G Division.


  Now, inside the vestry, he gave the door a kick that shook it on its hinges. Then he turned to face the gaggle of terrified choirboys and shocked priests.


  ‘God damn it!’ he shouted. ‘God damn it all to bloody hell!’


  The dissecting room was like a temple in hell, Catherine thought. A temple of a dozen altars, and on every altar a body, and round that body priests in white coats with knives. But it was not hell because it was too cold in here, and the bodies felt no fear.


  She tested the edge of her knife with her thumb. It was sharp, like a razor - it did not rasp across her skin as she had expected, but lifted a wafer of it instead. A pearl of blood squeezed out. She wiped it absently on her white coat, and looked down.


  The body of an old woman lay on the grey slate table in front of her. Human, but invulnerable. The skin pale, waxen, rigid. The old wrinkled breasts sagged sideways; the stomach hung in loose folds, obscene. The eyes were closed, but the mouth - by some error the mouth was open and the teeth gleamed, in a parody of a smile. As though the woman had died in ecstasy, eyes closed, mouth open and lips apart, head tilted slightly back, waiting …


  For whatever was to come hereafter.


  Do I look like that? Catherine wondered. Is that how Sean sees me? How will he see me in thirty years’ time?


  She even looked down to see if the legs were open, knees raised, but of course they were not. It is an obscenity to think like this, she thought, but then everything here is obscene, all of it, and it is not. It is how we are. The final reality.


  She met the eyes of the two other girls - eyes wide and fascinated as her own. The light in the vast dissecting room was pale, cold, clear from the windows high in the roof; the sound at once hushed and reverberant, as in a church or a tomb. Most of the other groups had already begun; there was a soft murmur of voices, a hushed intake of breath from the tables a few yards away. But here all waited on Catherine. She had been chosen, they had given her the knife.


  She placed it at the point of incision, in the middle of the chest, where the ribs met, and pressed. Gently. It did not need much pressure. The skin parted easily, like an oilskin jacket but in silence. No sound at all of the tear that was leaving a long red wound all the way from the solar plexus to the navel, and beyond, below. All the way down and the skin peeled back as though the body were that of a rabbit or a frog, only it was not, this is real this is a human this is what I will be like in thirty years this is what we all are …


  There was a foul gurgling sound as one of the girls opposite turned away to be sick in one of the bowls provided, and a corresponding snigger from one of the boys’ tables nearby. This was what the male students had expected, what one of them had already succumbed to himself. But it did not affect Catherine. She continued the incision, fascinated at the layers of fat revealed beneath the skin, the organs all more or less where the textbook had said they would be, but different sizes somehow.


  And there was no blood.


  Despite her care she had cut an artery. If this were a living body there would be blood everywhere, she thought, spurting up into my face and all over the floor - I would be red to the armpits. But although there was blood on her fingers and palms, there was remarkably little elsewhere. The organs, as she put the knife down and began to touch and feel and identify, were cold and slippery like meat. It was already easy to forget they were human.


  Until she turned and looked at the face. Unchanged, smiling, ecstatic. Like the image of Jesus with his side transfixed by the spear, and his eyes turned up to heaven, visionary. This old woman gave her life for us, too, Catherine thought, so that people like me could study, and learn to cure others. I should not be afraid or disgusted, her body is beautiful in its way. We all are, every one of us. It is a privilege to do this, it is what I wanted to learn, I must not be squeamish now.


  So all morning, white-faced, reverent and solemn, she and the other girls completed the first stage of their dissection, identifying the organs they had studied only in books, finding the fatty buildup in the heart that had led to the old woman’s end, noting the impurities in her liver. There was some hilarity and attempts at horseplay from one or two of the other tables, a reaction to nerves, but Professor O’Connor stamped on it quickly. He too, Catherine thought, saw this place as a temple of learning, not a meat shop.


  And then it was done and the old lady, whom they would come to know well over the coming weeks, was packed away in ice, her face still blind and ecstatic.


  Catherine washed her hands, changed her coat, and walked out on to the front steps of UCD. Trams, bicycles, and pedestrians bustled everywhere in front of her, busy, ignorant of death. After the hushed clinical horror of the dissecting room, the winter sunshine was intoxicating. Impulsively, she ran down the steps, sending up a burst of pigeons from around her skirts, and set off towards the river.


  If only Sean had been there in the morning. He had said he might have to drop out of the course for a while, but this was the first time it had come home to her. No one could qualify without completing their dissection. She had looked carefully round the room but he had not been there, not answered the roll.


  She would have liked to talk about it with him. She had not been in the presence of death since her mother died, and that had been quite different. Shattering. That once proud beautiful woman frozen in her bed like a waxwork. Although she had expected it for so long, it had seemed to Catherine unbelievable, impossible. And there had been such a welter of feelings: anger, relief, and, above all, a growing resolution that it would not happen to her. Whatever hardships come my way, Catherine had told herself, I will never turn in on myself like that, never be beaten by either men or disease. I will find out what went wrong, and take control of it.


  This morning had been a small step in that direction. Death had become a little more banal, a little more approachable. She had taken the knife, she had opened the body, she had looked inside and seen how it worked and what went wrong. She knew more than before.


  More than Sean, too, she thought, about that. I am a step nearer being a doctor than he is. She stood on O’Connell Bridge, feeling the winter wind cold on her face in the sunlight, and looked at the people around her. There was a mother pushing a pram, with two toddlers clinging to her skirts; some young men in flat caps leaning on the parapet; an old woman making her way slowly, carefully, across the road.


  Catherine watched them all with a strange fascination. They were at once closer to her and more distant than before. The old woman had arthritis, she thought, and the bandy legs showed she had suffered from rickets in her youth. She was probably short of breath because the spinal curvature did not give her lungs enough room in the chest to breathe. Probably her liver would have those white spots on it that I saw today. I understand all that better now than I did, because I have been inside and touched it. Nothing these people think or believe matters at all, because a clogged artery or rotting liver can bring it all to an end in a moment.


  But that’s just why it does matter, she realized suddenly. Any one of these people could die here on the street at any moment and not come back, not now, not ever. They would be just wax and bones and meat, like my mother and two brothers and all those millions who died in the war in France and Belgium and the old lady on the table. Each one of them had hope and love and ideas, until their bodies failed and it was all gone. That’s what I want to learn, to hold death back and give them time. That’s why I want to be a doctor.


  She wished Sean was there to talk about it with her. Then she thought of him on the road at Ashtown and the way he had spoken of his friend Martin dying there. Death could come to Sean at any moment and he is learning to bring it to others. She had a sudden vision of the city as a living creature like a human body, afflicted with the disease of war. The streets were infected with British troops and police, and Sean and the other Volunteers were like white blood cells, eating up the alien bacteria so that the city’s blood could be pure.


  But each white blood cell only lives a short time, she thought. Oh, God, I don’t want Sean to die. I support the revolution but I wish he were not part of it. I don’t want him killed and I don’t want him to do the killing either. It’s too final, it’s too much of a sacrilege. I couldn’t bear to see Sean on the slab like that old woman this morning.


  Or to see someone he’d put there.


  She walked slowly along the quays by the river, thinking. Ahead of her, a young couple sat comfortably on a low wall, their arms around each other, throwing crumbs to a couple of swans. As Catherine passed, the girl threw back her head and laughed, and the boy hugged her and kissed her under the ear.


  Catherine smiled, caught the girl’s eye, and looked away, shivering suddenly with loneliness.


  Tomorrow night, she thought eagerly. At the Gaelic League in Parnell Square. He promised to be there.


  If he’s still alive.


  13. The New Policy and Plan


  THE SERGEANT knocked at a heavy, oak-panelled door, and ushered Andrew in. ‘Mr Butler, gentlemen,’ he said respectfully.


  ‘Thank you, Sergeant. That will be all.’


  It was a comfortable, medium-sized office, with a large desk facing the door. Light streamed into the room from a window behind the desk. But there was no one sitting at the desk. Three men were rising to their feet from a group of armchairs which were clustered around a cheerful fire blazing in a grate to the right. One of them came forward and held out his hand.


  ‘Welcome, Andrew. Good of you to come.’


  Two days ago Andrew had received a letter from his old commanding officer, Sir Jonathan O’Connell-Gort, asking him to come here to Dublin Castle. And since the letter had hinted at the possibility of employment, and Andrew desperately needed money to rebuild Ardmore, he had come.


  Sir Jonathan indicated the other two men. ‘Commissioner Radford of the Dublin Metropolitan Police. And Mr David Harrison.’


  Andrew shook hands with them both. Radford was a fit, broad-shouldered man in civilian clothes, his hair parted in the middle and plastered neatly back over his head. A former athlete, Andrew thought, a rugby full-back, perhaps. Beside him, Harrison seemed small, drab, self-effacing - subfusc was the word that came into Andrew’s head. He bobbed his head, proffered a limp, soft hand, and shrank back immediately into his armchair, where he crouched like a small mouse, furiously polishing his spectacles, as though the effort of getting up had caused them to mist over. Without them, his face seemed naked and defenceless; when he put them back on, Andrew was alarmed to see how his eyes appeared to grow suddenly bigger, like eggs dropped into a glass jar.


  ‘Sit down, my boy, sit down,’ said Sir Jonathan. He turned to a table where there were a number of bottles and decanters, and poured a drink. ‘Cigarette?’ The room was already hazy with smoke, as most men’s clubs and offices were.


  ‘Thank you, no.’ Andrew took the drink in the elegant cut-glass tumbler, and sat quietly on the edge of his chair, waiting. He made no attempt to speak.


  Sir Jonathan sat down. ‘I was so sorry to hear about Ardmore,’ he said. ‘It was a terrible thing, a wicked crime. It must have come as a great shock to you.’


  Andrew’s face set grim and hard, as though he were facing the cold wind outside. ‘It was a surprise, certainly. I try not to let anything shock me, any more.’


  ‘Will you be able to build it up again?’


  ‘I don’t have the money.’


  ‘But you will not sell up and leave, I hope? That would be a foolish thing to do now; you will get nothing for the land, in these times.’


  ‘Oh no. I shall never leave Ardmore. That is my land, my country. I shall rebuild it one day, when I can.’


  The Ulsterman, Radford, watching Andrew closely, saw something in the rock-hard utter certainty of the young man’s scarred face that he could recognize. ‘And the arsonists?’ he asked. ‘Have they been caught?’


  Andrew’s eyes, when he looked at the policeman, were quite cold and hard. There was no hint of amusement or irony in them. But Radford, who had been shown a newspaper report about the three young men who had been found in the Blackwater River, felt a tinge of fear at the precision of the response.


  ‘The police have not caught them, no. But there are many mysteries in our country which the police cannot solve.’


  There was a silence. Andrew was aware that all three men were watching him intently. He looked back at each of them in turn, quite coolly, unmoved, unembarrassed. He did not venture to speak.


  The silence lengthened. No one broke it. A door banged somewhere, far away down a corridor. The fire crackled, and a log fell on to the grate near Harrison’s foot. The little man muttered something, turned his pebble eyes away from Andrew, and fumbled with the tongs to put the log back.


  ‘Well, we in Dublin have had our troubles, too,’ said Sir Jonathan at last. ‘You read of the attempt on the Viceroy’s life?’


  ‘Yes, of course. And you have caught none of them?’


  ‘None; except Savage, the man who was shot. The devils melt back into the slums. No one knows anything. Or if they do, they regard us as the enemy. Even Commissioner Radford’s police can only venture out in armed groups.’


  ‘I see,’ Andrew said. He thought with amusement of his solitary walk through the city this morning, and remembered how dreary and peaceful it had all seemed. ‘You speak of it as though it were a war.’


  ‘It is a war, Mr Butler,’ said the small man, Harrison, speaking suddenly for the first time. ‘I would have thought you would appreciate that, after the loss of your home.’ His precise English voice and intense pebble eyes made him seem more than ever like a mouse; or a brain perhaps, equipped only with a rudimentary body. Andrew imagined him haunting books and codes in a library somewhere, scurrying in and out among the shelves, sleeping in a lair behind the wainscot. As if to prove it, the man pulled a crumpled paper out of his pocket, and began to read:


  ‘“We solemnly declare a foreign government in Ireland to be an invasion of our national right which we will never tolerate, and we demand the evacuation of our country by the English Garrison.” That is a declaration of the rebel MPs meeting in the Mansion House, and they claim that this gang of street assassins is their national army carrying out a war against the British invader. They have murdered eighteen policemen since they wrote that, and now they have come within a breath of Viscount French.’


  ‘Eighteen policemen,’ Andrew murmured. He thought of Passchendaele - 40,000 dead in a morning, for nothing. The best part of his three companies dead in twenty minutes, when they had gone over the top after the barrage. And now, all this fuss about eighteen policemen in a year. Ardmore was worth more than that.


  The little man misinterpreted him. ‘Yes, indeed,’ he said. ‘And many more to follow, no doubt. It is a real war, a shooting war, whatever is pretended in public. But our side are bound by the rule of law. We cannot fight back as we would wish. As you know.’


  There was a pause. Andrew waited, but none of the three men seemed willing to break the silence, and come to the point of the interview. ‘Do you not know the names of the killers?’ he ventured, helpfully.


  ‘Some of them, yes,’ said Radford. ‘Dan Breen, Sean Treacy, Sean Brennan. There will be rewards out for them soon, and my men are looking for them every day. But they are not … not really at the centre of it, for all their bravado. They are not the brains behind this business. I want to get at the man who sends them out to strike.’


  ‘And that is?’


  ‘Michael Collins.’ Oddly, all three men spoke at once, but Andrew only heard the sibilant whisper of Harrison. The mousy little man hissed the name as though it were that of a snake, and the cold pebbly eyes seemed to swell with hatred. ‘Collins,’ he went on. ‘He has eyes even in this castle, Major Butler. He knows what we are doing; he sends his men everywhere. He picks off our best detectives, chooses their most unguarded moment to send his assassins in to kill them. He may be waiting for a moment to kill all of us here. And he is their commissar, too, their paymaster. He is collecting a loan, by force and trickery, no doubt, to finance this gang of his; and he is very efficient indeed. I would not be surprised to learn that he has collected as much in the past few months as the Inland Revenue itself. And with it he can buy more guns, more bombs. We know these things are coming into the country, even if we cannot stop them. It is my job to watch this business, Major Butler, and I can assure you that in a few months it will not be just assassination we are dealing with. This man is collecting enough money to finance a major war throughout Ireland.’


  ‘And unfortunately, he has the brains to know how to organize such a war, too,’ said Sir Jonathan slowly. ‘So that, Andrew, is why we want him dead.’


  Another pause. The grey finality of the last word sounded out of place, shocking, in the respectable book-lined room. Andrew sat very still, feeling the pulse of adrenalin flood through his veins.


  ‘And that is why you sent for me?’


  ‘That is why we sent for you.’


  Andrew looked at each of the three curiously. Despite Sir Jonathan’s bluff, decisive manner, there was a definite air of anxiety in the room. Naturally; Andrew realized that he held the reputations of a senior army officer, a police commissioner and a senior - whatever Harrison was - between his fingers. They were proposing murder. If he refused, and told this story to the press, their reputations would shatter as easily and irreparably as if he dropped his cut-glass tumbler on to the stone grate.


  He smiled, and sipped his watered whiskey. ‘Why me?’


  Sir Jonathan chose his words carefully. The night before had been a sleepless one for him, and he had thought about what he would say then. ‘First, because you are one of the best marksmen and bravest fighting soldiers I know. I have read every one of your medal citations, and I know they speak no more than the truth. You are the equal of ten other men in battle. And secondly, because you are an Irishman who believes in the Union and the Empire, and who would lose everything if these men came to power. As you have already lost your house.’


  Andrew thought for a moment. ‘And also, perhaps, because you believe that the men who died in the Blackwater last week were not killed simply for money?’ he asked softly.


  ‘That too, perhaps. We don’t know who killed them.’


  ‘No.’ Andrew held the glass between his fingers, over the edge of the grate. ‘Can you not just arrest this man Collins?’


  ‘The police are trying to do that all the time,’ said Radford irritably. ‘And they will continue to do so.’


  ‘But they don’t succeed,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘And even if we did arrest him, we have nothing to charge him with. No witness has ever seen him carrying a gun - no witness has ever seen him at all! We could only intern him, and in a few months the government would change its mind and set him free. If he didn’t charm the prison warders to do it first.’


  ‘So you want me to murder him?’ said Andrew, conversationally. He held his tumbler very gently between his fingertips; looked at it, then put it down carefully on a table.


  ‘First you would have to find him,’ said Commissioner Radford hurriedly. ‘And then, officially, of course, we would like you to arrest him. But in practice that would be very difficult for one man on his own. Collins is a big man, he is likely to be armed, and certain to resist arrest. If you could get near enough to arrest him, and he were to show fight, we would not want him to escape. There would be no danger of your being prosecuted for murder, if you were to shoot an armed gunman resisting arrest.’


  Andrew stared at him coldly. ‘I am glad to hear it,’ he said. ‘I was not offering myself for prosecution. But neither - if, as you say, I am to operate alone - do I intend to give any man the opportunity to shoot at me first, in order to justify my actions. It will be murder and you know it, just as much as it is murder for the Sinn Feiners to shoot a policeman.’


  Sir Jonathan rose to his feet. ‘If that is how you feel about it, Andrew, then I am sorry we have troubled you. Of course we had no right to ask you such a thing. When you leave here I would be grateful if you would forget everything you have heard …’


  ‘No, wait.’ Andrew held up his hand to check the flow. ‘I didn’t say I would not do it, only that we must get our terms straight. You are asking me to murder a man, and promising to lie about it afterwards. I will kill him, and you will say I did it in self-defence. Is that right?’


  Both Radford’s and Sir Jonathan’s faces were flushed, either with indignation or guilt; Andrew could not tell which. But the little mouselike figure in the corner spoke first.


  ‘Yes, Major Butler. That is quite right.’ A ghost of a grey smile flashed under the cold, pebblelike eyes, and was gone. ‘Of course these gentlemen will lie for you. That would be the least you could expect. In the strict eyes of the law it would be murder, of course, but in fact you would have done a brave, daring deed for your country. Think of it as an act of war. For there is a war, whatever the strict legal position may be. The IRA have declared war upon us. They have tried to kill our most famous general. In justice they can hardly complain if you do the same to them. You would deserve the gratitude of us all.’


  ‘I see.’ Andrew looked at them each in turn, in silence. For a while no one spoke. ‘And apart from gratitude, what else?’


  ‘Two things,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘You would be paid, of course - at the full rate of a major in the Intelligence Service, with six months’ seniority restored. But I scarcely think you would do it just for that.’


  ‘No,’ Andrew agreed.


  ‘And then there is a reward, of £10,000. For information leading to the arrest of Michael Collins, dead or alive. It will not be publicized, because the man is not charged with any offence. But it will be paid. You have my word as a gentleman on that. And I will give it to you in writing, too, if you wish.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Andrew slowly. ‘I would like that. That would help to rebuild Ardmore.’


  ‘So you agree? Or do you need more time?’


  ‘Oh no.’ Andrew shook his head mockingly. ‘I agree. If I can have your signature on the document about the reward. And you promise to lie for me, as this man says.’


  Sir Jonathan stiffened. He had hoped to avoid this, but he had meant what he said. He got up and walked to the desk. ‘I have it typed here, with a copy for each of us. One will be kept here in Mr Harrison’s safe. The other is for you. I need hardly stress to you that it is to be kept most secret. Its propaganda use to the enemy would be enormous.’


  He took out his pen and signed two sheets of paper. Radford and Harrison watched. Andrew took one and put it in his pocket.


  Sir Jonathan held out his hand. ‘Capital, my dear fellow! I knew we could count on you! And you have my word on it, there will be no repercussions. None.’


  Commissioner Radford held out his hand too. ‘We’ll need to keep in touch, so that we can give what help we can. My department can offer some cooperation, so long as we keep your main purpose secret. You can come down to my office this minute, if you choose. We do not have much on Collins, but I can show you the files.’


  ‘I would not dream of it.’


  ‘What, man?’


  ‘I said I wouldn’t dream of it. Let me ask you one question, gentlemen. Who knows of this plan, outside this room?’


  The three men looked uncomfortable. ‘No one,’ said Sir Jonathan, awkwardly.


  ‘No one?’


  ‘The idea has - er - has been discussed in very general terms at the highest government level. Only along the lines that such an action would be a blessing to the country. No more than that.’


  The highest government level. That could only be the Cabinet itself. Churchill, Fisher, Lloyd George, even. Andrew considered. This meant he could count on full support from everyone who mattered. Insofar as anyone could ever rely on politicians. These three men were asking him to do the government’s will.


  On the other hand, politicians were notoriously bad at keeping secrets. He looked at Sir Jonathan carefully.


  ‘My name has not been mentioned?’


  ‘My dear chap, no! Of course not!’


  ‘So the details of this plot have been thought up by you three gentlemen on your own?’


  ‘If you choose to put it like that, yes.’


  ‘Good. That is how it must remain. I shall not come to police headquarters, Commissioner Radford - not now, nor at any time. As you say, you have already lost most of your best officers. That can only mean that someone in your force is feeding information to Collins. If he hears about me, I shall be dead on the street in a day. I do not want my name to be mentioned by you to any person at any time. Is that clear?’


  Radford flushed. ‘Of course. But surely you don’t mean to proceed without any help from us at all? My men are not all traitors and fools, you know!’


  ‘I hope not, for your sake. But I cannot run the risk. I’m no good at disguises and I don’t intend to use them. Indeed, with a face like mine I could not. What I can do, though, is cooperate with you personally. Any equipment or information which I need, you can bring to me at an address which I will give you.’


  Reluctantly, Commissioner Radford agreed. He took a small, creased photograph out of his pocket and gave it to Andrew. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is all most of my officers have to go on. It is the only photograph that we have of Michael Collins. If you can identify him from that, you’re a better detective than I am.’


  Andrew looked at it. It was a blurred, overexposed picture of a man with black hair brushed sideways across his forehead, a round, rather heavy face, with a strong chin and dark, shadowed eyes. The face was staring at the camera, rather vacant, lost - like a young man leaving home, Andrew thought, off to the war or a job in a distant city.


  ‘It was taken in 1916, after the rebellion. He was being sent away to prison in England with the rest. They spent the next six months in a camp at Frongoch, in North Wales.’


  Living off the fat of the land, after they had tried to shoot us in the back, Andrew thought. While I was stuck in Flanders, knee-deep in mud and bones.


  The young man in the photograph looked awkward, vulnerable; but Andrew did not feel sorry for him at all.


  14. Minister of Finance


  WHEN ANDREW’S German grandparents had first visited Dublin, in the 1880s, they had bought a three-storey terraced house in Nelson Street. It was not very grand, for they were not that rich, but it was in a decent enough street, which at the time looked as though it might become fashionable. It had not done so, but that was not his grandparents’ fault. His mother had loved the house, and Andrew, in turn, had lived in it as a student. Now it was the only house he owned; a private, lonely place full of mould and damp and memories, where he could brood without interruption. A place, too, where no hotel porter or waiter working for Sinn Fein could report on him as a visiting British officer. He had not realized how important that was, until he had met Sir Jonathan in the Castle.


  After the meeting he sat alone in his living room, smoking. The smoke curled in lazy circles above him, obscuring the ceiling. He considered the possibilities.


  Killing Collins would be easy enough. He could do it with a gun, a knife, a bomb, with his bare hands if necessary. Andrew had killed enough men to know that all he needed was surprise and utter determination. The problem was how to find the man. The more he thought about that, the more impossible it seemed.


  Collins was able to move freely around Dublin because half of the city supported him, and the other half was afraid or didn’t want to become involved. Andrew had no doubt that any phone call he made, any letter he sent to the police or the army, could be intercepted by Sinn Fein workers in the Post Office. Hotel staff, delivery boys, news vendors, hospital nurses, doctors, shop assistants - any of these might be Sinn Fein supporters, ready to pass along information they thought suspicious, not to the police, but to the IRA. This was what the government’s clumsy policy of coercion, delay, and deceit had led to: exactly the opposite of the normal situation, in which the public supported the police.


  But the politics of it were not Andrew’s concern. The Republicans had burnt his home, they had conspired with Germany during the war and killed his mother; that was enough for him. But how would he go about finding the man?


  He imagined himself wandering the pubs and hotel bars in the city, striking up conversations with strangers, asking if they had seen Mr Collins lately. Perhaps he could pull the photo out of his pocket to jog their memories, offer them a small reward? The idea was absurd; the Shinners would be on to him as soon as he opened his mouth. And once seen, his face was against him: he was so much easier to recognize than other men.


  Perhaps he could offer to join the Volunteers, saying he had fought in the war and seen the light? Not impossible, but highly unlikely. They would be suspicious, check up on him. If they found out he was a landlord, they would never believe him; so he would have to invent a whole new identity. And even then it was highly unlikely he would get to see Collins: he would be a new recruit, given simple duties at first, watched to see how well he did.


  So how could he get near the man? Collins was Finance Minister as well as being in charge of Intelligence operations and assassinations of the police. Andrew wondered about the embossed receipt Slaney had tried to sell him at Ardmore. A receipt printed with the signature of Michael Collins. What would Slaney have done with the money once he had collected it? Brought it up to Dublin, probably, delivered it to the Finance Minister in person. What if Andrew took his place? He could turn up with a bag of notes, and shoot the man while he counted them.


  Fine. But how would he know where to take the money? Only by catching someone like Slaney, and forcing the information out of him. The man would not only have to be tortured to get the information, he would have to be kept out of circulation so he couldn’t warn Collins afterwards. There might be passwords, well-known meeting places, couriers to collect the money at the station. Couriers who knew who normally brought them the money.


  Too complicated, Andrew thought. Another bad idea.


  He stubbed out his cigarette, and pulled the blurred photograph of Michael Collins out of his pocket. This was the only picture they had, of a wanted man who was a Member of Parliament and holder of four posts in a rebel government - one three-year-old cutting from a group photograph.


  He stared at it for a long time, but it told him nothing. I have to get into that man’s mind, he thought. If I am going to catch this beast, I must learn to think like him. I need something that will take me straight into his presence, without anyone being suspicious about my face or my background. But what?


  Abruptly, he stood up, put the photograph away, unlocked his door, and strode downstairs into the street.


  He crossed the river and strolled across St Stephen’s Green, looking at the ducks and at mothers pushing prams. In one corner toddlers were playing hide-and-seek in some irregular, grassy ditches - the remains of the trenches that the Citizen Army had dug on the first, heady morning of the Rising in 1916. Andrew smiled contemptuously. What utter amateurs, to dig trenches in the middle of a city square, overlooked by tall buildings! Most of the British Army had spent four years trying to get out of the foul deathtrap of the trenches, and fight a war in the open - these play-actors couldn’t wait to dig them in the middle of a city park. They had even laid out a picnic in a summer-house, he had heard. But the moment they had been fired on from the Shelbourne Hotel, they had scampered away to the College of Surgeons, leaving their cucumber sandwiches and soft drinks behind.


  Collins had brought the IRA a long way since then. They no longer stood up like statues waiting to be shot at, they disappeared into the sea of people. But they were not strong enough to take on the British Army, whatever they pretended. They’d need whole shiploads of German guns for that, not just the single one which had scuttled itself off Cork in 1916. But the war is over, it’s too late to ask Kaiser Bill for help now.


  Isn’t it?


  Andrew checked in his stride, nearly running over a small child who was chasing a hoop. The germ of an idea began to hatch in his mind. He lit a cigarette, his fingers trembling slightly with excitement. Perhaps. It wasn’t all clear yet, but he could see no immediate objection. He smiled, and began to walk back past Trinity College, waiting for the details to emerge in his mind.


  If I were Michael Collins, he thought, I might just be interested in that.


  ‘Lord save us!’ Michael Collins’s voice boomed across the little room. Paddy Daly looked up curiously.


  ‘Whatever is it now, Mick?’


  Collins waved a big hand impatiently. ‘Wait till I’ve finished. Then you’ll see all right!’ He laughed, drummed his fingers on his desk, and gave a whistle of pure amazement.


  Sean watched, bemused. It was an impromptu meeting of the Dublin division of the IRA. He himself had brought in the letters, one of which Collins was now reading. The others in the little upstairs room in Bachelor’s Walk - Paddy Daly, Liam Tobin, Mick McConnell - sat around smoking or waiting patiently. Richard Mulcahy, the IRA Chief of Staff, was also there, as was Cathal Brugha, the Dail’s Minister of Defence.


  Collins was always like this - restless, ebullient, so bursting with his own energy that no one could survive five minutes with him without being overwhelmed by the force of his personality. He worked twice as hard as other men, twice as fast; and with so much noise that no one else could do anything without being interrupted once a minute.


  Now, as he sat at the desk reading a letter, a smile of pure delight shone out of his face like the sun; and was then chased away by a frown of deepest suspicion, equally theatrical. He finished the letter, and drummed his fingers again noisily on the table, deep in thought. Then he suddenly laughed, and threw himself back on his chair, so that it banged against the wall, resting on its two back legs. Collins was a big man, fifteen stone at least, and the flimsy chair creaked ominously under the treatment. He pushed his thick black hair away from his forehead, and beamed at the others.


  ‘Now listen to this, you lot!’


  As if they could do anything else.


  He flourished the letter dramatically, and began to read.


  Lambert’s Hotel


  Dublin


  12 January 1920


  Mr Michael Collins


  Minister of Finance


  The Mansion House


  Dublin


  Dear Mr Collins,


  I write to you in the strictest confidence, and you will treat this letter accordingly, I trust. I had the honour, until November 1918, in the army of His Majesty Kaiser Wilhelm II, to be an officer. During the time of the war, I was to the General Staff attached, and met several times with your esteemed countryman Sir Roger Casement, he who later so tragically in London was hanged. As you know, Mr Casement was in Germany hopeful of recruiting Irish prisoners of war to fight in Ireland against the British; and also he wanted to buy many guns for you and your country in your war of national independence to use. Despite the needs of our own soldiers, we were able to provide 20,000 rifles which we from Russian prisoners had taken, together with 4 million cartridges, and 10 machine guns. Most unfortunately, these weapons did not reach you, because our Captain Spindler was forced to sink his ship, the Aud, near Cork to avoid capture by the British Navy.


  I think perhaps you will share with me my belief, Mr Collins, that had these weapons reached you, the course of the war, and of your country’s history, might well changed have been. I say this as one who knows it well that you yourself fought against the British Imperialists in Dublin that Easter of 1916.


  ‘It’s a rum sort of English he writes,’ said Paddy. ‘All the words in the wrong places, somehow.’


  ‘Probably because the man’s a German,’ said Collins. ‘Or if he isn’t he wants us to think he is.’


  I write to you now because, at the end of the war, into my possession there fell some 20 Maxim water-cooled machine guns, and one million cartridges. I do not have to tell you, perhaps, that these guns by far the most effective small-arms weapon were on either side during the entire war; on one occasion I myself witnessed two of them destroy a Scottish battalion in ten minutes.


  Also, I have nearly one hundred Mauser Selbstladepistole C96, and some Parabellum Artillery pistols, which I can sell to you. You will understand, I suppose, that so far all in my power has been done these weapons out of the hands of the British and French armies to keep. However, I myself do not need them; whereas it occurs to me that perhaps you do. I, on the other hand, need money. As you are the Finance Minister in your government, it may be possible that we can do business.


  For such a deal, I must meet you personally. I am resident in this hotel for the next week. If this idea interests you, please make contact. If not, you will destroy this letter, I trust.


  Your most sincere and humble servant,


  Count Manfred von Hessel.


  ‘There you are!’ Abruptly Collins slammed his chair forwards, stood up, and began to pace up and down, his hands in the trouser pockets of his thick suit. ‘Well, boys, what do you think?’


  ‘We could surely do with them,’ said Richard Mulcahy. A lean, fit, intense young man, he had led by far the most effective action outside Dublin in 1916. Unlike everyone inside the city at that time, Mulcahy had believed in a war of speed and movement. His brigade had attacked the British, engaged them in small, destructive actions, and then got away - as the Boers had done in South Africa. It was a strategy he and Collins favoured for all units now. There were to be no more grand symbolic martyrdoms.


  Cathal Brugha looked at him sarcastically. A man of undoubted bravery, Brugha found it hard to maintain friendly relations with his more energetic colleagues. ‘The pistols, maybe,’ he said. ‘But not Maxim guns, surely? Have you seen the size of those things? Where are you going to fire them - down O’Connell Street?’


  ‘I was thinking more of the country,’ said Mulcahy patiently. ‘With a weapon like that, our lads in west Cork and Wexford could take on a whole company of British troops and hope to beat them.’


  ‘Sure, and then they’d send over four more regiments,’ Brugha snapped back. ‘I’ve told you before, what we need is to send someone over the water to kill Lloyd George and the British Chief of Staff. That’ll bring it home to them. And we won’t do that with a heavy machine gun.’


  ‘But we could have done with one at Ashtown!’ Collins burst in irritably. ‘By God, if we’d had one of these things there, young Martin would still be with us, and Johnny French would not!’


  ‘We could that,’ Paddy Daly agreed, glancing at Sean. The young man should not really be in on this discussion, he thought. But I’d trust him with my life; it cannot do much harm. ‘What troubles me,’ he went on thoughtfully, ‘is two things. First, how much does the fellow want for them?’


  ‘A lot, I should think!’ said Collins. ‘That’s why he wants to talk to me. Minister of Finance, do you not see it here, at the top of the letter? The man thinks he’s writing to a Rockefeller!’


  ‘Well, that’s right. We’ve not collected all the poor folk’s savings just to hand them to some German count. But there’s another thing, now, Michael. Is this fellow genuine at all?’


  ‘And how does it matter if he’s not? Do you think I’ll be signing him a cheque just for a pretty picture in a catalogue? No guns, no pay, it’ll be, Paddy!’


  ‘I know that, Michael. But does it not strike you too that this is just the sort of pretty fly the British might float on the water to see if we bite? Twenty big Maxim guns would take a deal of carrying. If this man is not all he seems, we’ll be leading our lads into one hell of a fine ambush when we take delivery.’


  ‘That’s for us to arrange when we’re convinced he’s got them,’ Collins said. ‘But first you’re right: we need to know if the fellow’s genuine. What do you make of the letter?’


  He passed it round.


  ‘It’s proper hotel paper,’ said Mulcahy. ‘And the English is funny, as Paddy said. That could mean he’s German.’


  ‘Or it could mean he just wants us to think he is.’


  ‘Why Lambert’s Hotel, of all places?’ said Brugha suddenly. ‘That’s a favourite with old lady dowagers from the colonies, isn’t it? If he speaks English as badly as he writes it, he’ll stick out like a sore thumb in a place like that.’


  ‘That’s true.’ Collins sat on the edge of his desk, rubbing his face thoughtfully with the palm of his hand. ‘But I don’t have to meet him there. Look, this is what we’ll do. I’ll write to the fellow and agree to a meeting in a couple of days. Paddy, you go to see him, and if you think he’s the genuine article, fix up a time and place. You can take young Sean here and keep watch on him. Find out where he goes, what he looks like, who he meets. That shouldn’t be too hard, even in Lambert’s. Do you think you can find time in your love life for that, young Sean?’


  As always when Michael Collins smiled at him, Sean felt warmed by an inner fire. Despite the man’s overbearing ebullience and rowdiness, there was a blaze of energy within him that drew all the Volunteers towards him like moths round a flame. He knew all their names, what they had done, where they came from. His mastery of detail incorporated not only his financial work, his intelligence service, and the administration of the Dublin Volunteers, but also the humanity of the young men and women who worked for him. Those whom he valued he would work into the ground; but they always knew that Collins himself was working harder. If one man can ever gain Ireland’s freedom, Sean thought, he can.


  He was a little embarrassed that Collins knew of his affection for Catherine. Collins had met her at the Gaelic League, even given her a great big hug when he heard how well she spoke the language. But then Collins did not know, of course, that she had visited him in his new room; and for all his bluff physical heartiness Sean was not sure how Collins would take that. After his experience with the priest, he didn’t want to find out.


  So he blushed, grinned back boldly, said: ‘A few minutes, Michael, maybe. I’ll fit it in while the lady’s doing her hair.’


  Collins growled at him and gave him a mock punch in the chest. ‘It’s more like a few days this is going to be, Seaneen! You joined up to be a soldier, not a love-sick poet, you know! I want you to find that German and watch him like he was the Countess Cathleen herself - or Mata Hari, if that’s what you young fellows prefer. If your young lady’s lonely the while, send her to Uncle Michael - I could do with some lessons in the Gaelic. Now clear off out of it - we’ve serious business to discuss!’


  15. The Lambert Hotel


  AS MICHAEL Collins had said, the Lambert Hotel was not the sort of place where Sinn Fein supporters often stayed. Neither was it a place well known to officers of the British Army - people who might know Andrew by sight, and be surprised to see him addressed as Manfred von Hessel. It was, in fact, a moderately genteel establishment favoured by the elderly. There were several permanent residents, old ladies and gentlemen who tottered in and out amongst the potted palms and giant aspidistras that were a feature of the place. They had their own set routine: coffee each morning in the heated conservatory, where the proprietor’s pet canaries were allowed to flutter freely in the luxuriant foliage overhead, bringing back reminiscences, for some, of younger days in Malaya and Burma; their own tables in the dining room, with the best views of cold winter streets outside; and evenings for bridge and whist each Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday.


  The owners of the hotel, in their sixties themselves, cherished these ancient residents just as they cherished the plants, the antique, polished furniture and the exquisite arrangements of dried flowers and stuffed birds that were everywhere under bell jars, to keep them free of dust. Their other clientele - middle-aged commercial travellers, and foreigners visiting the city for the races, perhaps, or the theatre - were treated with a detached, gentle courtesy that made it clear to them that they were guests in a unique establishment with unchanging traditions and a quiet, restful charm all of its own.


  After a day or so, most guests either decided that they liked it, or left, shaking their heads in despair.


  Andrew - as Manfred von Hessel - liked it very much.


  He liked it for several reasons. First, no one who knew him as Andrew Butler would ever come to a place like this. Second, it was highly improbable that there were any active Sinn Feiners on the hotel staff. The staff were mostly too old, and lost in a dreamy backwater, to care about such matters. So his room was unlikely to be searched, or his movements spied on. And third, he hoped the hotel would appear to Collins as a plausible, if slightly eccentric, choice for a foreigner who wished to avoid the unwelcome attention of the authorities. Hotels used by Sinn Feiners might at any time be searched by the police or army, and Manfred von Hessel would naturally want to avoid any risk of that.


  But the fourth reason was that it was only five minutes’ walk from his own town house, in Nelson Street.


  Apart from an elderly housekeeper, Mrs Sanderson, who came in once a week, the house was empty. The solitude pleased him. In the evenings, he sat alone by his fire, brooding, and listened to the occasional shout or clatter of sound from the street. He felt a little like a ghost, and relished the thought.


  He had had a second key made, for Radford.


  Andrew hated the idea of cooperating with Radford at all. But if it had to be done, they would have to meet face to face - telephones or letters were impossible. And so the house in Nelson Street was a godsend.


  He had met Radford there twice in the past week - once to explain his plan, once to take delivery of a leather bag with two oilskin packages in it. The second time he had shown Radford his letter to Collins before it was sent. They had agreed to meet tonight at eight o’clock, to discuss the response, if any. Andrew hoped someone would have got in touch with him before then.


  The first approach came at four o’clock. He was sitting in the conservatory of the Lambert Hotel, sipping tea. There was an animated discussion at the table opposite him, about the relative merits of the Raffles Hotel in Singapore, and the Imperial in Colombo. Andrew listened with amusement. The canaries flitted to and fro in the shrubbery, and he wondered what would happen if they dropped something unpleasant in the old people’s tea.


  An elderly waiter pushed aside a swathe of dangling greenery. ‘Count von Hessel? I’m sorry to trouble you, sir, but there is a gentleman to see you.’


  ‘Oh? Send him through, please.’


  In a few moments the greenery was moved aside again, this time by a large, healthy-looking Irishman in a thick coat and flat cap. He looked suspicious and ill at ease in these surroundings, as Andrew had expected he would.


  ‘Count von Hessel?’


  ‘Yes.’ Andrew smiled, stood up, clicked his heels together with a small bow, and held out his hand, in the way that his mother’s German relations did. The Irishman shook hands, frowning.


  Andrew said: ‘And you?’


  ‘Er - Daly. Patrick Daly.’


  ‘Will you sit down? Some tea, perhaps?’


  ‘No, thank you.’ Paddy Daly glanced irritably at the ancient residents, who were scrutinizing him avidly from their table behind two potted palms. ‘Look, is there somewhere else we could talk? It’s a private - a business matter.’


  ‘As you wish.’ Andrew turned, and bowed politely to the old people. ‘You will excuse us, I hope. Some day I must speak to you of the delights of the Hotel Otto von Bismarck in Dar es Salaam. This way, please, Mr Daly.’


  He led the way to his rooms on the third floor. He had a sitting room and a bedroom, both facing out on to the street. Andrew lit the oil lamp and indicated an armchair, but before he sat down, Daly walked to the window and stood there, gazing out.


  ‘A fine view you have, Mr Hessel,’ he said.


  ‘It is a beautiful city, in the daytime,’ Andrew agreed. But now, at four o’clock, it’s getting dark, he thought. And no doubt you make a fine silhouette there in the lamplight, for whoever is watching from the street outside. So now your friends know which room I’m in. It’s as good a way of signalling as any.


  ‘I have a letter for you.’ Daly held it out.


  Andrew broke the seal and read.


  Dail Eireann


  c/o The Mansion House


  Dublin


  14 January 1920


  Count Manfred von Hessel


  Lambert Hotel


  Dear Count von Hessel,


  I have received your proposal which is, on face value, very interesting to me. I will meet you within the next few days. The arrangements will be made by the bearer of this, whom you may trust absolutely.


  Michael Collins


  Minister of Finance.


  Andrew refolded the letter, slipped it back into its envelope, and tapped it on his knee reflectively.


  ‘So, Mr Daly,’ he said. ‘You are a colleague of Mr Collins. Shall we say a soldier of the Irish Republic?’


  ‘You can say that,’ Daly agreed. And who the hell are you? he thought, as he studied the face before him. The left cheek was horrifically scarred; the white ridge of the scar zigzagging across it like the track of some drunken, sharp-toothed snail; but the rest of the face was sharp, cold, intelligent. Daly had not met any Germans before. He only knew of the propaganda stereotype: square head, bulging eyes, broken, snarling teeth. This man was nothing like that; but then of course he wouldn’t be. That was all lies put about by the British. This man seemed suave, confident, with the arrogance of an English landlord. Yet he had those funny foreign mannerisms, and the accent seemed genuine enough.


  Nonethless, Daly was suspicious. Bluntly, he said: ‘You say you’ve got some machine guns to sell. Where are they?’


  Andrew raised an eyebrow. He took out a cigarette case, offered one to Daly, and, when the Irishman refused, tapped his own reflectively against the hard metal of the case before lighting it. His voice, when he spoke, was deliberately sharp.


  ‘I had asked for my proposal to be kept in strictest confidence, but I see you know everything. How many others, then?’


  Daly was impressed by his tone. ‘Not many. Only the inner council. I’m the officer in charge of the Dublin Squad. I have to know. Where are these Maxim guns?’


  ‘In Germany.’ Andrew took a drag of his cigarette and waved his hand contemptuously around the hotel room. The gesture asked: You think I could hide them here? He gazed at Daly calmly, assessing his strength. No fool, he thought; no weakling either. He doesn’t trust me, and if he decides his opinion is right, he’ll kill me without a thought.


  Andrew decided to humour him. ‘I have the pistols here, of course. You will like to see them, perhaps?’


  He got up and fetched a folding leather bag from a wardrobe. He lifted out an oilskin bundle, unwrapped it carefully, and held out an automatic pistol. It was heavy, clean, well-greased.


  Daly looked mildly interested. ‘I’ve used them. 9-mm Parabellum. But it’s got a longer barrel than ours.’


  ‘Correct,’ Andrew said. The weapon was nearly a foot long. ‘This is the artillery model. Much more accurate than the small one, and the sight - is that how you say? - this aiming part, is good for 800 metres. Also, it is possible to fit with this - what we call snail magazine - to hold thirty-two cartridges instead of eight.’


  Andrew passed over the pistol and magazine. Both were empty; there was no sense in taking unnecessary risks. Daly played with them curiously for a few moments.


  ‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘But it’s a big thing to carry round in your pocket. Have you not got any of the smaller ones?’


  ‘Unfortunately not. Most officers at the front required the best possible aiming power. I have also this.’ Andrew unwrapped a second oilskin bundle, to reveal an equally large pistol with a magazine in front of the trigger guard, and a large red number 9 stamped on the butt. ‘Mauser Selbstladepistole C-96. Also fires 9-mm Parabellum cartridge.’


  Daly examined that too, clearly impressed with the weight and quality of the weapons. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Still, it’s a pity you didn’t bring the Maxims.’


  Andrew reached inside his jacket pocket, took a photograph out of his wallet, and passed it across. ‘You have not seen a Maxim, perhaps? Here. I have twenty like this.’


  Daly looked at the photograph. Despite his suspicion, he was fascinated. The gun was short: about two and a half feet long, perhaps. It was mounted on a low four-legged stand slightly longer than itself. There was a periscope sight at the rear end, and the gunner presumably gripped the gun and fired by looking through this and holding on to two handgrips just below it. There were pads on the rear two legs of the stand, for him to rest his elbows on. There was no stock, so he imagined the stand absorbed most of the recoil. The bullets were fed in by a belt from the side, and a curious long rubber hose trailed from the covered muzzle, ending in what looked like a squashy foot-bellows.


  ‘What’s this?’ he asked, pointing.


  Andrew smiled. ‘The gun is water-cooled, you understand? When the barrel is hot, the water becomes steam. But we do not want the enemy to see steam rising from our firing positions, and also it wastes water. So the steam goes down this tube, into the bag, and it … how do you say? It cools and is water again.’


  ‘It condenses,’ Daly said. It looked a highly effective piece of precision engineering, almost like a telescope, rather than a gun. The bottom of the stand had a number of solid-looking screw calipers around it, no doubt to enable the gunners to aim it precisely at a pre-set target.


  Andrew was gratified by the Irishman’s obvious interest. Elaborating his role as arms salesman, he said: ‘That is the most efficient weapon of its kind in the world. I myself have seen two of them destroy a battalion in five minutes.’


  It was nearly a true story. Andrew himself was one of the four who had survived. He felt a sudden rush of pain and anger at the memory, and stilled it by biting the inside of his lip.


  ‘A beautiful piece of German engineering.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Andrew remembered how quiet the water-cooled Maxims had been, after the bludgeoning artillery. Tick, tick, tick - like a distant woodpecker. And we all fall down.


  Daly handed the photograph back, and met his eyes. ‘It looks too heavy for us to use in the city, of course, but out in the country - it’d be pure bloody murder.’


  ‘As you say.’ Andrew took a soothing drag on his cigarette, and watched Daly calmly. You’re hooked now, Paddy, he thought. ‘So how did you get them, Mr Hessel?’


  ‘I was an officer in the General Staff, with responsibility for - what is it you say? - supply. I control the trains from the factory to the front. When the armistice comes …’ He shrugged and blew a smoke ring. ‘The railway runs close to my father’s Schloss. Underneath it are many cellars.’


  ‘So how will you get them to us?’


  ‘That is my problem. First, we must make an agreement about the money. And for that I need Mr Collins.’


  ‘This country isn’t rich, you know,’ said Daly.


  Andrew stubbed out the cigarette decisively. Humouring Daly had gone far enough, he decided. ‘Perhaps not. But I don’t negotiate with you. I make my business with Michael Collins only, understand? Him and me alone together.’


  Daly scowled. ‘Oh no, you won’t be alone. Mr Collins is a bit too important to us for that. The most important man in Ireland, probably. I’m his bodyguard.’


  That’s a pity, Andrew thought. But he waved his hand again, dismissively. ‘All right, guards, I do not mean guards. I mean, the business of the guns must be made between him and me alone, you understand? I will not negotiate with any underofficers.’


  Daly nodded. ‘That’s clear enough,’ he said. ‘He’s the boss. But it won’t be for a day or two. Mr Collins is a busy man.’


  ‘I too am busy. I leave Dublin on Friday. If you do not want the guns, say so. Otherwise, I must know where and when to meet.’


  Oh no you don’t, Paddy thought. No appointments booked days ahead, so that you can have a regiment of tanks waiting outside when we get there. He said: ‘You’ll find that out when I come and get you. Not before.’


  Andrew thought carefully. This was what he had feared. Radford had insisted that the police must be involved; but conditions like this were going to make it impossible. If so, Radford would just have to accept it.


  He said: ‘You do not trust me with an address?’


  No, I don’t, Paddy thought. But on the other hand, it’ll be a test. And we’ve got young Sean outside to follow it through. He said: ‘Do you know Brendan Road?’


  As he spoke, he watched Andrew’s eyes carefully. Was there a flicker there, a slight involuntary acknowledgement that he had given away a vital piece of information? Paddy wasn’t sure. The cold, hard nature of the man had begun to impress itself upon him. Perhaps the German was genuine. Certainly he could have been a soldier - a tough one at that. He knew what he wanted, too; and the story of the guns was plausible enough.


  Andrew said: ‘No. But I can hire a cab, if you tell me the number.’


  Daly said: ‘Forget it. It’s better for me to meet you here. I’ll come tomorrow - either between ten and half past in the morning, or between four and five in the afternoon. Will that do?’


  Andrew could think of no reasonable objection, so he agreed. Daly stood up to go. Before he left, he strolled casually to the window again, where anyone in the street outside could see him.


  When he had gone, Andrew slipped through to his bedroom, where the lamp was not lit. He stood as far back in the room as he could, so that no light would shine on him from outside.


  He saw Daly cross the street quickly. There was a young man in a flat cap, lounging in the doorway opposite, who made the mistake of watching Daly all the time as he crossed the road. Daly did not stop or turn his head as he walked past the young man, but Andrew thought some words passed between them, nonetheless.


  He smiled, stood still, and watched his watcher watching him.


  It was cold in the street, and shortly after Paddy Daly came out, it began to rain. Sean turned up his collar and shrank back as far as he could into the doorway. Even so, he felt conspicuous. It was clear he had no business in the building, and he had been there an hour already. Then a man came out of the door, unexpectedly, and Sean moved away with a hurried apology.


  He took to pacing up and down the street, looking as though he were going somewhere, but never allowing himself to get quite out of sight of the hotel entrance. The rain settled into a steady downpour, and began to soak through the shoulders of his coat and drip from the peak of his cap.


  He still hadn’t even seen the German. Paddy Daly hadn’t stopped to speak to Sean in the street, but he had sent a complete description to him, via Frank Brophy, the lad who was watching the back. ‘He’s a tall fellow,’ Frank said. ‘Twenty-five to thirty years old. Left cheek all scarred to hell. Quite fit, strong-looking, like an army officer. Black hair, little pencil moustache. Very cool-looking customer, Paddy says. Not likely to be any others like him in that hotel.’


  I hope not, Sean thought. In some hotels there are dozens of men like that. Even with a few scars, missing eyes, faces half blown away. But very few came and went into Lambert’s; and certainly most of the customers here were old.


  The street became busier after six o’clock, and Sean stationed himself directly outside the main entrance, a damp newspaper in his hands. The oil lamp in the German’s room was still on, he noticed. The smell of cooking drifted out towards him, and an ancient couple paid off their horse-drawn cab and stepped into the foyer. Sean imagined the German officer marching smartly downstairs, bowing stiffly to all the waiters, and settling down with a sigh of satisfaction in front of fresh warm rolls, butter, and a piping hot bowl of soup.


  He began to think of Catherine.


  They were due to meet later that evening, at the Gaelic League. It looked as though he was going to disappoint her. He had left a note there earlier, for her to find. The note apologized but didn’t explain why. She would have to realize, if he was on active service, he couldn’t always be clinging to her skirts.


  Active service, indeed! The rain had begun to trickle into his socks now. A sudden, painful vision came to him of Catherine in his room by the hot, blazing fire, with no skirts on at all … It was so overwhelming he nearly walked away that very moment.


  When he had met her, he had never believed such a fine thing could happen to him. He had not even been able to imagine it. The girls he had known, his sisters, the girls of his village, had been ordinary, bumptious creatures, with their share of snub noses, gawkiness, giggles, silly secrets, bossiness, generosity, and love of children. There had been no mystery to them; no sense that eventual marriage would be anything more than a further round of the same, with a wife becoming rounder and more distant and harassed as her children multiplied around her. To the young Sean, women provided cooking and comfort and children and control. They were something a young man would want to escape from as long as he could; his own father, like most men in the village, had not married until he was nearly forty.


  Catherine had awakened something in him which he had not known existed. From the moment he had seen her he had not been able to get her out of his mind. He had wanted to talk to her just so he could watch the way she spoke, admire the perfection of her hands so close to his in the library or lecture room. Images of her had filled his dreams at night. The graceful way she walked obsessed him; he imagined her swinging into the saddle of a great brown hunter, leaping hedges, cantering along country roads. She was very fit, yet so slender. He was fascinated with the way her body contrasted with those male ones he had wrestled and struggled against on the school sports field, and was overcome with tenderness, a desire to hold and touch …


  As he had now done. He had not slept for hours after she had left him the other night. The vision of her had stayed with him so clearly he had thought he might be arrested in the street for following a naked ghost. And the day after he had found it so hard to think about what Paddy Daly was saying that his orders had to be repeated three times.


  He knew it was a sin, but he did not want to see it as the priest had. Once or twice when he was alone he felt shame, but that was for the squalor of his room, for the fact that he could offer her no home, no future. But that seemed so far away when he saw her; it did not matter.


  The other reason for shame was that she was taking him away from his duties. The future of the Republic might depend on his surveillance of this German officer, and here he was, remembering the touch of her thighs …


  A man came down the steps of the hotel, briskly, and set off across the street, dodging between the traffic. He had his back to Sean, his coat collar turned up against the rain, and a soft hat pulled down over his eyes.


  Is that him? But I didn’t see his face, Sean thought, I can’t tell.


  The man was moving so quickly along the far side of the street that in a moment he would reach the crossroads and be gone. Sean glanced inside the foyer, then set off hurriedly after him.


  At the crossroads the man turned left. Sean was on the wrong side of the road. A motor lorry was coming towards him on one side, and an ancient hansom cab clattered along on the other.


  Sean dashed out between them.


  When he reached the crossroads, the man was gone.


  There were a group of men staggering out of a pub, and beyond them, no one at all.


  He sprinted down the side street towards the next junction, nearly forty yards away. When he got there, there was no sign of the man in either direction. Only then did he think to look back.


  I’ve lost him, he thought. I’ve lost the bugger in ten seconds flat!


  It had been even easier than Andrew had hoped. Before he had left the hotel, he had checked from his window that O’Shaughnessy’s Bar on the corner had, as he remembered, an entrance in the main street as well as another round the corner. He had gone round the corner, stepped in at one entrance, glanced through the windows to see Sean sprint past, and calmly walked out of the other. Now he strode briskly past the Lambert Hotel in the opposite direction.


  It was twenty past eight. Probably Radford would reach the house in Nelson Street before him. It didn’t matter, Andrew had given him a key.


  He took a deliberately circuitous route, doubling back on himself several times, until he was quite sure no one at all was following.


  Radford felt distinctly uncomfortable in the empty house. He had let himself in at the back with his key, but despite his caution he had bumped into a dustbin and set a cat yowling, which was hardly the way a professional burglar would have made his entry. The last thing I need, he thought, is for some honest citizen to get suspicious, and call the police.


  Well, almost the last thing. There were other people the neighbours might call. Twice in the past week Radford had been followed in the street by burly men in cloth caps, who watched him intently, and kept their hands in the pockets of their coats. Even in the spy campaign in Belfast during the war, that had never happened. He had taken to wearing a bullet-proof waistcoat, and, even so, had to nerve himself each time he went out alone.


  He wished he could have brought Kee with him, but Kee would never have approved of this. That was the trouble with old Tom, he could not see when rules had to be broken. If we play it by the book in this city, we won’t survive. But even if he could have persuaded Kee, the man Butler had insisted that no one else in the DMP should be involved. He could not fault Butler’s reasoning. Undoubtedly there were people in the Dublin force sympathetic to Collins, and since Butler had no idea who they were, he preferred to trust no one. I would do the same in his place, Radford thought. Especially if I were risking my neck as he is.


  On his other visits Butler had been here before him. This time he explored the house quietly, shining a torch around each room to try to get some idea of the character of the man he was dealing with. But the chief impression was of emptiness; of a house untenanted, bereft of its soul. The walls had pictures of horses hunting and racing, sketches of a large country house, pictures of sailing ships. Most of the furniture was solid, heavy, old-fashioned, though the bedding and curtains were a blend of light pink and lemon colours in one bedroom - a woman’s, he supposed. To his surprise he found a number of German books and magazines in here, too, beginning to yellow with age. Then he remembered - Sir Jonathan had said something about Butler’s mother being a German. That must be where the son had learnt the language, so well. Well enough to fool the Sinn Feiners, anyway, he hoped.


  The room he settled down in was a sort of living room and library combined. There were books on three of the walls, comfortable leather armchairs, and yesterday’s ashes in the grate. There was a bottle of whiskey on the table too, an unwashed glass and some biscuit crumbs. Presumably this was the room Butler used when he came here, and sat, alone.


  The thick curtains were closed. Radford lit the oil lamp, poured himself a glass of whiskey, and sat down to wait.


  This is an odd man, Butler, he thought. Cold, hard, sharp as a whiplash when he speaks, and apparently in love with danger. Yet he’s been out there in the carnage with the rest of them - got a row of medals to prove it. Most of the men Radford had known who had come back from the western front were shadows of themselves; they wandered around as though something inside them were missing, or sat listening and staring at God knew what awful memory. Many of them trembled, or shook and started for no apparent reason; and they could get angry quite suddenly, and walk out of rooms. Radford supposed that the everyday world seemed strange to them, meaningless perhaps after what they had been through. The thing that seemed to comfort them most was to find someone who had lived through the same battle that they themselves had been in. They would relive it in every detail, for hours on end, as though those had been the finest days of their lives. And yet most of them said they never wanted to see a gun again.


  Not a lot of this seemed to fit Andrew Butler, Radford thought. Despite the horrific wound on his face, there was nothing dazed, shaky, or gun-shy about the man at all. He had been through the worst of it like the others, yet Radford could not imagine him reminiscing nostalgically with his comrades. He wondered if the man had any comrades - indeed, if he had anyone he could talk to. This house bore no witness of it, and Butler’s country home had been burnt down. Surely every man needs some companionship, to get the war out of his system, he thought - yet here he is, all alone, volunteering for one of the most dangerous jobs he can find.


  He heard a quiet, scratching, scrabbling sound. Rats, perhaps, or was it a key in the lock? Radford got up and stepped softly across the room, to stand in shadow by a curtain. He was away from the oil lamp here, and could see the door. He rested his hand on the revolver in his pocket and waited. No sense in trusting what you can’t see.


  Footsteps in the corridor, a tall figure dimly lit in the doorway. Sharp, intense face, scar, shadowed eyes, narrow moustache. It was him.


  ‘Radford?’


  ‘Here.’ He moved slightly. The figure turned swiftly to confront him, then they both relaxed.


  ‘All right.’ Andrew stepped into the pool of light, surveying the room briefly. ‘You’re alone? Good. And made yourself at home, I see.’


  He took another glass from a cupboard on the wall, poured himself a glass of whiskey, and sat on the arm of a chair.


  ‘It’s tomorrow,’ he said. ‘In Brendan Road.’


  Radford felt a surge of excitement. ‘Where? What number?’


  ‘I don’t know. Or what time. They’re coming to collect me at the hotel, either late morning or late afternoon. That’s it.’


  Radford thought. ‘I don’t know where it is either. But I can find it on the map, and keep it watched …’


  ‘Listen.’ Andrew leaned forward, staring at Radford and emphasizing each point with a stabbing finger. ‘I don’t want a single policeman seen on that street until I’m inside. Nor anywhere near. This whole show depends on them trusting me. If you can’t keep out of sight, don’t come at all.’


  ‘Sure,’ Radford said. ‘But you’ll need us afterwards. You don’t know how many guards he’ll have with him. If they’re too many for you, I can still flood the place and take him alive.’


  Andrew shook his head. ‘There won’t be too many for me.’


  ‘How do you know? What if they search you before you go in?’


  ‘Leave that to me.’


  Radford sighed. It seemed to him the man was mad. Perhaps this was the way the war had damaged him: he had a desire to die in a blaze of glory.


  ‘At least we’ll be there to get you out. With luck we’ll arrest quite a number of them.’


  ‘Listen.’ Andrew leaned forward again. ‘I’ve told you the name of the street, but I want your word that it won’t go any further - no one else is to know - until you see me go down the street. You can have your men in the general area, but they don’t know - none of them - what the target is, until you call them up. Understood?’


  ‘If that’s what you want.’


  ‘I do.’


  ‘So we wait until you come out? How long? I can’t keep a street like that sealed off for any length of time without someone noticing.’


  ‘Give me half an hour. If anyone comes out after I’ve gone in, you can pick them up, but only when they’re out of sight of the house. If I don’t come out in half an hour, you can knock on the door and put me in a box.’


  ‘And if someone sees us before then? It’s difficult to keep a large number of men outside a place like that without being noticed. Look.’ Radford spread out his big hands, trying to explain. ‘You’re leading us to him, there’s no question about that. But it may be a lot better politically if we just arrest Collins. It’ll restore belief in the police, and show the government can be strong without …’


  ‘And in two weeks he’ll be free. How many people has that man sprung out of prison already? How many prison officers work for him? Anyway, do you think this government’s got the guts to hold a man like that for long? They’ll do a deal with him, you know that. No, Mr Radford, tomorrow I’m going to try to kill him. That’s what we agreed on that contract Sir Jonathan signed. That’s what I’m going to do. You can come in and clean up the mess afterwards, if you like. If I’ve failed, you can charge him with murder.’


  Radford sighed again. He wished he had not agreed to this. Kee would say it was a crime and strictly he would be right. This wasn’t what he had joined the police to do. But then ordinary criminals didn’t carry guns and declare war. Ordinary criminals didn’t set out to decimate the police force. If he played it strictly by the book, Radford thought, there soon wouldn’t be any detectives left alive in G Division for him to command. And Sir Jonathan and Harrison had convinced him that Butler’s mission had prime-ministerial backing. That was why he was here, to keep them in touch with the details of their plan.


  ‘All right. We’ll do it your way.’ He raised his glass. ‘You’re a brave man, Major Butler. I wish you luck.’


  16. The Song of Songs


  IT WAS not easy to arrange meetings in the little back room in the tenement, but Sean and Catherine managed it three more times in the weeks after Ashtown. They met in the evenings, once after, and twice instead of, the Irish classes at Parnell Square. ‘You’ll be losing the language,’ Catherine said to him the second time, and for the next half-hour she spoke only Gaelic, whispering soft endearments as they kissed and wrestled languorously on the narrow bed by the blazing fire. It was an odd feeling: the words she knew were the sort a nurse would say to a young child; she had not learnt the words you would use to a young man who lay naked and sweating above you. So the baby words seemed naughty and thrilling and exciting in themselves. As though they were two children who had escaped the adult world, and were doing something deliberately wicked in a secret hiding place of their own.


  The next time, by way of reply, he read to her from a book of Irish love poetry he had found. He sat on the bed, while she knelt before him, warming her naked body in front of the blazing fire. He stumbled over the unfamiliar words, and she tried to correct him, dreamily, watching the dancing patterns of the flames. When he had finished she leaned her head back against his hips, and ran her fingertips teasingly along the inside of his thigh. She giggled as she saw the obvious result.


  ‘I have a poem too,’ she said in English. ‘I was reading it today, and thinking of you. Listen: I’ll tell you what I remember. My lover is handsome and strong; he is one in ten thousand. His face is bronzed and smooth - well, yours is smooth, anyway - his hair is wavy, black as a raven. His eyes … were like doves, I think, doves washed in milk, whatever they look like. He is majestic, like the mountains of Lebanon, with their towering cedars. His mouth is sweet to kiss; everything about him enchants me. That is what my lover is like.’ She looked up at him, her dark eyes under the short bobbed hair twinkling in the firelight, her face small and mischievous. ‘There - don’t you like it?


  ‘Sure, it’s beautiful,’ he said. But he was a little hesitant. He was still disconcerted by the frank delight she took in his body, paralleling, even surpassing, his delight in hers. ‘Where did it come from?’


  ‘The Bible, of course. It’s the Song of Songs.’


  ‘The Bible? Oh, come on now.’


  ‘Its true. It’s the song between Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. Have you never read it? They must have been lovers like us - except they had a palace, of course.’


  ‘Yes, well, that’s not my fault.’ He remembered the priest, uneasily. The smells on the staircase and the noise from the other rooms had begun to irritate him tonight as well, besmirching the little cocoon they were trying to make together.


  ‘No one said it was, silly.’ She bit his buttock with her sharp little teeth, provoking a wrestling match which ended with him sitting astride her on the bed, her wrists pinned down on the pillow by his hands. He watched her breasts rise and fall with the exertion of the fight, and gripped her hips tightly with his thighs to stop her wriggling and throwing him off. She lifted her head and looked down between her breasts at his erection.


  ‘So you are like a cedar of Lebanon,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d taken care of that already.’


  ‘Not quite.’


  And then for a while there was no sound in the room but their breathing, the creaking of the little, unstable bed, and the wild sharp cry that she gave at her climax.


  Then someone started hammering on the floor from the room below. It impinged on Catherine’s consciousness gradually. At first she thought it was just the coursing of blood in her ears.


  ‘What’s that?’ she asked.


  ‘Ignore it.’ Sean lay exhausted, his face half muffled in the pillow beside her. ‘They’ll give up in a minute.’


  He was right. The sound stopped, with an indistinct curse from downstairs. They lay quietly, listening to the crackle of the fire. For the first time Catherine thought of the half-dozen families around them, huddled in their tiny rooms, who had probably listened to the sound of the bed creaking and her cries.


  Somehow the beauty of it had gone for both of them. Sean was tired; the failure outside the Lambert Hotel earlier in the evening had made him feel a fool, and now this interference of the neighbours made him feel trapped, hemmed in by pointing fingers who would one day drag him out to prison, or a police bullet in the head.


  He got out of bed abruptly, and began to put his clothes on. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.


  ‘It’s past ten o’clock. God knows what they’ll be thinking in that posh house of yours. Anyway, I want to get out of this place. I can’t stand it. I’m going to ask Paddy for a move tomorrow.’


  ‘Where to? Will you find another room where we can meet?’


  ‘God knows. I want somewhere cleaner. You’ve no idea what this place is like to wake up to in the mornings. The filth, the smells, the queues for the privy. I hate it.’


  ‘But you’ll find somewhere where we can meet, Sean?’


  ‘Sure, I hope so. Most of them have got landladies, though. It might be hard.’


  Catherine was astonished. She sat up in bed, her breasts rosy in the firelight. She made no effort to get dressed. Sean pulled on his socks irritably.


  She said: ‘What do you mean, Sean? We’ve got to have somewhere to meet.’


  A bootlace snapped, and suddenly all Sean’s fears and doubts surfaced at once. ‘Why have we? Look, Cathy, you may not have thought about this, but I have. It’s a fine thing, but look at it straight. What’s a fellow like me got to give you? Just a grubby room in a tenement, and the chance of being shot any day by the police or army. That’s no good for a girl like you.’


  ‘Sean …’


  ‘It’s got to end sometime, hasn’t it? Look what happened to me today. I was supposed to keep watch on a man in a hotel, a really important one, and I spent so much time thinking about you that he just walked away from me in the street. No one knows where he is now. The fellows are starting to talk. They all know I’ve got a girl but if they knew what we really do I think - I don’t think they’d let me stay in the Volunteers.’


  Her shock at the outburst robbed her of speech for a while, but anger was not far behind. Anger, and a horrible growing sense of disgust; of a trust that had been betrayed. She had not seen their love as a hindrance to his career, or a subject for discussion with the boys.


  ‘Why couldn’t you stay?’ she said. ‘Surely they know I support the Republic – isn’t that enough?’


  ‘It’s not that, Cathy. If I’m to be a soldier, I shouldn’t have a thought for anything else. I shouldn’t really have come tonight, perhaps - I should be out tracking that man. It’s a sort of sin to the movement, to be thinking all the time of a woman; not a sin like the priest said, exactly, but …’


  ‘What do you mean? What priest?’


  ‘Father Desmond. I went to confession.’


  ‘And you told him about me?’


  ‘Not in so many words. I just said I’d been with a woman.’


  ‘Oh. Been with a woman! And what did he say?’


  ‘What do you think, Cathy? That it was a sin. But don’t worry, I walked out of the confessional.’ For a moment Sean’s irritation was past. He grinned, not realizing the damage he had done.


  She said: ‘Well, that’s fine then, isn’t it? You bring me here in the night, and in the daytime you go to a priest and tell him all about it. And I suppose he told you I was the scarlet whore.’


  Sean had finished dressing. He sat down in the only armchair, and glanced across at her. The intensity of her gaze scared him. For the first time ever he thought of her as a burden. That slim, naked figure in his bed; he might never be rid of her.


  ‘No, Cathy, he didn’t say that exactly. But the man had a point, you know. It’s a sin for you too. I mean, have you thought what will come of all this? We could never marry, could we? What if there was a child?’


  ‘What if - you ask me that? Sean? You ask me that now?’


  ‘I should have asked it before, I suppose, but …’


  ‘But what?’


  ‘But you didn’t seem to worry, so why should I?’


  ‘And you a student of medicine. So-called. Have you read Knowlton?’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Charles Knowlton. The Fruits of Philosophy, or the Private Companion of Young Married People. It’s a book about how to avoid babies.’


  For the first time in the conversation Sean was speechless. He simply gaped at her. It reminded her of his reaction to some of the medical lectures, but now she felt contempt, not compassion.


  ‘I see you haven’t. Well, I have. And I’ve been making use of the advice in it. Just as well, isn’t it?’


  He found his voice. ‘What do you do?’


  ‘I stick a sponge up myself.’


  ‘My God. Is that - why you didn’t bleed, the first time?’


  A faint trace of a smile crossed her face. It was very faint; there was no warmth in it. ‘No. That was an accident on a horse, when I was fifteen. Lucky for you, wasn’t it?’


  The whole conversation offended him. It brought them together in a way he didn’t want, not at all. He said: ‘But that - that’s killing life. That’s a sin against God, for sure.’


  There was a silence. It went on for some time. Sean’s words hung heavily in the air between them. Then Catherine got out of bed and began to get dressed in front of him. There was nothing provocative about the way she did it. Her nakedness seemed an insult, almost. She was careless about the way she put on her clothes, brisk, matter-of-fact. She ignored him, as though he had been a chair or a stuffed baboon.


  When she was dressed she took a comb from her bag and began to push her hair behind her ears with swift smart strokes. Her eyes sparkled in the firelight, but no tears fell. She said: ‘I suppose you, then, have been making love to me all this time in the belief that I would probably get pregnant, and that then you could disown me.’


  Certainly he felt shame now. But also a sullen, deep resentment at the way he had been used. No women did that. No women he knew. He had never even heard of a woman doing it.


  In a sort of harsh whisper, he said: ‘I never thought of it.’


  She turned then and faced him. She had the comb between her teeth, and she was fastening her hair back with a pin. When she had done that, she took the comb out, and said sadly: ‘Sean, Sean, I knew most men were stupid, but truly I never thought it of you.’


  For the first time he saw she was crying. He stood up and held out his arms to embrace her. For a moment she let him hold her, but she stood quite still and cold in his arms, shutting him out. Then she brushed him away.


  ‘Come on. I want to go home.’


  For most of the walk home they didn’t speak. It was not a conversation either could have carried on in front of men singing outside pubs, or army lorries cruising the streets. Sean was tired and furious. But near Merrion Square he began again.


  ‘I suppose you have done this with other men.’


  They had been walking side by side, without touching. He had stopped as he spoke, but she walked on briskly, looking straight ahead.


  ‘Why should you suppose that?’


  ‘Why else would you have read about it?’


  She stopped then, suddenly, so that he almost ran into her.


  ‘To avoid having babies, that’s why! So that when I did meet the man I wanted, I could really love him, as I have loved you, Sean, without being afraid or worried about what would happen. That’s what I thought. I thought it would be beautiful and it was, Sean, it really was, until tonight. You don’t really love me, though, do you?’


  ‘It’s not that. I … I’m not sure I should be thinking about that, now with the war on. I’ve got to concentrate on one thing. Anyway, you shouldn’t have done that - what you did. It’s wrong.’


  She stared at him with her heart breaking. She thought how she had kissed - almost every part of him. I thought a woman could be free like a man, she thought, but it isn’t so. Not if the man won’t let you.


  She said: ‘Sean Brennan, you don’t really like me at all, do you? You just like killing, for your wretched idea of a new Ireland. You didn’t even think about me.’


  She waited for an answer, but there was none. So she turned on her heel, and walked away from him alone, into Merrion Square, where the lights of her father’s house were burning brightly.


  When Catherine got home she went straight to her bedroom and wept, pressing her face into her pillow to muffle the sound. I was so sure, she thought; sure that he loved me as I did him. Sure that a boy who was fighting for the freedom and future of the country would see how girls can love equally and freely without guilt or shame, just for the beauty of the act itself. And all the time I was nothing for him but a passing pleasure that got out of hand, a distraction from the serious business of killing. He thinks it’s a sin because I made sure we could have no child …


  So where the hell is your sin then, Sean, a voice screamed inside her head. She snatched her pillow and flung it across the room. It knocked a china figurine of a horse off the mantelpiece. Oh no, she thought. She groaned, got up and tried to pick up the pieces; but it was smashed beyond repair. It was a statuette she had had since she was eight; her father had given it to her when Blaze, her first pony, died of the colic. She had cried all night then, too, for many nights; it was then she had learnt the trick of smothering the sound in the pillow, when her parents could bear her grief no longer. Her father had seen the statuette in a shop, and bought it for her because it had almost exactly the same markings as Blaze. She had put a wreath round its neck, and promised to keep it always.


  Those were the days when her parents still lived together and seemed to love each other, and she and her brothers talked and laughed together at the same table, and rambled endlessly along the cliffs. Those days were long gone now. If they had continued, perhaps she would never have felt the need to break away, to defy her father, make her own career, and choose a lover from the slums. She could have turned to her parents for love and advice instead of facing betrayal and failure like this on her own.


  She swept up the fragments of the broken horse into a small pile by the side of the hearth, crawled back into bed, and turned her face to the wall.


  Towards dawn sleep came - the sleep of exhaustion. She dreamed that she was riding her pony across the beach. It was the big wide beach near her home, a beach of white sand five miles long at low tide. The sea was far out, little white breakers curling gently on her right. Flocks of seagulls were paddling around near the sea’s edge. She trotted towards them and they lifted away as they always did, screaming raucously and circling behind her. She kicked the pony to a canter through the shallows, and they went on madly, splashing through the clear inch-high waves that rushed in over the flat hard sand. Far away in the hazy distance was a fisherman, a tiny figure pulling a coracle out of the sea. As she galloped towards him, the warm summer wind blew on her and her clothes flew off, piece by piece, into the air behind where the seagulls snatched them. But although the sun shone on her and in front of her, she was sure there was thunder behind. When she reached the man he turned and looked up at her with Sean’s face, and spat. And then she was past and galloping on in the cold wind, with the sun gone somewhere behind a cloud, and there was a horse behind her. She could hear its hooves drumming and drumming on the sand but she dared not look back. Her pony was tired and beginning to stumble. Each time he stumbled, a leg fell off.


  She woke, sweating and unrefreshed. More from habit than anything else, she washed, dressed and went down to breakfast. To her dismay her father was there, eating a plate of mushrooms and kidneys. He looked depressingly cheerful, and unusually pleased to see her. Before she could escape, he stood up and pulled out a chair for her. She sat, meek, dutiful, depressed.


  ‘Now, my dear, what can I pass you? Same as me, perhaps? Kidneys? Eggs are pretty fresh, I had one of those.’


  ‘Just tea, please.’


  He poured her some. She cupped her hands around it and sipped. It was hot at least. Stewed as well but she didn’t care.


  ‘You came in late last night. More of the Gaelic, eh?’


  She nodded. Once the Irish classes had been a focus of conflict between them; now they were a welcome excuse.


  To her surprise he made no disparaging comment. She couldn’t help noticing that he ate with unusual gusto; his whole manner radiated energy and what passed with him for good humour. In a way it was a tiny comfort; a distraction from the bleak wasteland of her own thoughts. She gazed at him balefully over the tea. This is my own father, she thought: he betrayed Mother and sent her mad; his mistress is dying of cancer; both his sons have been killed in the war; he’s threatened to disinherit me unless I marry - and he’s happy. Maybe men are a different species.


  He finished the kidneys, wiped his moustache with a napkin, and sat back to look at her. His good humour faded a little.


  ‘You look like death, girl. What’s the matter with you?’


  She felt the tears prick in the corner of her eyes and thought: If I start to cry now I’ll never stop for hours and that would be too, too messy and humiliating altogether. So she tried to smile, failed, and said: ‘Just a bad night, that’s all. Too much study, I suppose.’


  He considered her answer. ‘You work too hard, girl. You should get out and enjoy yourself more - ride, go to balls, the races, something like that.’


  ‘How? We haven’t got any horses here, Father.’


  ‘Could have. Still got the mews - could clean that out.’


  She sighed. ‘I don’t want to ride, Father - not in midwinter in the middle of Dublin. Anyway, I’m too busy: I’ve got my studies, and this house to run.’


  ‘Yes, all right, all right. Just thought it would put some more colour in your cheeks, that’s all.’ He pulled a bell rope to call Keneally and order a fresh pot of tea.


  When the butler had gone, Sir Jonathan leaned forward confidentially. ‘Now there’s a thing I’ve meant to say to you, Cathy. This house - your side of the bargain. You’ve done a damn good job, I reckon. Decorations good, servants respect you - pretty fine achievement for a girl your age. Struck me last week when I came back from London. Place is a real home, in its way.’


  The servants respect me? Heavens, she thought, do they really? Certainly she had been sharp as a whiplash when she came in the first night she had made love with Sean. She had issued two orders to Keneally on the doorstep when he had met her, before the man had had a chance to voice any concern. It was the only way, she thought - always be ahead so there is no chance for questions. But she had been living on a tightrope. Has it really worked, she wondered, or is Father just blind, as he is to so much else?


  She sipped her tea, and said: ‘Well, thank you.’


  Keneally brought in the fresh pot, and poured. Sir Jonathan said: ‘I just wanted to say it. Give credit where it’s due. But there are other parts to our deal, as you know.’


  Here it comes, she thought.


  ‘You need to be brought out into society more, meet the right sort of young men. So now that we’ve got the place into good order, I think we should start entertaining.’


  She put down her cup with a clatter, slopping tea into the saucer. ‘Oh no, Father - I can’t do that.’


  ‘Why not? Just a few guests for dinner once in a while – I’m not thinking of throwing the place open to a grand ball, of course not. Never manage that these days, more’s the pity. But you could order a meal, couldn’t you - tell cook what to make, that sort of thing? I’ll take care of the guests. Nothing to it.’


  ‘Father, please. Not just now.’


  ‘But it’ll take you out of yourself, you silly girl, bring you to life, away from your miserable books and student politics. Launch you, too, the best way we can. Bring a few young fellows here, see how you like ‘em. Remember the other part of our deal.’


  She shut her eyes. He thinks I’m a mare in season, she thought; he’ll open the door and all the young officers will come sniffing round like stallions. The thought was too absurd for words.


  ‘Anyway, I thought we’d start next Saturday. I’m going to the races with Colonel Roberts and his wife – he’s got a part share in two runners, he says. So I asked them back here afterwards for dinner. MacQuarry might come too, with his lady, so that’ll make six; and then I can hunt up a couple of young officers for you, to make up the younger party. We should manage it, wouldn’t you say?’


  ‘You mean you’ve already arranged this?’


  ‘Partly.’ He sipped his tea and smoothed his moustache with his finger. ‘Got to try to keep things going, even in the midst of these blasted outrages, after all. Look.’ He leaned forward again and, to Catherine’s great surprise, took her hand in his. ‘We’ve been through some pretty bad times in the past few years, Cathy my girl, and I’ve no doubt you’ve thought pretty harshly of me once or twice. Wouldn’t be normal if you hadn’t. But we’ve made a deal and so far as I can see you’re sticking to your side of it, and I want to stick to mine. Then we’ll make a new start in the family, if we can. Play our part in bringing the country back to its senses. What do you say?’


  You’re mad as a hatter, she thought. You’re completely out of touch. I’ve been making love to a revolutionary in the slums, and now you want me to arrange a dinner party for British officers.


  Her lower lip trembled, and she felt a horrible urge to burst into hysterical laughter. To subdue it, she passed her cup for some more tea, and concentrated grimly on the way the tea flowed out of the spout into the cup, as though her life depended on it.


   


  Then she said: ‘All right, Father. I’ll arrange the dinner for you.’


  Kee said: ‘I don’t believe it!’


  ‘It’s true, sir. I’m quite sure it was her.’


  The young detective flushed. He had only recently been promoted from the uniformed branch, and he was anxious to do well. But he was not immune to the resentment felt by many of his colleagues for the two blunt Ulstermen who had been brought in over the heads of southern Irish officers to run G Division. The detective, Allan Foster, was a tall, well-built young man, and now he had to stand to attention and look down at Kee, who was apparently calling him a liar.


  ‘Listen, Foster. You know who this young woman is? Her father’s on the General Staff in Dublin Castle. He owns a house in Merrion Square, and half of west Galway as well. The man’s a bosom friend of Lord French himself. You know that, don’t you?’


  ‘I knew most of it, sir, yes.’


  ‘And you mean to tell me that his one and only daughter spent part of last night somewhere in a godforsaken rat-infested tenement in one of the worst slums in this city? With someone who might have been a Sinn Feiner?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’ Foster stood rigidly to attention, staring into the air somewhere over Kee’s head. Kee looked at him, sensing his hostility. Then he sat down behind his desk and waved his arm at a chair. ‘Sit down, for God’s sake, and relax. Let’s go through it again, shall we? You followed her from Merrion Square, you say. And you’re quite sure it was Miss Catherine? Not a maid, for instance, taking money to her relatives?’


  Foster looked pained. ‘I’ve been watching her for a week now, sir. I know what she looks like.’


  So do I, Kee thought. It’s a memorable face, too. Those clear, innocent-looking eyes; a general air of fragile delicacy as though butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. ‘Go on.’


  ‘Well, she’s been out three times alone in the past couple of weeks. I’ve already reported that, sir.’


  ‘Yes. To the Gaelic League in Parnell Square. To learn bog Irish, as far as we can make out.’


  ‘Sir. And I’ve seen her with the same young man there. I think he fits the photo you gave me, but it’s hard to be sure.’


  Kee nodded. Sean Brennan. It made sense. ‘So. Tell me about last night. She came out of the house on her own, did she?’


  ‘She did that, sir. At first I thought she was off to Parnell Square again but when she got over the river she turned right, up Amiens Street towards the North Circular.’


  ‘I know it.’ Kee nodded. It was not so far from North Strand, where the dead boy Savage had had his rooms.


  ‘Well, I kept her in sight, sir, all the way, and she met the young fellow at the junction with Portland Row. They had a brief discussion, then they went to a pub for a drink. I thought I’d lost them there, because it wasn’t the sort of place I could be in myself alone for long without exciting comment. So I hung about outside, going up and down the street every five minutes and hoping for the best. But I was lucky. They were only in there for about twenty minutes. Then I followed them to the tenement.’


  ‘Stop there a second, now. You’re sure it was the same couple who came out?’


  ‘No doubt at all, sir. For one thing, she had a blue coat with a fur collar, like a stole - you don’t see many of those around that area. And anyway, they were walking towards me. I had to go straight past them, near as I am to you now. I saw her as they came past - she looked right at me.’


  ‘If you were that close, you must have seen the boy’s face, too. Was it Brennan or was it not?’


  Foster looked embarrassed. ‘Well, like I say, I think it was, sir. But it was the girl I was following, not him; and with her looking me in the face like that, I was petrified she’d recognize me, too. I hadn’t time to think of him.’


  Kee sighed. ‘It may have escaped your notice, Detective Foster, but the reason you were following this young woman is not because I’m interested in her behaviour, scandalous though it is; it’s because I hope she’s going to lead us to Brennan.’


  ‘Yes, sir. Well, if it is him, I’ve found out where he lives. They were in that tenement for over two hours, sir, and I hung about in the shadows for all that time without being seen, I think. When they came out they seemed to be having some sort of quarrel. I followed them back to Merrion Square, and then I followed him for a short while, but he kept looking round, so I fell back, and then I lost him, sir.’


  ‘It doesn’t matter. You’ve done well, lad, very well indeed.’ Kee drummed his fingers on the table. ‘We’ll raid this place tonight, when we can be sure he’s at home. Now hop off and write your report, there’s a good lad. I’ve got some thinking to do.’


  About what the devil I tell Radford about this girl. If anything, Kee thought. He had set up this surveillance without Radford’s permission, and now it had borne fruit. In fact it was a hot political potato. Her daddy’s not going to be pleased about this. Not one little bit.


  As Foster stood up to go, Kee said: ‘Oh, about your report. This is a hush-hush one. Don’t give it to the girls to type. Davis will do it for you, if you can’t manage the machine yourself.’


  ‘I’ll have a go myself, sir,’ said Foster conscientiously. ‘I’ve always thought I’d master it, if I kept up the practice.’


  17. Arms Dealer


  ANDREW SAT in the lounge of the Lambert Hotel, smoking and reading the Irish Independent. There was a tale of atrocities in Bolshevik Russia: two Irish nurses had spent four days in a cellar crammed with counts and countesses waiting to be shot in the courtyard behind. The Red Army had started to invade Poland. In the United States 2,700 suspected communists had been arrested, and there was discussion of amending the constitution to ban the sale of alcohol. Bernard Shaw’s Heartbreak House was still running in London. Salome was the hot favourite for the 500 Guineas in Phoenix Park.


  He sat by the window with a clear view of the street and the entrance hall. Outside, part of the road was blocked by a lorry delivering vegetables. Cyclists swirled past, ringing their bells derisively, and swerving to avoid the dung left by a horse-drawn cab. The proprietor of the hotel was persuading the doorman to cast aside his dignity and sweep it up. A group of boys in shabby, outsize clothes hung around the back of the vegetable lorry, just out of reach of the delivery men, hoping to pick up dropped fruit.


  One of the oldest couples in the Lambert Hotel came down the main staircase in their pre-war finery: the man in top hat, frock coat, and trousers caught with elastic under his boots; his wife in a mauve silk dress that came down to the ground, and a feathered hat the size of a cartwheel. Some special occasion, no doubt, but the clothes looked quite absurd today. The street urchins stared, began to nudge each other, and wolf-whistle; the hotel proprietor scurried about, trying to bow, smile, chastise the boys, and order a cab all at once; and Patrick Daly strode into the lounge.


  Andrew stood up to greet him. He bowed, clicked his heels, and indicated a chair opposite him. ‘Will you take coffee?’


  ‘No thanks.’ Daly frowned at him, then grinned. ‘Come on. You’re in luck. He wants to see you.’


  ‘Mr Collins?’


  ‘Hush.’


  Andrew picked up his brown leather bag and followed Daly past the pantomime in the hall. Daly took his arm briefly to show which way to go. ‘It’s in Donnybrook. We’ll take the tram.’


  They caught the tram at the end of the street and sat side by side on the top deck. Andrew sat slightly stiffly. He hoped Daly would think that was the way German officers always sat; but in fact it was because he had his hunting knife strapped to his belt, in the small of his back. He probably wouldn’t need it, with two loaded automatic pistols to take out of his bag and show Collins; but he had put it on as a last resort anyway.


  Daly seemed in sunny mood, pointing out the city sights.


  ‘That’s the GPO on your right, where they hoisted the flag in ‘16. Patrick Pearse stood on those very steps here and read out the proclamation. Have you been to Dublin before, Mr Hessel?’


  ‘No. It is my first visit. Thank you.’ Andrew smiled and nodded, but within him the tension was wound tight. He recognized the symptoms of excitement: slightly brighter colours, heightened sensitivity to small sounds, a great awareness of everything relevant to his survival, and a distancing, almost obliteration, of everything else. Time had not begun to slow down yet, but he knew that would come, when the moment for action came closer.


  As they left the centre and trundled along Leeson Street and Morehampton Road towards Donnybrook, Daly fell silent. Andrew scanned the streets anxiously for signs of the police or army. A Tin Lizzie snorted past, its armoured turret and machine gun looking menacing and out of place in the city streets, but it was going in the opposite direction, and there were no others.


  ‘We get off here,’ Daly said.


  Andrew followed him down the winding stairs at the back of the tram, and stood in the street expectantly. Daly looked up and down, considering each passer-by in turn. Apparently satisfied, he crossed the road and turned to his right, with Andrew following.


  Brendan Road itself would be the hardest, Andrew knew. Radford or one of his officers had to be somewhere here, watching. It turned out to be a quiet, residential street, perhaps a little over a hundred yards long, the hardest kind to loiter casually in. The houses were two-storey red-brick semidetached villas with gardens front and rear, and coloured glass in the doorways. There was a window-cleaner halfway down, he noticed, some children playing football with a bundle of rags, a young woman pushing a perambulator. No one else at all.


  Thank God for that.


  Daly relaxed slightly, and quickened his pace.


  ‘A nice quiet place, you see, Mr Hessel,’ he said. ‘You’ll not be having anyone bother you in your negotiations here.’


  ‘I am glad to hear it.’


  Just before they reached the young woman with the perambulator, Daly opened a small garden gate, walked down the path, and knocked on the front door. It was the first house in the street, Andrew noticed, but quite a way down because of the unusually large back garden of the house on the corner of Morehampton Road. He glanced up and down the street again. About thirty-five yards further on a small road came in from the left, and fifty yards beyond that, Brendan Road itself turned left too. In the other direction, the way they had come, a cyclist had just turned into the road, wobbling unsteadily with a large load of groceries in the basket over his front wheel. But he couldn’t be a policeman, surely? For one thing, he was far too young.


  Wherever he was, Radford had managed to show far more discretion than Andrew had expected.


  The door opened, and they stepped into a narrow hall, cluttered with two bicycles. Daly led him through to a room with a table, six chairs, a sideboard, a large wooden chest in the corner and a spinning wheel. The table was covered with papers and a typewriter. Two young men looked up from it as he came in.


  ‘This is the German officer, come to see Mick,’ said Daly. ‘Two of my men, Mr Hessel.’


  Andrew clicked his heels and bowed.


  ‘Mr Collins’s office is upstairs, Mr Hessel,’ Daly explained. ‘I’ll take you there in a moment. But first, Seamus and Frank here would like to see the pistols you’ve brought.’


  Andrew thought furiously. Yesterday, the two pistols had been empty; today, they were fully loaded. He didn’t want Daly to see that. Nor did he want to lose the man’s trust by seeming awkward. Or by hesitating.


  ‘A pleasure,’ he said. He put the leather bag on the table, opened it, and lifted out the long Parabellum. As he did so, a telephone began to ring in another room. Daly looked flustered.


  ‘Is anyone in the office?’ he asked.


  One of the young men shook his head. ‘I’ll go, then,’ Daly said. ‘I’ve had the demonstration already.’ He went out and closed the door behind him. So he can’t suspect anything, Andrew thought.


  The two men looked at the gun in his hands, impressed. ‘That’s a big weapon,’ Frank murmured. ‘What does it fire?’


  ‘Nine-millimetre cartridges, like the smaller Parabellum,’ Andrew said. He showed them how the helical snail magazine worked, and where the safety catch was. Then he put the gun back in his bag. He took out the Mauser and unwrapped that in turn. ‘This uses 9-mm too.’ Keep talking, he thought; then perhaps they won’t ask to touch this one either. ‘Both guns were very effective at the front,’ he continued. ‘It was possible to hit targets twenty or thirty metres away, even for ordinary young officers. You could do the same in the streets here.’ He began to put the second gun back in his bag. ‘I hope very much Mr Collins will like them. I want to show him all the details first. Where is he, please?’


  The young men looked disappointed, but the guns were safely back in the bag. Andrew kept his hand inside it on the butt of the Mauser. This is the crucial moment, he thought. Either they protest, and take the guns away from me, or they show me through into Collins’ room with two loaded automatics in my bag. Either way, someone’s going to die in the next few minutes.


  One young man picked up a piece of paper, and the other turned back to his typewriter. ‘Paddy’ll show you,’ he said, indifferently, as Daly came back into the room.


  Daly smiled, and held the door open to the corridor. ‘Certainly I will. Follow me, Mr Hessel, and I’ll show you where you can meet the Minister of Finance.’


  Andrew followed him upstairs. Time was moving very slowly now. In a few moments, he thought, I’ll be sitting right in front of the man. After a few minutes’ talk I’ll show him the photograph of the Maxim gun, and then, when he’s absorbed in that, I’ll take a pistol out of the bag and shoot him. If Daly stays I’ll shoot him too. Easy.


  And then?


  At the top of the stairs they turned and went back along a little landing to a bedroom at the front of the house. Andrew thought: That makes it easier. Radford’s bound to hear the shots from there, and if he doesn’t, I’ll smash the window and jump out.


  Daly opened the door and showed him inside. The room was light and spacious, overlooking the road. There was a double bed in a corner, and a table and two chairs near the wall. There were some shelves and a couple of boxes of papers. There was no carpet on the floorboards. And there was no one in the room at all.


  Shocked, Andrew spun round and stared at Daly.


  ‘But - where is he?’ he asked.


  There was a wicked grin on the Irishman’s face. ‘Sure and he’ll be along in a moment or two, Mr Hessel. You can never tell with our Michael from one minute to the next. Just sit down there and wait a while, would you now.’


  He closed the door, and Andrew heard his footsteps clattering away down the stairs.


  The woman with the perambulator continued slowly along Brendan Road towards Morehampton Road. She had, in fact, walked her baby all the way down Brendan Road already once this morning, and had been preparing to buy a few vegetables in the shops on Morehampton Road and then walk back again, if necessary. But this time, when she turned left into Morehampton Road, she speeded up her pace quite noticeably. After about twenty yards she turned left again, into Auburn Avenue. A few yards along this street two men sat in a parked car, reading newspapers.


  As she passed them she said: ‘Number one. He’s in there now.’


  Then she walked on, her pace gradually slowing. The baby began to grizzle, and she bent down and gave it a rattle.


  ‘It’s all right, sweetie,’ she said. ‘We’ll soon be in the park now. Mummy’s done her work for this morning.’


  In the car, Radford folded his newspaper and nodded to his driver. The car turned left into Morehampton Road, and very quickly right, into Belmont Avenue. This road formed part of a crescent, the other end of which came out almost opposite Brendan Road. At the bottom of the crescent was Kee, waiting with eight detectives in two cars. Four of them were in the first car with Kee, three in another with Davis. Radford had kept them down here, so that there was no chance of the woman being seen talking to a large group of men who later turned out to be police. His driver pulled up beside Kee’s car. Radford got out.


  ‘Right, gentlemen,’ he said. ‘This is a raid on number 1 Brendan Road. I want you all to get up there immediately I tell you. Davis, you drive straight down the road and block it off at the first junction. Kee, park your car at the top and walk down. Wait in the street, out of sight of the house, until you get orders from me. If someone leaves the premises, arrest them. When we go in, I don’t want a single person to get away. Understood?’


  Kee said: ‘Yes, sir.’


  Davis said: ‘Who is it we’re after, Mr Radford, sir?’


  ‘Michael Collins, I hope!’ said Radford briskly. As he turned to get back into his own car, he thought Davis looked curiously shocked. Surely he wasn’t going to start being nervous, too? Radford had had enough of that in this force. He got back into the car. ‘Press your damned throttle, man,’ he said to the driver.


  It was only a few minutes since he had got the message, but he was haunted by the thought that Andrew might already have come out, with no one there to see him. But then, the man can’t have it both ways, he thought. He asked me to keep out of sight and that’s what I’ve done. None of these officers had a clue what was happening until I told them just now. This is one operation that hasn’t been betrayed.


  So let’s just hope it works.


  Sean was overcome by a mixture of depression and rage. I did it, he thought, I broke with her as it was my duty to do. It could never have gone on anyway, it was foolishness from the beginning. Now I’ve put a stop to it. I’m free again to be a soldier for my country and not . . .


  … not ever run my fingers down her thighs again stop that! Don’t even think that ever again, Sean Brennan. Not ever again - Christ! He braked violently and swerved his bicycle on to the pavement to avoid a man staggering from the back of a dray with a load of tins. The man swore virulently as half the tins dropped out of his arms into the gutter. Sean had been looking at him for the last half minute as he pedalled up the road, but the sight had not registered with his brain as having any meaning. He was still reliving the scene earlier that morning, when they had met by accident in the street as she was on her way to the university. He had said he thought it was best that it was over between them for the time being, and she had said yes she was sure he wanted to get back to playing at little boy revolutionaries, and she was sorry she had distracted him.


  As he pushed the bike back into the road, Sean saw the back of a young woman in a blue dress going into a haberdasher’s and for a second he was sure - but no; the shape of the hips and the hands were quite, quite different from Catherine’s. God - how coarse other women seemed in comparison with her! Like a grotesque parody of perfection, a sick joke almost.


  Catherine is not perfection either, Sean boy, he told himself. She may look the part all right but she is riddled with lust and vanity and all the things that should never - that I should never …


  Want.


  He stopped the bike at a crossroads and squeezed the brakes so tight that his hands whitened and he thought the handlebars might snap off altogether. I wanted her and I wanted to do those things and it was wonderful, he thought, but it can’t go on. We’re not right for each other, the way she spoke to me this morning shows it. And it was taking my mind off the things I should be doing; the way I lost that German the other night shows it. And then Paddy Daly shouting at me and all the boys laughing; it made me look such a fool - she should understand that. And the priest was right too in his way, though sod all he knows about how it feels. But if we’re not right for each other and never could be married then it is a sin, for all it feels so wonderful - and it was foul what she did to stop the child.


  It was sensible but it was foul and sordid at the same time. Sean didn’t understand his own attitude about this but it outraged him even to think of it. Of course we couldn’t have cared for a child but you can’t do those things, he told himself as he pedalled furiously out towards the south side of the city where he would meet Daly for the lunchtime briefing. When you start doing things like that it all becomes so sordid that it has to be wrong. There’s no beauty or love left in it at all.


  The girl has all the wrong emotions surely. She led me on in the first place and now, when we break up, she should have wept and there was nothing like that. Just anger and scorn as though it was me that was to blame. Sean thought if she had wept this morning things might have been different. He would have held her and dried her tears on his shoulder and explained how it was all for the good and he would visit her sometimes; but to show rage as she had done - that had unsettled him deeply. It only goes to show how right I was, he thought; we’re two different species entirely. Two different classes. Whatever her sympathy for the new Ireland, she doesn’t understand the right way to behave at all. She’s grown up thinking the world belongs to people like her and it won’t, soon. It doesn’t already.


  She’s just got to learn.


  None of these thoughts did anything except fill him with more rage and misery. He felt like whipping his back with thorns as he had read the Muslims did, but all he could do was pedal as hard as he possibly could so that he was out of breath and some of the anger dissipated that way.


  He was coming along Morehampton Road when he saw three cars pull out suddenly in front of him, about a hundred yards ahead. Something about them caught his attention. They pulled out urgently, angrily almost.


  Fools, he thought. They must have lost their women too. Then two of the cars stopped and six or seven men got out.


  An alarm bell started to jangle in Sean’s brain.


  The cars had parked very quickly and the men were running towards Brendan Road. The third car drove straight down it.


  It looks like a bank robbery, Sean thought. But there are no banks in Brendan Road, no shops even, nothing but quiet residential houses like the one I’m going to. Number 1. Where I’m going to meet Paddy Daly and Michael Collins comes too, most days about lunchtime.


  Sean stopped his bicycle thirty yards away from the parked cars and hesitated, wondering what to do. He could see two of the men standing at the end of the street. They looked keyed up, tense. A middle-aged man started to walk down Brendan Road and they grabbed him and started to question him fiercely. The man looked shocked, and began to protest in a loud voice. A small crowd gathered.


  Sean thought: It’s a police raid.


  He wondered what to do. The anger he had felt against Catherine surged along new channels, fuelling his hatred of the police. These are the same devils who had arrested half of the best republicans over the past year, and locked them away in Mountjoy Gaol or sent them overseas to rot in England, all on the say-so of Lord bloody high and mighty French. And now here they are about to catch Paddy and Michael Collins.


  They will, too, unless I do something.


  What?


  Sean had a pistol in his pocket but the police were surely armed too and there were six or seven of them at least. If I go up there and start shooting I may hit one or two but I’ll never hit them all. If I stand and fight they’ll kill me. But what else is there to do? At least the shots’ll warn anyone who’s in the house. And it’s more important to warn Michael than to save my skin.


  I’ll do it.


  I’ll cycle right up to the one who’s holding the old man, take out the pistol and shoot him in the chest. Then I’ll shoot the other one. After that I’ll ride straight down Brendan Road and shoot as many of the others as I can. At the very least it’ll make a terrible noise and put them off their raid. I can either cycle straight through, or, if I’ve killed these two and there are too many down there, I can turn round and ride back out this end.


  And there won’t be any more snide comments about little boy revolutionaries from Catherine, either. She’ll read about this in tomorrow’s paper and know I’m in a real war all right.


  He took the pistol out of his pocket and flipped the butt open to check the magazine was full. Then he snapped it shut, took the safety catch off, put the pistol back in his pocket, and glanced over his shoulder before he cycled away from the pavement.


  A bread van came past. Behind the bread van, the road was clear. Except for a cyclist about seventy yards away.


  There was something familiar about the cyclist. A big, burly man, bare-headed, pedalling energetically with his knees slightly turned out. Maybe a slight frown on his face, though it was hard to see at this distance.


  It was Michael Collins.


  With a whoop, Sean did a U-turn and belted back down the road towards him. As he came near he crossed to the wrong side of the road, yelling and waving his arms madly.


  ‘Hey, Mick! Hey! Stop!’


  Collins saw him, waved, and braked.


  ‘Sean! What’s all the rush, boy?’


  ‘It’s the police! They’re raiding Brendan Road! They’re after you, I’m sure of it!’ Sean told him quickly what he had seen, pointing to the parked cars and the crowd that was still gathering round the end of the street. ‘Thank the Lord you’re here, Michael! I was sure you were in the house already - I was going to ride down the road and shoot at them, to give our lads a warning!’


  Collins looked at him, a slight smile on his broad, cheery face. He put a hand on Sean’s shoulder.


  ‘A brave thought, Sean, but don’t do it now. There’s too many people up there, someone might get hurt. Anyway, I can’t afford to lose you.’


  Sean said: ‘I thought we might be about to lose you, which would have been much worse. Come on, we’d best get away.’ He was anxious about the noise he had made already; one of the detectives might look down the road at any moment and see them. One of them might even have the photograph they stole from his room.


  ‘Ah, now, wait a moment. There’s no great rush now, is there?’ Collins was looking curiously up the road, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes. ‘There’s a biggish crowd up there now, I see. Why don’t you and I cycle up quietly and join it? It’ll be highly educational for a young lad like you to see what the British police get up to in this country of ours, now won’t it? Come to that, I’d like to find out myself.’


  And to Sean’s great surprise, Collins began to pedal sedately on up Morehampton Road, towards the crowd and the police. Sean pedalled nervously after him.


  Kee was incensed by the sound of the scuffle that had broken out behind him, at the top of Brendan Road. He was already angry with Radford, for not telling him anything about this operation until a couple of minutes ago. After working together like brothers, almost, for so many years, it rankled to be ordered to bring a group of detectives to this part of the city to stand in a road for over an hour without the faintest hint of why they were there. It was the way he himself might treat a junior constable, perhaps; it was hardly the way for an Assistant Commissioner to treat a Detective Inspector, especially one who was an old friend.


  Apart from that, it was unprofessional. If Radford had trusted him, he could have surveyed this road beforehand, and made up his mind exactly where to dispose his men to cover all exits. As it was, he didn’t even know whether number 1 was on the right or the left, or what the bloody road looked like further down, or whether there was a back exit. Not to mention how many people had been seen entering and leaving the building, or who it belonged to, and what the neighbours were like. And where had Radford got the information about this place anyway?


  The scuffle behind him seemed to have something to do with a man who wanted to come down the street. The man was making a lot of noise, and attracting a small crowd. Exactly what we don’t want, Kee thought. What am I supposed to do now - stand around outside number 1 waiting for orders, while the crowd gets bigger by the second? Already half a dozen young boys had stepped past them, and were following his little group of detectives down the road at a safe distance. They’ll start throwing stones soon.


  ‘Shall I go in straight away, sir?’ Kee asked. ‘It looks like the only way now, if you want it to be a surprise.’


  Radford hesitated, and glanced at his watch. Could he wait outside this house for fifteen minutes, pretending to look inconspicuous, as though waiting for a nonexistent tram? He glanced up and down the street. Ahead of him, Davis had parked his car assertively in the middle of the road, and was standing with his arms folded beside it. Behind him, the second of his detectives was striding across the road towards the boys who were following Radford. As he did so, however, two men wheeled their bicycles into the street, and the detective strode towards them instead, anxiously waving his arms. Radford looked at number 1, and thought he saw a face disappear as a curtain was drawn back.


  God knows what is going on in there, he thought. It must be at least ten minutes since Butler went in; he might be in trouble.


  Kee was right. It was impossible to delay any longer.


  Radford strode briskly towards the front door of the house. ‘Come on,’ he said to Kee. ‘You lead the way.’ He beckoned to his driver and the other detective accompanying Kee. ‘Come on, lads, we’re going in now. Brace yourselves for trouble.’


  The last thing Andrew had expected was to be shown into an empty room. As Daly went downstairs, the shock hit him with a sudden surge of sickness in the stomach, instantly repressed. His mind, keyed up for violent action, began to race like a car engine thrown out of gear at full throttle.


  What were the possibilities? Daly might have realized all along that he was a British agent, and shut him in here as a prisoner until he decided what to do with him. The wicked grin on the man’s face seemed to point to that. But then, he had not locked the door - Andrew got up and tested it - and he had left him in here fully armed with two pistols.


  Daly did not know they were loaded, of course. But if he thought Andrew was a British agent, he would expect them to be loaded, wouldn’t he? Or at least he would have thought they might be, and taken the trouble to check. In fact, if he had wanted to make Andrew a prisoner, his best chance would have been downstairs, with two strong men to help him.


  It didn’t make sense. Maybe Collins was just late and Daly had other things to do.


  Other things more important than guarding a suspected British agent?


  He sat down at the table, put his leather bag on top of the papers, and opened it. The feel of the heavy Mauser inside comforted him. But where was Collins? He thought he heard a noise outside, and walked over to the window to pull down the net curtains and peer out.


  The road looked busier than before. There was a group of men walking down it, looking at the house as they came towards it. One of them was Radford.


  Hell’s bloody teeth, Andrew thought. There they are walking down the middle of the road - not even on the pavement, for Christ’s sake! - as though they’re thinking of buying the place. Even a child could see they don’t belong here; in fact, those kids are staring at them with their eyes popping out. They’re not making the slightest attempt at disguise. Any moment someone in this building is going to look out of the window and see them.


  And then what? Then Daly will know I’m a British agent because it’s too much of a coincidence that a house like this would be raided just at the moment when I come to it. Maybe that’s what he was waiting for - he got me here early to see if anyone turned up before Collins arrived. And now they have.


  How do I get out of this?


  The solution came to him as he saw Radford begin an earnest, anxious discussion with one of the other detectives. They’re going to be seen any second, Andrew realized. It’s no good waiting for Collins. If he isn’t in this building already, he couldn’t get in if he wanted. There’s only one thing for it.


  He strode to the bedroom door, opened it, and hurried down the stairs. ‘Daly!’ he shouted. ‘Mr Daly, where are you? Achtung - schnell! There is danger!’


  He was halfway down the stairs when Daly and the two young men came into the hall at once.


  ‘What the devil is it?’ Daly asked. ‘Your man’s not here yet, he’ll …’


  ‘No, it’s not that!’ Andrew said. ‘There are men outside in the street - I think they are the police!’


  ‘What?’ Daly and the others dashed through to the front downstairs room, and peered out. Andrew heard a voice say: ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, the man’s right!’ Then they were back in the hall. Shocked, Daly gave Andrew a swift, appraising glance, but it was one more of gratitude than suspicion. Now I’ve proved my credentials, Andrew thought, but where the hell is Collins?


  It’s too late for that now.


  The front door opened at the same time as Daly said: ‘We must get out the back. Frank! Seamus! Quick!’


  The next few minutes were very chaotic. Kee came through the front door very fast and grabbed the first man he saw, which was Andrew. He slammed Andrew against the wall hard, and the violence of the impact did two things. First, it winded Andrew, and second, it decided him which way to fight. Out of sheer frustration he resisted, and then, when Kee tried to turn him round, Andrew kneed him in the groin, jerked his hands free and hit him a short, clumsy punch to the side of the head. The two of them reeled back and forth in the narrow hall, wrestling without any clear advantage. Andrew was aware of other detectives trying to push past, and without really meaning to he knew he had stopped them. Then a second detective grabbed his right arm from behind and shoved it painfully up his back, and someone else hit him hard with something heavy on the side of the head, below the ear.


  Kee said: ‘At least we got one of the buggers, anyway.’


  Sean was stunned when Michael Collins wheeled his bicycle boldly into Brendan Road, and when the detective saw them and came striding straight towards them, Sean was appalled. They’ve got my photograph, he thought, and surely to God they must know what Michael looks like, too. But it seemed they did not. Almost immediately his anxiety turned to amazement, and then delight.


  Collins smiled at the policeman cheerfully. Before the harassed detective could speak, he said: ‘Excuse me, officer, but I wonder, are you in need of any help?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Well, I believe you are policemen, are you not, and as I live in this road I wondered if you were in need of any assistance. Who is it you are after?’


  The detective gazed at him uncertainly. Collins’ friendly, open countenance was a vast relief after the protests and sullen name-calling of the crowd. He said: ‘We’re after Michael Collins and the damned Shinners, that’s who. I just wish these people would stand back, for the love of God. There’s likely to be some shooting if they put up a fight.’


  Over the policeman’s shoulder Sean could see some of the other detectives involved in an anxious conference opposite the door of number 1. The gaggle of young boys were about fifteen yards behind them, egging each other on to see who would come the closest. The detective glanced at them anxiously.


  Collins said: ‘Is that a fact? Well, those young boys ought to be out of the way for a start. Would you like me to have a word with them for you, officer? I know one or two of the little devils myself.’


  The detective looked vastly relieved. ‘That’d be a great help, mister. Tell them to get right back, away from number 1, would you? That’s where it’s going to start.’


  He left them to go to the assistance of his colleague. Collins got on his bike and cycled slowly down the street. As he came abreast of the boys he shouted to them to keep back, but his eyes, like Sean’s, were on number 1 where the detectives were pouring in through the front door. As he cycled past they heard shots from the rear of the building.


  ‘Will we go in, Michael?’ Sean asked.


  Collins shook his head. ‘No, no, it would do no good. They’ll get out the back if they’re quick.’


  By now people were looking out of their windows all along the street, and a little crowd had gathered around the police car at the junction halfway along. As Sean and Collins approached it one of the detectives stepped forward. Collins smiled at him.


  ‘Good morning, officer,’ he said. ‘I hear your friends are after Michael Collins.’


  Davis grinned, his face a curious mixture of tension and relief. ‘True,’ he said. ‘But he’s a terrible hard man to catch.’


  ‘I wish you luck,’ Collins said. ‘It’s a nasty job you boys have to do. How do they know he’s using that house, do you think?’


  The two men’s eyes met. Davis said: ‘I’ve no idea at all. But no doubt I’ll find out, before the day is over.’


  For a moment they stood together, without speaking, and Sean had a sense that they could have said much more, in another place or time. Then Sean and Collins moved quietly to the back of the crowd, and watched, until at last the detectives came out, bringing their one prisoner.


  He was a man neither Sean Brennan nor Michael Collins had ever seen before.


  18. A Careful Typist


  RADFORD CAME into the front room in Brendan Road behind Kee, and shut the door behind him. He was hot, breathing heavily.


  ‘Damn!’ he said. ‘Damn them all to perdition! They got away!’


  ‘All except this one,’ Kee said.


  Radford glared at Kee, and the handcuffed figure of Andrew Butler. He said: ‘They all got away, Tom. Every last one of them. He’s one of ours.’


  ‘What?’ Kee was appalled. ‘In here, and you didn’t tell me? I could have …’


  ‘Shut up, Tom. Not now, please. I’ve got to think.’ He looked at Andrew. ‘What happened? Was Collins here?’


  Andrew began to shake his head, then stopped because of the pain. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Never came.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘How the hell should I know?’ Andrew felt himself trembling with frustration and rage. ‘Ask this big oaf here - perhaps he scared him off, walking down the middle of the street!’


  ‘That’s enough of that!’ Radford snapped. ‘Do they know who you are?’


  ‘Not unless you’ve told them. Or he did.’ Andrew tried to get a grip on himself, realizing that Radford was trying to salvage what he could from the fiasco. At least he had had the sense to shut the door, to keep the others out. But what did it matter now?


  Radford turned to Kee. ‘Look, Tom, as far as you’re concerned, this man is a German officer, right? He’s an important catch. Keep him handcuffed and take him to HQ. Only you and I are to interview him. Got that?’


  ‘Got it,’ Kee said. ‘But I wish you’d told me.’


  ‘Just get him outside, Tom, will you?’ Radford answered. ‘I’ll explain later. I want to search this place first.’


  He opened the door and went out.


  ‘Come on, then, Hermann,’ said Kee. ‘On your feet. German officer, eh?’ He hauled Andrew out of the front door, and dragged him past the sullen, muttering crowd to where Davis and his driver stood by their car.


  ‘Scheisskopf,’ Andrew said, for their benefit.


  Standing quietly with his bicycle, Sean Brennan saw the two men coming towards him, and recognized one as the detective who had chased him in the church. He drew his cap down over his eyes, and stepped slowly to the back of the crowd.


  But Michael Collins stood quite calmly, looking for all the world like a bank clerk who has never seen anything so exciting in all his life.


  Later that evening, Andrew and Radford sat together in an interview room in the cellars of Brunswick Street. It was a cold stone room with nothing on the walls. It contained two upright chairs and a table. Radford held out a sheet of paper.


  ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘There’s your cover note.’


  Andrew read it slowly.


  Acting on information received, detectives of the DMP G Division raided a private house in Brendan Road this afternoon. In the house the officers found a number of men, whom they believe to be members of the Irish Republican Army responsible for several recent outrages, including the attempted assassination of Lord French at Ashtown Cross. Unfortunately, the men were apparently warned of the raid a few minutes before it happened, and, after a fierce interchange in which a number of shots were fired, all but one managed to make their escape through the back garden.


  The police did, however, arrest one occupant of the house - a former German Army officer, whom they believe to be in Dublin with the aim of selling arms to the Sinn Feiners. The German has been taken to Dublin Castle for interrogation, and he will either be tried under the Defence of the Realm Act or deported within the next few days. Lord French is prepared to issue the strongest possible protest to the government in Berlin.


  Andrew tossed it back. ‘You’ll release this to the press?’


  ‘That’s right. It looks good for us. A small propaganda triumph, even if we did miss Collins himself. And the beauty of it is, the Sinn Feiners may protest, but for once they know it’s really true. They were trying to buy arms from a German officer. Or at least they think they were.’


  Andrew’s lips tightened. He rubbed the back of his head irritably, trying to mask the pain. It was a long time since he had felt such a sense of waste, of anticlimax. ‘I didn’t get into this to make propaganda points,’ he said.


  Radford sighed. ‘Nor did I. But it’s the best we can do, just now. Why do you think he didn’t turn up, anyway ?’


  ‘If I knew that, I’d know everything.’ Andrew pushed his chair back, and stood up. ‘I’ve been round and round it in my mind, but I can see no purpose in it. Bloody Irish inefficiency, probably. Unless they knew you were coming.’


  Radford flushed. ‘I’ve told you twice already, haven’t I? No one knew - no one at all - until after you were in that building. That’s why we made such a botch of the raid; I hadn’t time to get the lads in place. It makes us all look stupid, leaving the back door unguarded. But they couldn’t have known – I’ll swear it on anything you like!’


  Andrew gazed back at him in silence, cold, dispassionate, with that air of distant unconcern which had always irritated Radford about the aristocracy. In the end he said: ‘All right, I believe you. But from now on, operations with the police are a dead duck. When are you going to let me out of this place?’


  Radford sighed, and stood up. He fished a pair of handcuffs out of his pocket, and clipped one of the bracelets around his own left wrist. ‘Now, if you like,’ he said. ‘I’ll walk you over to Dublin Castle, so the lads can see, and then you can slip out the back door any time you like. That suit you?’


  Andrew shrugged. ‘It’ll have to, won’t it?’


  Radford fastened the other bracelet round Andrew’s right wrist, and unlocked the cell door.


  Not for the first time that evening, Detective Constable Dick Davis stopped typing, and scowled at the filing cabinet in the corner of his office. There was something missing from this report which he was typing out, and he didn’t understand why.


  Nearly all confidential reports in G Division - those which could not be entrusted to female secretaries - were handwritten first, and then given to Davis to type. This was partly because he was simply more proficient than anyone else with a typewriter, and partly because, unlike everyone else, he didn’t seem to mind using one. As a result he had a highly developed sense of what such a report should include, because he had read them all, word by word.


  This report, compiled jointly by Radford and Kee, was very detailed about the events during the raid on the house in Brendan Road, the way the suspects had escaped out of the back garden, and the files, guns, and paperwork that had been found. It did not, so far, include a report of the interrogation of the German officer who had been arrested, but no doubt that would follow in due course. Davis had seen Radford escorting the man over to Dublin Castle a couple of hours ago. He had hoped he might be involved in the interrogation himself, but it seemed that Radford and Kee were keeping that task to themselves.


  But the thing which puzzled Davis most was how Radford had found out about Brendan Road in the first place.


  It was a vital piece of information, and it was simply missing from the report. ‘Acting on information received’, it said, and that was all. For the twelfth time that night, Davis sat back in his chair, picked up his cigarette, and blew a cloud of foul-smelling smoke at the grey filing cabinet. Information received by whom? By Radford himself, it seemed. And anyone else? Davis doubted it. Even Radford’s Ulster confederate, Tom Kee, had seemed in the dark this morning. Kee had tried to hide it, but it was Davis’s impression that he was pretty annoyed. So either Kee was a consummate actor, or he had been frozen out.


  Why? To this there was an obvious answer, and it was one which sent a chill through Davis’s bloodstream. Radford didn’t dare share his information with anyone, because he was afraid it was being passed on to the IRA. Davis smoothed the paper in his typewriter thoughtfully, making sure that the extra carbon - the one for Michael Collins - was in line with the others.


  I should really finish this report soon, he thought, before that beggar comes back and starts checking up on me. Because if he’s afraid that information is being passed to the IRA, his next move is going to be to find out who’s doing the passing.


  Radford’s an Ulsterman, for heaven’s sake, Davis thought; he’d hardly been in this city until two months ago. He doesn’t know the difference between Donnybrook and Drumcondra. Who’s he been in touch with?


  It has to be someone within the movement itself, he decided. And that, to Davis, was the most frightening thought of all. Because if someone within the republican movement was passing on high-quality information to Radford, then there was no knowing what that information might contain. It might contain, for instance, the name of the detective in G Division who was working for the IRA. The informer might even come across one of the flimsy carbons from Davis’s typewriter in the republicans’ files, and show it to Radford. It would be easy enough to check which typewriter the report had been typed on - each machine had its own distinctive faults in the way the letters came out on the page.


  The informer might even have heard of the time when Michael Collins had been spirited into Brunswick Square itself, and sat all night at the desk of Radford’s predecessor, reading through the files which Davis brought him. At the time, Davis had thought it his proudest moment, but he was not particularly anxious to explain his pride to a British judge, or to spend the next ten years remembering it in a cell. They would probably send him to a prison in England, Davis thought. English prison officers did not like Irish republicans, or bent police officers.


  He shivered, and looked round to see if someone was coming in, or if the window had been opened. No. The building was quiet, as it usually was in the early part of the evening.


  I’m getting jumpy, he thought. Time to finish this report. I need a drink, a bite to eat and a breath of fresh air.


  He stubbed out his cigarette, and for ten more minutes his fingers hammered hard on the keys.


  But as he unwound the completed report from the machine, he thought: Wherever he gets his information from, that man Radford is becoming a menace.


  He’ll have to go.


  19. Society Hostess


  SIR JONATHAN was pleased with the afternoon at the races. It had been one of those fine, crisp days that come sometimes in midwinter, when the sky clears, the sun shines down out of a blue sky, and for a few hours everyone can unbutton their topcoats and remember what it can be like in summer. The atmosphere consoled him a little after the fiasco of Andrew Butler’s failure, which he had learnt about the previous night.


  To his delight, Catherine gave at least an appearance of enjoying herself. She had been a lover of horses since she could walk, and as they paraded in the paddock she gazed at their silken, gleaming flanks with close attention. In the twelve thirty she had picked an outsider, Scheherazade, who had come in by a short head at fifteen to one; and from then on her advice had been sought on all sides. Colonel Roberts and his wife, who had just come over from England, were delighted, as was MacQuarry, a tall, thin Scotsman who worked in the official solicitor’s department at Dublin Castle.


  The young men were less of a success, so far. MacQuarry’s son, David, the heir to several Highland grouse moors and trout streams, had even turned up with a young lady of his own, who looked likely to become his fiancée at any moment. The other, Simon le Fanu, a short, powerfully built captain in the Inniskillings, seemed so uncharacteristically pale and morose that Sir Jonathan wondered if he was ill.


  Sir Jonathan stood beside him as they took their places in the stand for the penultimate race in the day, the three o’clock. It was a novice handicap over a mile and two furlongs, once round the course.


  ‘Have you got any money on this, young Simon?’ he asked.


  The young man shrugged. ‘A couple of quid on Shangri-La, for the name. But I’ve no idea really.’


  Sir Jonathan grunted, offended by the lack of enthusiasm. In his opinion racing could be enjoyed only if pursued with passion, even by those without knowledge. He considered the scene around him, still lit by the declining rays of a sun which shone miraculously out of a clear blue western sky. What he knew about young Simon could be summed up in five facts: he had served for two years in Flanders; he had been wounded; he had won the Military Cross; he was the heir to 5,000 acres in west Meath; and he was unmarried. All of these, so far as Sir Jonathan was concerned, were positive recommendations.


  He tried a different tack. He said: ‘There was a time, eighteen months ago, when I thought I’d never see a sight like this again. I dare say you felt the same, eh?’


  Simon shivered. ‘True enough. The nearest we got to it was when some troopers organized a racecourse for the rats, along the duckboards in a communication trench. They used to shoot them as they came through the finishing post.’


  Sir Jonathan laughed. ‘Never keep an Irishman from a bet, eh? If you put some of these fellows in a hole in the ground, they’d bet on something.’


  ‘That’s what we did, didn’t we?’ said Simon. ‘They kept a book on the new recruits, once, till I put a stop to it. Two to one they wouldn’t last a fortnight.’


  ‘My God,’ said Sir Jonathan, horrified. ‘Hardly cricket, that. Court-martialling offence, I should think. Was there a charge?’


  ‘No.’ Simon did not elaborate, and in a moment the excitement of the race was upon them, and the story forgotten. Only much later, when they had returned to Merrion Square, and the butler, Keneally, was carrying round a tray of drinks in the main drawing room, did Sir Jonathan think of it again. He noticed le Fanu standing politely by himself on the edge of the hearth, took his daughter firmly by the arm, and steered her across the room.


  ‘Cathy, my dear, come and talk to young Simon here. He didn’t have much luck this afternoon - I think he’s been a bit put off betting by some of the things that happened to him in Flanders. Perhaps you can cheer him up.’


  ‘I doubt it, if he’s thinking of the war.’ Catherine had purposely been avoiding Simon all afternoon, precisely because she understood her father’s designs in inviting him. But a few words could scarcely hurt. Indeed, they might even have a healing effect. All afternoon, she had been aware of a dull ache in her chest, which had threatened to break out into agony once or twice, when she had seen a hand or the side of a face in the crowd that might have been Sean’s, until she looked closer and saw it was not. The only relief, as she had found with other types of pain in her childhood, was to throw herself with relentless determination into a bright, brittle surface appearance of energy and laughter. She might atone for it later, she thought, with floods of tears into her pillow; but not now, not in front of these people. She had too much pride, and her pride gave her strength.


  ‘What happened to you then, Simon?’ she said lightly. ‘Did you see the error of your ways, and wish you were at home, fighting for Ireland instead?’


  ‘I was fighting for Ireland,’ said Simon stolidly. ‘I volunteered; we all did. Ten thousand of us at least.’


  ‘There were nearly the same number of Englishmen stationed behind in the old country, to keep us all in order. Poor mathematics, was it not?’


  Simon flushed. ‘I didn’t know you were a Sinn Feiner, Miss O’Connell-Gort. I should have thought with your family …’


  ‘I should have had different views. Yes, I know.’ She smiled at him sweetly, thinking: It’s funny how one man can be devastatingly attractive, and another, roughly the same size and shape, can look ugly as a toad. When that flush spread upwards, I’m sure the veins in his neck began to swell, and the pimple on his forehead looked as if it was about to burst. The thought amused her, and she said: ‘I’m sorry, I’m eccentric, that’s all. I just do it to tease. Now, what was it Father was saying you bet about, in Flanders?’


  Whatever it was, she never learned, for Keneally coughed importantly at the door, and announced another guest.


  ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Major Andrew Butler.’


  Catherine glanced around curiously. She remembered that her father had threatened to inflict three of these absurd suitors on her, but he had said that the third might not be able to come. Here he was, apparently. A dark-haired man in civilian clothes. Tall, broad-shouldered, rather athletic. And - sweet Christ! - his face was disfigured by the most horrendous scar. A livid line of white like a snake down the side of his face. Where did Father dig up these horrors?


  The man caught her staring at him, bowed ironically, and stared back. She flushed, realizing how rude she must seem, and then another thought struck her. When he looked straight at her most of the scar was hidden, and the rest of the face, the undamaged part, was really rather attractive. Slim, strong, with a short military moustache, dark, slightly shadowed eyes that surveyed the room with a sort of …


  What, exactly?


  Whatever it was, there was something about them that had to be more interesting than gazing at the pimple on Simon le Fanu’s forehead, or talking to that emaciated stork David MacQuarry, who had so hilariously turned up with his own cheerful bouncing fiancée-to-be. No, she had to hand it to Father, this monster did at least look interesting. So when her father went forward to shake the new arrival’s hand and then turned to look for her, she did none of the things, like turning her back or striking up a passionate conversation with Mrs MacQuarry about furniture covers, which she might have resorted to if she had wished.


  Instead, she smiled brightly, held out her hand and, feeling the ache in her heart sharpen, decided to challenge him unmercifully, in order to help herself forget Sean.


  ‘I’m so glad you could come, Major Butler. Father said you were a busy man. Forgive me, but you are in the army, aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes, I am.’ Andrew accepted a drink from Keneally, and frowned at her. ‘Oh, I see. The clothes, you mean. Well, we don’t have to wear uniform all the time.’


  ‘I didn’t mean that,’ she said. ‘I meant, if you’re in the army, I don’t see how you could possibly be so busy as to pass up an afternoon at the races. Most of the rest of our Imperial garrison was there.’


  Andrew looked at her for the first time. He had declined Sir Jonathan’s ridiculous invitation to the races for obvious reasons: anyone might see him there, including Patrick Daly and the other three who had escaped from Brendan Road. He had only decided to come here tonight because he was bored, because there was very little danger of discovery, and because the Collins mission was almost certainly blown anyway. Tomorrow, or the next day, he would leave Dublin and go back to Ardmore, and see if he could patch up one of the cottages to live in.


  And then decide what to do with the rest of his life.


  In the meantime, for some reason, he was at a dinner party. He gazed at the young woman in front of him, trying to take in the fact that she, and the others in the room, were real, and not just passers-by in the street whom he could ignore. A delicate, sylphlike face, short black pageboy hair, red lips, wide dark hypnotic eyes. He remembered she had said something to him.


  ‘Sorry. What did you say?’


  Catherine was piqued. Her dart did not seem to have got through. ‘I said, I don’t understand why anyone in the army can claim to have anything really useful to do.’


  ‘Oh, I see.’ With a shock, he realized that she was actually trying to be rude to him. The shock was compounded by a realization that he had not been in a situation remotely resembling this for a very long time indeed. There had been mixed evenings in the officers’ mess at Aldershot, before demobilisation, but that had been almost a year ago. And there had been that month in London, when he had visited almost every high-class brothel he could find, in an attempt to exorcise the German girl, Elsie, from his mind. He thought he had succeeded. Since he came back to Ardmore he had lived the life of a recluse, a celibate. There had been women around, of course, but only cooks and servant girls - he had kept his distance from them.


  He thought he had closed that door in his mind and locked it.


  Now, quite suddenly, he was faced with an attractive young woman of his own class. A quite remarkably attractive one, in fact. Fairly tall, slender, in a loose green silk dress which showed off a considerable area of neck and shoulder. A hint of a body that was lithe, athletic, overpoweringly feminine.


  But it was the scent that really aroused him. She was wearing some kind of perfume that he had not smelt for a very long time, and which took him back, irresistibly, to Elsie, and the way she had unbuttoned a similar, cheaper dress, very slowly and suggestively, and then pulled it down, smiling as he watched, all the way down to her hips …


  Something about his gaze caused the young woman in front of him to flush a light pink, and he thought for Christ’s sake, get a grip - this is a dinner party in Dublin, not a whorehouse.


  And this girl’s probably a silly little Irish virgin.


  Nonetheless he said: ‘Why are you being rude to me? Are you frightened of my scar?’


  And Catherine, who had got quite a shock at the wolfish, yearning look in the man’s eyes as they travelled down her bare shoulders, said: ‘I couldn’t care less about your scar. If you join the army you must expect to get hurt, mustn’t you?’


  Andrew was stunned. No young woman had ever said anything like that to him before. And truly, she did not look revolted. Only challenging, almost deliberately provocative. He said: ‘Why are you being rude, then?’


  She shrugged. ‘Because - I don’t like the army, I suppose.’


  ‘So what do you like?’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know. Horses, for one thing. You should have been there this afternoon.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘It was a fine day. And I won fifty pounds.’


  Andrew laughed. ‘Bully for you. What are you going to spend it on?’


  ‘Books, perhaps. Or some new paintings for this room. It needs some more, don’t you think?’


  Andrew looked around the room vaguely. There were several large ancient portraits of noble ancestors, most of them turning a uniform mud colour under many years’ exposure to firesmoke and sunlight; and at the end of the room a slightly more cheerful one of a huntsman, with his horse and hounds, sitting proudly in front of a quite phenomenal heap of dead pheasants, ducks, partridges, rabbits and deer. It reminded him of a similar one in the dining room at Ardmore, and for the first time it dawned on him that this young woman might actually own this house one day.


  ‘Yes, surely,’ he said. ‘What are you thinking of buying?’


  ‘I don’t know. Something different from these, anyway. Perhaps a portrait of myself by Augustus John. Or a nude man by Modigliani - if he did any men.’


  ‘Now you’re trying to shock me.’


  ‘Would you be shocked to see a picture of a naked man on the wall? I see plenty of nude women, and I’m told it’s fine art.’


  ‘Yes, but - not in the living room, surely?’


  For answer, she pointed across the room to a table by the window. On it was a sculpture, about two feet high, of an athlete throwing a discus. He was clothed only in a flat Grecian sunhat.


  Andrew laughed. ‘All right, all right, I have no arguments. Install a life-size oil painting of a male nude over your mantelpiece if you like. I’ll come along and watch the faces of your guests, if I may.’


  The laugh had an effect on them both. Catherine thought it attractive - cheerful, manly, a point in his favour. Andrew realized, dimly, that it was the first time anyone had made him laugh like that since - since at least before the fire.


  But the ache in Catherine became sharper too. It was foolish to talk like that about naked men. She knew who she would want to model for any such portrait, and it was no one here in this room.


  Andrew said: ‘You’re an unusual young woman, Miss - Catherine, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes. Am I? It’s probably because I’m a medical student, and used to thinking about bodies. Also I’ve spent a lot of time on my own, in the country, so I’m used to thinking for myself. And I’m a Catholic, like my mother. And a nationalist - a Sinn Feiner, in fact. So I would seem unusual to you, I suppose. In fact, I’m hardly suitable for you to talk to at all.’


  He had expected a boring evening, full of tedious social chitchat. Not a full-blooded attack from his hostess the moment he came in the door. He looked at her closely, thinking: Why is she doing this? He remembered a nervous young lieutenant who had talked like this to keep his courage up, the night before battle.


  He said: ‘Are you afraid of me?’


  I would be, she thought, if I met you alone on a dark night, and you were looking for a woman. The eyes - it was the expression in them that set him apart. They were bright, watching her intently, but from somewhere very distant, deep within himself. Yes, I am afraid of you, she thought, but I have to face you down.


  She said: ‘I expect I can shoot as well as you.’


  Again, he laughed, and this time Sir Jonathan looked over, pleased. He had felt sure that Andrew would be a match for his wilful daughter; he had not guessed she would manage to amuse him.


  ‘With a pistol, I mean,’ she went on. ‘My brothers taught me to use one when I was twelve. I could outshoot them.’


  He said: ‘I’ll take you on, then, one day, and we’ll see. Come to my estate, at Ardmore. The house is burnt down, but I still have a shooting range, and you can bring your own pistol, if you like. But it would have to be for a bet - something serious on both sides. You choose first, and I’ll match it.’


  ‘All right, then,’ she said. Her eyes held his, boldly. In her stomach, excitement flickered like an adder’s tongue. ‘But first I have to learn a little bit more about you, so I can decide what you would most hate to lose.’


  ‘Really?’ He raised an eyebrow, the scar whitening on his cheek. ‘Ask away then.’


  She considered, pleased at the way her policy of aggression was paying off. ‘First, tell me why your house burned down.’


  He began to tell her, briefly, but then Keneally announced that supper was served. At the table, it became obvious he would have to tell the whole party. It was a tale which expressed the inner fears of every Anglo-Irish landlord, surrounded as they were by a sea of poverty, envy, and Roman superstition.


  Colonel Roberts, recently arrived from England, was appalled. ‘It sounds more like something out of the Punjab than the United Kingdom,’ he said. ‘Are you positive it was the Sinn Feiners who did it? These things can sometimes happen by accident, you know.’


  Andrew smiled grimly. ‘All I know is, at least one of them was there on the night, and I’d marched them out of the house at gunpoint two days before. That house had stood for two hundred years before that.’


  The solicitor MacQuarry, who, in addition to his moors in Scotland, had an estate in County Wexford, mentioned a similar tale he had heard of a house that had nearly been burnt there; and Simon le Fanu had heard of Unionist farmers’ crops being burnt, and the tails of their cows docked in the night.


  ‘So we have to show them,’ said Sir Jonathan. ‘Firm government action is the only way, plus a determination on our part not to be intimidated.’ He fixed Catherine firmly with his eye, trying to quell the explosion before it could erupt.


  But she had made her views known to the Viceroy; she did not want to fight that fight over again tonight. She was more intrigued to learn about Andrew.


  ‘Where are you going to live, then?’ she asked.


  ‘I’ll rebuild the house, one day. Until then, I have a place here in town, and some cottages on the estate where I can camp.’


  ‘Why not leave, sell it all up, and go to England?’


  ‘Where to? It’s my home.’


  ‘Will you have the money to rebuild it?’


  ‘Not now.’ He looked at her coldly, with more distaste than before. She wondered what she would do if her own home were burnt down. But then it was not her own home yet; not until she had an approved husband. I wonder if I look like a good catch to you, she thought; a young girl with lots of money and a compliant father. And a Sinn Fein lover in the slums.


  Ex-lover.


  The talk drifted on, to the political situation and what Lloyd George should do. There was talk of English recruits coming over to strengthen the police; of a thorough overhaul of Dublin Castle; of how the Home Rule Bill might defuse it all. To her father’s great relief, Catherine let it drift over her. It’s all a charade, she thought, there’s no point in arguing with them. Words mean nothing. Sean is right, action is the only way.


  And that will mean death, and war, and burning all over the country. Do I want that?


  I want Sean.


  I’ll go back and find him again. I was crazy to walk out like that. It’s what we do that matters. What we do when we’re together, not what we say. Oh Sean, I need you.


  Andrew had been watching her, fascinated by her proud slender beauty. For much of the time she seemed withdrawn, drifting away inside herself. At the end of the evening he said: ‘You went very quiet, young lady. I thought you might argue with us, if you are a nationalist, as you say.’


  ‘There’s no point. Words change nothing. Only action does.’


  ‘True.’ Just as failed action only makes things worse, Andrew thought. What would this girl be saying now, if Michael Collins had kept his appointment yesterday? He shrugged and said: ‘Well, what’s it to be?’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘Your prize. If you win the shooting match.’


  ‘Oh, that.’ She had forgotten all about it.


  ‘Yes. It has to be something serious, remember.’


  She wondered how to put him off. The man had interested her for a few moments, no more. She had no intention of going out to the country with him for some bet. But she didn’t want to back down. So she said: ‘All right. If I win, your ruined house belongs to me. How about that?’


  His lips tightened. This girl is lethal, he thought; she only strikes at the heart. She watched him coolly, her eyes wide, dark, distant.


  He said: ‘That’s a big bet, young lady. I shall have to think what to take from you in exchange.’ He held her gaze for a moment, then turned abruptly and went down the steps into the street. ‘I’ll let you know in a few days,’ he said. ‘Better practise your shooting.’


  Then he was gone, crossing the square quickly, his heels clicking on the pavement. She stood on the doorstep and watched for a moment, wondering if a young man in a flat cap would appear under the streetlight on the corner, where she had kissed Sean.


  But there was no one there.


  20. A Face to Remember


  IT WAS quiet in the library. Davis always treasured his visits here; it was like dropping into a pool of silence, after the glare and bustle of the streets outside. Here there was only the flicker and rustle of pages, like leaves in the wind, and the breath of whispered, apologetic conversations.


  He came here regularly. He had acquired a reputation, in the force, as being something of a reader; apart from cars it was his main interest, so far as anyone knew, outside his work.


  The young man behind the counter had seen him coming. At the moment he was dealing with an insistent old woman, who wanted the definitive book on wedding etiquette, and refused to be satisfied with the only one he could find. Davis met his eyes, briefly, then picked up a book idly, resigning himself to wait.


  As he read, he took a copy of the transcript of Radford’s interview with the German officer and slipped it between the pages, like a bookmark. It was, he thought, very disturbing. In the first place, the raid had foiled what might have been a highly successful arms purchase for the Volunteers. In the second place, the police now knew all about it, and would no doubt use it as evidence to convince the higher command that far tougher measures were necessary against the IRA.


  This man Radford was becoming a menace. He was too effective; he made Davis nervous. Not only had he found out about the Brendan Road rendezvous; he had got all this information out of the German in a couple of days. He must be a powerful interrogator, Davis thought; and his mouth went dry for a moment as he imagined himself sitting across the table from the Ulsterman, not as a colleague, but as a suspected traitor.


  The old lady was satisfied at last. She left, clutching a large volume open at a page full of illustrations of wedding dresses and veils. Davis looked around him, and then stepped up to the counter. He smiled at the young man, and passed him the book. The report stuck out a fraction of an inch from the end of it.


  ‘Would you put that one back on the shelves for me?’


  ‘Surely, sir. Is there anything else I can help you with?’ As he spoke, the young man bent down and put the book into a rack under the counter, deftly abstracting the paper as he did so.


  ‘Not at the moment. How are things here?’


  ‘Peaceful enough. But we’ve a couple of new volumes in that might interest you. I made a note of them. Here.’


  He passed over a folded sheet of paper. It said, simply: ‘Need to see you. Donegan’s, tonight. D.’


  He nodded. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘They look very interesting.’


  He wandered slowly away to the shelves on engineering and transport, chose a book at random, took it to the counter to be issued, and walked out.


  Donegan’s was a small tobacconist’s in Aungier Street, halfway between Dublin Castle and St Stephen’s Green. It was the sort of place where men were dropping in all day for cigarettes and a chat; like the kiosk that Thomas Clarke, the first signatory of the Republic, had had in Parnell Street before the Rising. But, as Davis knew, more came out of Donegan’s than tobacco. In the little room at the back, there was a complete printing press, where the republican newspaper, An tOglach, was printed.


  Davis hoped he was the only member of the DMP who knew this.


  As he stepped inside, the proprietor, Donegan, looked up with a cheerful grin.


  ‘Ah. Mr Davis, would it be? There was a fellow here looking for you just now. Wait now while I close this door, would you?’


  He locked the door behind Davis, and then led him through to the room at the back. Here, two men sat quietly reading. One was Patrick Daly and the other was Michael Collins himself. Collins got up quickly, and pumped him by the hand.


  ‘Dick! Good to see you, my boy! Have a chair, have a chair. Have you got much time?’


  ‘An hour or so.’


  ‘Good. That’s great. We should be through by then.’ He sat down, and looked at Davis intently. As always, Davis felt overawed by the sheer energy and ebullience of the man; but at the same time vastly reassured, to feel that the affairs of the revolution were in such hugely capable hands.


  ‘You look worried, Dick.’ Collins grinned. ‘Is the crime wave wearing you down?’


  ‘Hardly. The police are becoming very efficient these past days. You saw that in Brendan Road, didn’t you?’


  Collins frowned. ‘I know. Because of your new boss, Radford. I’ve read the reports you send us. The man’s too damned efficient for his own good.’ He paused. Davis met Daly’s eyes and knew what was coming. Collins said: ‘We’re going to get rid of him.’


  ‘How?’ Davis felt a surge of excitement, almost sexual in its intensity. It was for this, as much as for his political beliefs, that he did this work. The sense of power that enabled him to look at his colleagues, and know almost for certain that this day would be their last on earth. And that he, Dick Davis, had a hand in it.


  ‘That’s what we need you for,’ said Collins. ‘Where does the man live?’


  ‘In the Standard Hotel, in Harcourt Street. I think he’s going to move into the Castle soon, but they haven’t found him a room yet. Everyone wants one.’


  ‘We’ll save them the trouble. What time does he usually go to the hotel?’


  ‘It varies. Six, seven in the evening, maybe, for dinner. He’s not that regular.’


  ‘Do you go with him?’


  ‘Sometimes. More often he goes with his friend, Kee.’


  ‘I don’t want Kee yet,’ Collins said. ‘With luck he’ll go back to Belfast when his master’s dead. But our problem is, we’re not absolutely sure what Radford looks like. The last thing I want is to shoot the wrong man.’


  Davis began to describe him, but Daly interrupted.


  ‘That’s no good. You can never be sure from what someone says. Look, we want you to point him out to us. Sometime tomorrow if you can. Where are you likely to be with him?’


  Davis thought. ‘In HQ in Brunswick Street, I suppose.’


  ‘All right.’ Daly nodded. ‘Well, at some time during the day, I want you to come out of the front door with him. We’ll be watching it. If you come out together with Radford, do something - take your hat off, fiddle around with the lining or something. If you’re with anyone else, keep your hat on.’


  Davis considered the idea. ‘Are you going to shoot him there and then? I’d have to try and defend him, you know.’


  Daly shook his head. ‘No, no. We just want to get a good look at him, so we don’t make a mistake later.’


  ‘All right.’ It didn’t sound too good to Davis, but he couldn’t think of anything else. ‘There’s one other thing you ought to know,’ he said.


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘He wears body armour. Some kind of bullet-proof vest. I’ve seen him put it on. It makes him look stouter than he is.’


  Daly smiled. ‘He’s worried already, then. We’ll get him, Dick, don’t you worry.’


  Collins stood up. ‘We could go out and have a pint together, Dick, but I don’t think it would do your reputation any good.’


  ‘To be seen with you? No.’ Davis left. As he walked along the street outside he took off his hat and looked at it curiously. One touch of this, and I sign a man’s death warrant, he thought.


  The sense of power coursed through him. Then, unbidden, the voice of his old school chaplain came into his mind, saying: ‘And Judas Iscariot betrayed our Lord with a kiss.’


  Davis cursed, jammed the hat back on his head, and put the thought resolutely out of his mind. That was nothing like it, quite different entirely. That was religion, this was a matter of real life, politics, freeing the nation from oppression.


  He strode on briskly down the street, until he came to a pub called Rafferty’s, near the tram stop for his journey home. He went inside, bought a large double gin, and drank Michael Collins’ health, all alone at the bar.


  Sean awoke, sweating. For a moment he was disoriented. The clean, white walls, flowery chintz curtains, the crucifix at the foot of the bed, the painting of the Sacred Heart - where was he? There were people moving around downstairs, talking quietly, laughing. No shouts or brawls or stench; in fact, a tempting smell of frying bacon drifted in. Then one of the voices spoke more clearly - a woman’s voice - and he remembered. He was in Mrs O’Hagan’s, the new lodging house Paddy Daly had found for him.


  He got out of bed, stripped, and washed from the ewer and basin on the table in the corner. The water was ice-cold, and goose pimples rose along his skin. But he persisted, splashing himself all over with the flannel, trying to raise a lather with the small cake of soap, until his skin was red raw and his teeth were chattering uncontrollably. Still he went on, rinsing the soap off, dunking his head in the basin, even putting his feet in it one at a time to clean them. Every part of him must be clean, especially there, between the legs, and if it was cold and hurt, so much the better. The towel he found was not large, and it was soon sodden, but he rubbed himself hard with it, vigorously, until his skin became pink and warm. His feet ached on the cold wet floor.


  He saw the crucifix on the wall and thought: Now I am clean of her, now I am free. I will confess it all later today and then I will be free of her completely. And now I am cleansed and pure to do whatever duty has to be done.


  The breakfast room was small, with a crisp white tablecloth and gleaming cutlery. There were two other young men already sitting there; both were lodgers in the house, Sean knew, and part-time members of the Volunteers. But they had jobs to go to in the day, as Martin had once had, and both were already eating quickly, with one eye on the clock. They nodded to him. Mrs O’Hagan had had a paper delivered, and one boy had it propped on the table in front of him.


  ‘Look at that, boys!’ he said exultantly. ‘We must have won nearly every blasted seat in the country!’ He jabbed with his fork at the results of the local elections on the centre page. ‘A Sinn Fein council in every town in the land! Now whose country is it?’


  ‘Same as before,’ said the other lad morosely. ‘Voting won’t change a thing.’


  Mrs O’Hagan came in smiling - a round cheerful woman in an apron, her grey hair covered under a white cap. She put a steaming plate of bacon, kidneys, fried egg, mushrooms, tomatoes, and fried potatoes in front of him, and stood back proudly. ‘There now.’


  ‘Mother of God!’ He looked up and caught the frown on her face. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs O’Hagan, I didn’t mean to swear, but - do you eat like this every day?’


  ‘Of course we do. You boys are doing your bit for the country, and that’s my contribution - to send you out fit and strong as you can be. Now you eat it up - I don’t want a bit left, mind - while I fetch you a fresh pot of tea. Come on, Seamus, now; your tram’ll be leaving in a quarter of an hour.’


  The other two laughed at Sean’s evident surprise. ‘You’ve fallen on your feet here, Sean,’ said Seamus, grinning, as he hurriedly forked the last of his bacon into his mouth.


  ‘I have that, surely.’ And yesterday I woke up in a slum where I had to scavenge for every scrap like a dog, he thought. The others left and Sean began to eat. Daly arrived twenty minutes later while Sean was drinking his third cup of tea and munching toast, engrossed in the newspaper. He heard the front door open, and then a heavy hand slapped him in the back.


  ‘Well! And how do you like the life of O’Rahilly, then? Better than your last billet, eh, Sean boy?’


  ‘It is that, surely.’


  Daly sat down, his genial face turning quickly serious. ‘Well, don’t get too used to it. You’re on the run, the peelers could learn about this place any time. Enjoy it while you can.’


  ‘I know. What’s our job for today?’


  ‘Aren’t you the keen one? Nothing too strenuous this morning. I thought we’d stand in the street and watch a few policemen. Would that suit you ?’


  Sean flushed, remembering what had happened outside the Lambert Hotel. ‘You know I’m not too good at that.’


  ‘I know, lad. That’s why I’ll be there this time, to hold your hand. Anyway, that’s only part of it. Let me tell you now.’


  He poured himself a cup of tea, and began to explain.


  Sean had guessed that Davis was working for the Volunteers when he saw him with Collins in Brendan Road. He had not realized, until today, how close that cooperation was.


  Daly said: ‘When he touches the man with his hat, walk up as close as you can. Don’t let him see you, but make sure the man’s face is stuck in your mind. We don’t want any mistakes later.’


  The moment came around midday. They were loitering inside a friendly newsagent’s opposite the police headquarters in Brunswick Street. They had been there for most of the morning, examining each paper closely as though they might one day consider buying it. Quite suddenly, Davis came out of the front door. Behind him was another man, a little shorter, a rather stocky, genial figure, unusually broad in the chest. As soon as he was outside on the pavement, Davis snatched his hat from his head and began to fiddle ostentatiously with the rim. He held it almost at arm’s length, as though there was something inside it that offended him.


  ‘Steady on, now, no need to overdo it,’ Daly muttered. ‘The man’s making a bloody pantomime of it!’ He clutched Sean’s arm to make sure he had seen too. There was only one man with Davis, so there was little chance of confusion. Nonetheless, as they came forward to cross the street, Davis made some remark to Radford, and slapped him on the chest with the hat. Radford looked mildly surprised. They crossed the road at an angle to where Sean and Daly were standing, and set off towards the city centre.


  Sean hurried after them, leaving Daly a little behind, as they had agreed. Walking briskly, he passed the two men, and by the next junction he guessed he was a dozen or so yards ahead. He stood here, looking up and down, as though uncertain which way to go. Then he turned round. The two detectives were a couple of yards behind him.


  Radford was looking straight at him. He smiled. Sean thought: My God he knows who I am! He must have seen the photograph. What do I do now?


  Then he went past. The smile was not for Sean. Radford was talking to Davis, in a strong Belfast accent, about rugby. Sean stood where he was, until Daly came up.


  ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, boy, you were close enough! You don’t think he recognized you?’


  ‘If he did, he’s done nothing about it.’


  Daly looked around. The street was busy, but the two detectives were nowhere to be seen. He began to relax. ‘True. Well, we’ve seen his face now. There’s no way you can forget it?’


  Sean shook his head. Every detail of Radford’s face was imprinted in his mind. The heavy, firm jaw, quick, intelligent eyes, sandy moustache, the creases in the cheeks. There had been a pleasant, bluff, open air about the man - that was what disturbed him most. A bit like one of his housemasters at school, the one who had taught maths and hurling. He and Sean had had arguments in their time, but he had been a decent enough sort, in his way.


  But this Radford was a policeman from Belfast. He’s not a schoolmaster, Sean thought, don’t think it. He can put me or Paddy or Michael Collins or any of us in a little stone cell for years if he wants to. That’s his job. That’s what he’s come to our city to do. Maybe he’s got a nice smile and is fond of dogs and children. Forget all that. It’s not personal. It’s not going to be done out of hatred, as the priest said. It’s my duty as a soldier. A blood sacrifice for my country. That’s all there is to it.


  21. A Man in the Street


  THE AFTERNOON was long and slow. Sean wished the time would move faster. He and Daly shared a pie and a pint in a pub, and then walked across the city to Harcourt Street. They checked the entrances to the Standard Hotel, and then walked back along the street to the Castle, thinking which way someone might choose from there to the hotel. If Radford was going to visit the Castle at all today. It was probable, but not certain. They had no way of knowing. In the end they decided to stand as near as they could to the hotel, and walk down the road towards the man when they saw him coming. A quick shot in the head should do it. There was no shortage of ways to escape afterwards.


  The bellboy in the hotel was one of Collins’s informants, and he told Daly that dinner was not served until six thirty in the evening, and most of the British officers didn’t return to the hotel much before then. So then there was nothing to do but wait. Daly decided that it was pointless, indeed dangerous, to hang about in the street all afternoon, so they split up and agreed to meet again at half past five.


  Sean walked towards the church, with half an idea of making his confession. As he washed himself, this morning, it had seemed a good idea. Then he had felt pure, clear, certain; now his emotions were more violent, unsettled. I need to be in control of what I feel, he thought. But I don’t think a priest can do that for me now. Not now. Not today, with what I have to do.


  He went to St Stephen’s Green and strolled around the park, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his coat. It was a cold, cloudy afternoon, and the place was full of mothers and nannies with prams and little children, out for a breath of fresh air and a chance to feed the ducks. Sean felt a great surge of unfocused anger, so that he had to walk quickly, scowling, to release the energy of it. I must get a grip on this, he thought. I must use it and control it or I’ll make a mess of the killing this evening. And it mustn’t be in hatred, the priest said that.


  The worst of it was, he wasn’t sure what he was angry about. Catherine’s face rose up before him in a daydream, unwanted, smiling lasciviously, and then scornful, waving the piece of sponge which she - ah, what did that matter? It was her idea but I wanted it too, how can I blame her for taking precautions, even if …?


  She should have told me.


  I didn’t want to know. I still don’t want to know.


  He began to realize he was angry with himself, for wanting what he had no right to have, what she had no right to give him. And he thought: Why? Why shouldn’t we have it?


  Because it’s just wrong. To do that in a squalid slum, with people quarrelling all round, and babies climbing up the stairs and crawling in the gutters outside; now that the magic was broken it seemed he had done something dirty, disgusting. And with a fine well-brought up girl like that who used to think of me as some kind of hero. Well, she wanted it too. Maybe they’re all like that, depraved from too many centuries of lording it over the peasantry, longing to be thrown on their backs by some farmer’s boy …


  He noticed a clock outside a hotel. Four twenty-five. You mustn’t think like this, Sean, he told himself. I mustn’t think of this at all. I’m not some ignorant farmer’s boy, she’ll see that tomorrow in the papers, and Catherine doesn’t matter to me anyway. What matters is to do my duty well and cleanly and think of every possible thing that can go wrong so that I’m ready for it.


  He had checked his pistol three times already. It was cleaned and loaded. All he had to do was pull back the safety catch, cock it, and fire. No problem there.


  Radford was known to wear body armour so it would have to be a shot in the head from close up. They would walk quickly towards the man from the same direction, so that they didn’t fire at each other by mistake.


  What if he wasn’t alone?


  If there were two men they would take one each, Daly had said. If there were more than two they would call it off.


  If the street was crowded with women and children?


  It won’t be, Daly had said. Not at that time of day. But if it is, we call it off.


  What if Radford smiles at me, as he did this morning, and I think he’s just like my old schoolmaster?


  If he does that I’ll kill him all the same. It’s not personal, I don’t hate him. We all have to die one day. He’s an old man anyway, nearly fifty by the looks. And Martin died, because of men like him.


  And if my hand shakes and I can’t do it?


  You will. It’s easy. Just like giving an injection or slipping a scalpel into a corpse. I’d be doing that today if I wasn’t busy here. Unpleasant the first time but easy after that, like cutting butter. All you have to do is hold yourself still inside, forget Catherine and everything else, and just think of the policeman’s face and your finger on the trigger and bring the two together and that’s it.


  Bang.


  Finish. Walk away.


  Sean glanced at the clock again and decided it was time to return to Harcourt Street. He strode purposefully across the park, a fresh-faced, handsome young man in a brown coat and flat cap, frowning slightly in concentration. Once a couple of toddlers blocked the path, staggering energetically after a duck. The smallest, a little boy, fell flat on his face in front of Sean’s feet, and started to cry. Sean bent down and picked him up.


  Surprised, the child stopped crying. He stared, wide-eyed, at the face of the stranger who was trying to set him back on his feet. Sean gave him a winning smile. The boy smiled hesitantly back.


  Then the mother came and took the little boy’s hand. Sean touched his cap, thrust his hand back deep into his coat pocket where it clutched the butt of the 9-mm Parabellum, and strode briskly away.


  That evening, Tom Kee sat in the downstairs bar of the Standard Hotel. He was in a corner by himself, with a nearly untouched pint in front of him, looking out of the window. He didn’t want to be disturbed. In a few minutes he was going to have to tell Bill Radford about the failure of the raid on the tenement, and he wasn’t looking forward to it.


  For most of their working life, he and Radford had been close and shared everything together. The discovery that Radford had kept an important secret from him had hurt Kee deeply.


  It grew worse the more he thought about it. He could understand that Butler, the agent, hadn’t trusted G Division. That was good sense; it showed the man knew his job, and had a healthy understanding of the dangers of trusting anyone in this benighted city. But nevertheless Radford should have known, beyond any doubt at all, that he, Tom Kee, could keep the secret. Not only that, but he needed to know about it, so that he could take the basic precautions to ensure that the raid was a success. Instead of charging into the street at the last minute and bungling it, like the Keystone Kops.


  That hurt. Radford hadn’t trusted him, and the raid had been bodged.


  But worse still, in Kee’s opinion, were the underlying reasons for it. He remembered the conversation he had had with Radford and the army colonel before Christmas, about the idea of working with agents from Military Intelligence. Kee hadn’t liked it, then or now. Maybe the Sinn Feiners thought they were fighting a war, but in fact they were criminal murderers who should be arrested and put on trial. Going out to deliberately shoot them was wrong.


  Kee was absolutely sure about this. Of course, he himself carried a gun, and he was quite prepared to shoot if he had to. But there was a clear distinction between that and going out with the deliberate intention of killing someone. Policemen did the first; soldiers, spies, assassins and murderers did the second.


  What hurt Kee was the belief that the man Butler had not been sent to arrest Collins, but to kill him.


  The more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that Radford hadn’t told him about Butler’s plans because he knew he wouldn’t approve. Radford hadn’t cared too much about the details of the raid, because he thought they were going to find dead IRA Volunteers in the house, who wouldn’t need to be arrested.


  Why else had Butler taken a leather bag to the house, with two loaded automatic pistols?


  Kee looked at his watch, and took a sip of his beer. He was going to confront his old friend and superior with his suspicions tonight, and his mouth was dry with apprehension. Their friendship had lasted for many years, and he hoped it would survive the confrontation. But if it didn’t, it wouldn’t be worth keeping. What sort of friendship would we have, he thought, if one of us was afraid to speak up when he thought the other was stepping over the line between daring police work, and conspiracy to murder?


  Kee had hoped he would be able to impress Radford at the same time with the results of orthodox police work. At midnight last night he had raided the tenement, together with the young detective Foster and a platoon of soldiers. He had to take the soldiers; it would have been madness not to. Half of them had been posted outside, to watch the back and front of the building, and make sure no one escaped over the roof. The rest had come in with him, banging on the doors of the inhabitants, herding them into terrified little groups in the middle of their squalid rooms, guarded by Tommies with tin hats and rifles. While Kee and Foster raced up the stairs, trying door after door to see which room Brennan would be in.


  He had been in none of them.


  The room they had finally identified as his was quite empty. It had been little more than a large cupboard, with a creaky bed by the wall, a fireplace, a table and chair, a scrap of carpet on the floor, a window. Kee had looked out of the window. A twenty-foot drop to a concrete yard with an open drain and some dustbins. No escape there. And there were no possessions in the room - only a burnt saucepan, some holey blankets on the bed, a pillow and mattress that must have been old when Queen Victoria was born, and a pile of sticks, newspaper and coal. The ashes in the fireplace were cold.


  Kee had sat on the bed, sick with disappointment, and tried to imagine the proud, beautiful young girl from Merrion Square in this room. He couldn’t. It was too squalid. And yet Foster had been adamant and Kee believed him. There must be something seriously wrong in that girl’s mind, he thought.


  But that was beside the point. Brennan was still at large. Ordinary police work had failed again. Kee had kept the details of the operation back from Radford, hoping to surprise him. Now he would just look devious, and the rift between them would widen.


  So now he sat in the bar of the Standard Hotel and waited for Radford. It was already twenty past six. He looked out of the window. In the semidarkness, an army lorry rumbled past, followed by a tram that clanked to a stop opposite the hotel, its bell jingling eerily. It was misty outside, he noticed; he could only see the tram indistinctly, through swathes of vapour tinged yellow and orange by the gaslights. If it got much worse no one would be able to see anything, and all traffic would seize up for the night. The combination of a still, damp, windless night, and over a million coal fires, could produce a Dublin fog to rival any ‘London particular’.


  If Radford doesn’t come soon, Kee thought, he may not make it at all.


  The gradually thickening yellow fog made Sean nervous. On the one hand, of course, it was a good thing, because it made their continued presence in Harcourt Street much less obvious to anyone who might be watching. By six thirty, visibility was down to twenty yards. But on the other hand, it was making it harder to keep a lookout for Radford.


  He and Paddy had worked out a system. One of them would stand quietly in a doorway about ten yards from the hotel. The dripping brass plate on the door showed that the house was used by a dentist, and he appeared to have gone home by now. The other one would stroll slowly along the pavement away from the hotel, in the direction of Dublin Castle, until he was nearly out of sight of the first. Then he would cross the road, walk back on the other side, and they would change places.


  If the man on the pavement saw someone who might be Radford, he was to signal it to the other by taking out a handkerchief and blowing his nose. Then he was to wait until the suspect came up, and if it was Radford, shoot him in the head. The man in the doorway was to come up as fast as he could, to help finish him off, if necessary. If there were too many passers-by, the first man was to engage Radford in conversation until the other people had gone on, while the second man walked casually up and shot him.


  If Radford approached the hotel from the wrong end of the street, then at least the man in the doorway was near enough to the hotel to see him go in. Then they could both go home.


  Sean thought about the plan as he paced slowly down the pavement. The fog seemed to fill the street with so many strange noises which he didn’t usually notice. Some were muffled, some sharpened and magnified out of all proportion. He knew there was a tram somewhere, because the ringing of its bell was as clear in his head as though he were on it. Yet he couldn’t see the machine, or hear its engine; he wasn’t even sure which direction it was coming from. There were bicycle bells too, and the clip of a horse’s hooves coming quite surprisingly fast. From down by the river, the hoot of a foghorn boomed every half-minute; and occasionally the chatter of conversation carried to him, disconcertingly, out of shops and doorways he couldn’t quite see.


  The twenty yards’ walk away from Paddy had come to seem like some frightening odyssey into the unknown. The further he got from Paddy, the more lonely he felt. Apart from the sounds, there were the shapes: strange, indeterminate thickenings of the mist under the gaslights, which suddenly coalesced into something meaningful - a tram, a bicycle, a pedestrian. And if it was a pedestrian, there was so little time, in twenty yards, to know if it was Radford or not. Only a quarter of an hour ago they had nearly killed the wrong man: only at the last minute had Sean seen Paddy waving energetically from behind the victim, and realized the mistake. Same height, same build, wrong face.


  He had lowered the pistol to his side and by some freak the pedestrian appeared not to have noticed it. They had watched him, and he had not gone into the hotel.


  But although they had both been shaken, they had not given up.


  ‘Not yet,’ Paddy had said. ‘Tonight’s the best chance we’ll have, if we just keep our nerve. Another half-hour and he must come.’


  And Sean had agreed.


  It would be terrible to give up now. All day he had spent nerving himself for it; to give up and walk away now would be a waste, impossible. Before the near mistake he had felt as clear in his mind as he ever had; quite cold, concentrated on the one thing he had to do, empty of all other thoughts. There was something almost religious, mystical about it.


  Now the feeling was a little more ragged, fraying like a flag that has been flying in the storm too long; but he still thought he could hold out for another ten minutes. Radford must come soon.


  He reached the end of his beat, and looked back. Paddy was only partly visible - a dark shape beside a blur that was a doorway, with the mist behind him glowing from the invisible hotel lights beyond. Time to cross the road and go back. The noises were more eerie than ever. It sounded as though the foghorn had come closer, and there was the clanking of a bell that was quite unlike a tram. Sean peered into the mist ahead, and then stepped out into the road.


  Halfway across, a dark shape began to loom towards him. A bell clanked and a foghorn groaned. It was this, he realized, that was making the noises. Whatever was it? He reached the other pavement, and waited.


  Jesus, Mary and Joseph - it looked like a horse with horns! Sean shuddered and almost crossed himself - on a night like this the banshee and God knows what else could not be entirely dismissed. He stared at it wildly and then realized. Right here in the middle of the city at six o’clock some desperate peasant was driving a dogcart down Harcourt Street with a cow between the shafts! A cow with a bell hanging on its chest, for Christ’s sake!


  Sean didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He turned to check Paddy and the rest of the street and then he heard the voice.


  ‘Are you lost then, Seamus?’


  ‘Never in life, sir. I do be after taking the short cut home, is all!’


  ‘Good luck to you then!


  The voice that had asked the question - it was the same one he had heard this morning! Radford - but where was he?


  Sean looked beside the cart and saw him. A stocky, energetic man, striding along beside the cart and laughing at the absurdity of the sight as he overtook it. He was only about five yards away from Sean.


  Sean took out his handkerchief with his left hand and waved it. Radford stopped, and stared at him in surprise.


  In the next minute everything seemed to happen very slowly.


  Sean dropped the handkerchief and pulled the Parabellum out of his pocket with his right hand. He looked at Radford and saw the smile fading from his face. As Sean lifted the Parabellum Radford began to move, ever so slowly at first it seemed, to his right. Sean had the pistol up and the barrel followed Radford’s head all the way. Sean thought nothing at all, only: Now.


  He fired.


  Radford jerked convulsively sideways, and collapsed on the ground in front of a shop window. But he wasn’t dead, not at all. He writhed and kicked and got himself up on his knees, and Sean saw him tugging at something in his pocket. The butt of a revolver came out.


  Sean fired again.


  Radford’s nose disappeared. In its place was a black hole. His mouth was open too in a wide 0 just beneath it. He was blown back on his knees so that the back of his head hit the shop window and left a great smear of blood and brains across it. Then he slumped anyhow to the ground like a broken doll.


  The cow bellowed, and jerked the dogcart out into the middle of the road. It nearly knocked down Paddy Daly as he sprinted across, pistol in hand. From somewhere a long way away Sean heard another eerie noise. It was the sound of the farmer screaming: ‘Mother Mary, God, Jesus Christ Almighty! Murder! Murder! Help! He’s killed him! Will you shake a leg now, you foolish beast!’


  And much nearer there was Paddy’s voice in his ear, saying: ‘You did it, then. You got the devil right enough. Come on now, Sean, boy. Put the gun in your pocket and walk away with me. No need to run. Just walk briskly and we’ll be out of sight in a couple of seconds.’


  Sean did exactly as he was told, and in less than a minute he and Paddy had faded into the fog, just two more eerie shadows in the thickening gloom.


  Kee heard the shots and was up and halfway across the bar before anyone else moved. Then an army captain and a major got off their stools and the three of them came down the front steps of the hotel together.


  Dear God, Kee was thinking, don’t let it be Bill, please let it not be him …


  But of course it was.


  By the time they had got past the terrified screaming ludicrous farmer and crossed the street to where the body was lying, there was already a small crowd around it. Kee pushed through and saw it but the face was unrecognizable. Only the hair and the clothes told him.


  Kee looked up and down the street and tried to take charge. ‘Which way?’ he yelled. ‘Which way did they go?’


  But the people in the little crowd shook their heads and backed away, as though they were already regretting their involvement. The nearest, a man in a soft hat and smart coat, actually turned to go. Kee seized him by the lapels and slammed him against a lamppost, yelling: ‘Which way, damn you? Which way did the swine go?’


  Shocked, the man stuttered: ‘I don’t know. I didn’t see.’


  Kee threw him away in disgust. ‘Damned liar!’ He turned to the others. ‘Who saw it? Which way?’


  But they shook their heads, backing away, and when Kee strode towards them the army major said: ‘I say, steady on, old chap.’


  Then a woman said: ‘I came from St Stephen’s Green and saw no one running or anything, so I think they must have gone up there.’ She pointed past the hotel, towards Adelaide Road.


  Kee grabbed the major and said: ‘You round these people up. Don’t let any of them go.’ Then he shouted to the younger one, the captain: ‘You come along with me!’ He sprinted off up the road into the fog, drawing his service revolver from his pocket and cocking it as he ran. But after ten yards he knew it was hopeless. Shadowy figures appeared out of the gloom, on either side of the road. He ran from one to the other, pistol in hand, peering into frightened, indignant, baffled faces; there was no possibility it was any of them. He ran on, into the fog, thinking: They’ll be running, too. I’ll stop anyone who’s running.


  But no one was.


  When he reached the junction with Adelaide Road, he stopped in the middle of the street, baffled. Cars, bicycles and pedestrians came and went in and out of the fog from every direction, looking at him oddly or ringing their bells to make him get out of the way. It was futile.


  He turned to walk back.


  The army captain who had followed him said: ‘It’s no go, I’m afraid. Are you a police officer?’


  Kee nodded. But I’m not behaving like one, he thought. I need witnesses. I hope that other chap has rounded them up. He started to walk back down the street. His legs felt like lead.


  ‘Who was he, do you think?’ the captain asked.


  Kee said: ‘He was my friend.’


  Then he walked on very quickly and when he found the other officer had only collected two witnesses he cursed him for an incompetent fool and then almost immediately apologized and wondered if he was going to crack up completely. He ran out with the captain and brought in the farmer, then he rang Brunswick Street, then he began to interview them in the hotel.


  None of them was any good as a witness except the farmer and he was drunk. ‘It was a young lad,’ he said, ‘he came out of the mist like a divil and then he was gone.’ Kee showed him the photograph of Sean Brennan, and the farmer said it was very like him exactly, sorr, but he would have needed to see the boy’s face to be absolutely sure, and that was one thing he hadn’t got a peep at. Then he said: ‘It was a pity ye went on down the street with the soldier when ye did, sorr, because the boy who did the shooting went the other way entirely, I had thought to mention it but there was all that trouble with the cow.’ At that point Kee got up and went out of the room.


  He found Davis and Foster and a couple of other detectives in the foyer.


  ‘Go in and take a statement from that fool,’ he said. ‘If I stay near him a moment longer I swear I’ll strangle him.’


  Then he went out to see what was happening to the body and when that was sorted out he came back into the bar for a drink.


  Investigations went on all night but there was no useful evidence at all.


  It was the worst night of Kee’s life.


  Some time towards morning, when the first hint of dirty grey light began to appear in the east, Kee stood on the steps outside the Standard Hotel and said: ‘I’ll find them for you, Bill. I’ll find them if I have to stay in this heathen town for the rest of my natural life.’


  22. A Shooting Match


  ‘IT WAS good of you to come.’ Sir Jonathan shook Andrew firmly by the hand. ‘Come this way. Keneally, show Mr Harrison straight through when he arrives, would you.’


  He led Andrew up a single flight of stairs into his study. It was a pleasant, masculine room: leather-bound armchairs, a desk with a stack of papers weighed down by a shell-case, rows of books, and a large stuffed pike in a glass case over the fireplace. And on the wall, a number of framed photographs.


  Andrew looked at the photographs curiously. One was of a young man on a horse in a hunting coat, surrounded by a pack of hounds; another of a similar young man, slightly broader in the face, sitting quietly at a desk, a pen poised in his hand. There was another of both young men standing proudly together in army battledress. Their hair was immaculately brushed, their eyes alight with hope, the leather of their Sam Browne belts gleaming.


  There was a photograph of me like that in Mother’s bedroom at Ardmore, Andrew thought. It went up in flames a month ago. Like everything it stood for.


  Sir Jonathan saw him looking. ‘My sons,’ he said. ‘Richard was killed at Vimy Ridge, John at Passchendaele.’


  Andrew nodded. There was no need for sympathy. They had both been there. A million young men like that had been dismembered in the mud. Andrew wondered what his own eyes would look like now, if a photographer ever sat him down.


  He said: ‘There’s no picture of your daughter.’


  ‘No. Well, I’ve still got her with me. More or less.’


  Andrew wondered vaguely what that meant. He said: ‘It was a pleasant evening the other night.’ That was what one said, wasn’t it? The uses of polite society were very distant for him.


  ‘Glad you enjoyed it. Drink?’


  ‘Whiskey and water, please. Small one.’


  While Sir Jonathan was pouring the drinks he said: ‘I’ve asked Harrison to come but we may as well start. We both had a talk with Radford before he was killed, poor chap. He felt pretty bad about the way your mission failed at the last leap. Felt most of it was his fault, in some way.’


  Andrew took the whiskey and held the cut-glass tumbler thoughtfully between himself and the fire. The flames were refracted into strange orange shapes in the peaty liquid. ‘He was right, too,’ he said calmly.


  Sir Jonathan frowned. The arrogant self-assurance of this young man was one of the least attractive things about him. But it was also one of the reasons why he had been chosen for this job. He reminded himself of the medals Andrew had won, the success of his escape from behind German lines, the devastating fury he had unleashed in the trenches. If the man felt fear, Sir Jonathan thought, he seemed drawn to confront it.


  Keneally knocked at the door. ‘Mr Harrison, sir,’ he said.


  The drab little man with the pebble spectacles came in, carrying a briefcase. He nodded to Sir Jonathan, and held out a hand for Andrew to shake. The hand was soft, clammy.


  Sir Jonathan poured him a drink and they all sat down. Harrison leaned forward on the edge of his chair, peering carefully at Andrew. ‘You’ve been unlucky,’ he said.


  ‘Yes. So was Radford.’


  ‘Quite. Which makes it more urgent than ever to deal with Collins and his murderers. We wanted this meeting to know what your plans are now.’


  ‘Now?’ Andrew raised an eyebrow at them both in faint surprise. ‘To go back to Ardmore, that’s all.’


  ‘But what about Collins?’


  ‘The German officer, Count von Hessel, has been deported. You don’t expect me to bring him back to life again, do you?’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Why not? Mr Harrison, these men may be bog Irishmen, but they’re not completely stupid. They’re probably deeply suspicious about the whole story already. What do you want me to tell them - I knocked out my guards at Dun Laoghaire, caught the first train back, and now here I am ready to do the arms deal all over again?’


  ‘It’s a possibility. We could supply you with a cover story. Plant a tale in the newspapers to say that you’d escaped.’


  Andrew thought, and said: ‘No. There would be too many people involved. Somebody would be bound to tell Collins.’


  There was a silence. Sir Jonathan asked: ‘So what do you intend to do, then?’


  ‘Nothing. I tried, the police cocked it up. It’s finished.’


  ‘And Bill Radford? Don’t you want to avenge him?’


  ‘He knew the risks. The same could have happened to me.’


  Sir Jonathan frowned. ‘I expected more of you than that, my boy.’


  Andrew looked at him, and said nothing.


  Harrison coughed. ‘Before you, er, decide to drop out of the whole business, something came to my attention the other day which perhaps you should see.’ He fiddled with the locks of his briefcase, opened it, and passed across a slim manila folder with two typed sheets of paper inside. ‘Have a look at those, would you. I’ve marked the relevant paragraphs in the margin.’


  The sheets of paper were police reports about an investigation into the deaths of three young men who had been found in the river Blackwater with their car two weeks ago. At first it had been thought they had drowned, but the pathologist’s report showed that one had been shot, one had been stabbed to death, and the third had had his skull crushed by several blows to the head. Two, it seemed, had had some connection with Sinn Fein, but the third had not. The RIC were treating the deaths as murder.


  Harrison had marked two paragraphs. The first stated that two of the dead men were connected with another investigation into a fire at Ardmore House, which was now being treated as arson. Servants stated that the men had been seen there on the night in question, and that they had apparently had a quarrel with the owner, Major Butler, some days before. There was therefore some suspicion that these men might have started the blaze.


  The second marked paragraph referred to a witness - a Dr Scartan - who had driven across the bridge on the afternoon when it was believed the murders took place. He had met a fisherman there, who was just packing up his tackle to leave. He had had a short conversation with the man, and offered him a lift, but the fisherman had declined. The police were most anxious to meet this fisherman, and Dr Scartan was quite convinced he would recognize him if he met him, or if he saw a photograph.


  Andrew read both paragraphs carefully, and then handed the folder back. ‘So?’ he said. ‘I don’t see the connection.’


  The huge eyes peered at him carefully from behind the thick spectacles. ‘Well, Mr Butler, the point is really this. The local police are anxious to solve this crime, and it would appear that you, as the owner of Ardmore House, would have had at least some motive for wishing these men dead. Now if Dr Scartan were to see this photograph of you …’ He fumbled in the briefcase again, and brought out a small black-and-white print of Andrew in army battledress, not unlike the one on the wall of Sir Jonathan’s two sons. ‘… together with a description of the wound on your face, then he might possibly identify you as the fisherman. Which would be strong circumstantial evidence to link you with the unfortunate deaths of these three young men. Do you get my drift?’


  Andrew sipped his drink, and contemplated him scornfully. ‘It’s hardly proof, though, is it? A decent barrister would make mincemeat of it in five minutes.’


  ‘I quite agree. In … normal circumstances. But if this case were brought before a jury, say, in the city of Cork, perhaps - there are unfortunately very strong prejudices at present against landlords with an army background, such as yourself, and in favour of what are misguidedly seen as innocent young Sinn Feiners. An Irish jury might not have quite the same grasp on logic and the rules of evidence that you might hope for.’


  There was silence in the room. A clock chimed loudly somewhere outside. Andrew said: ‘Are you saying that if I don’t go on with this Collins business, you’ll throw me to the wolves?’


  Harrison coughed apologetically. ‘I wouldn’t put it quite as crudely as that, Major Butler, but yes, that is the general idea.’


  ‘You’re forgetting something. I have a document in my possession which states quite clearly that I will be paid £10,000 for the arrest of Michael Collins, dead or alive. It was signed by Sir Jonathan in the presence of yourself and Commissioner Radford. If I were on trial, I could produce that in court.’


  ‘That would, indeed, be very embarrassing. Sir Jonathan and I would say it was a forgery, of course, but we would rather not have to. But you see, Major Butler, even if it brought us down, it would scarcely do you any good. One glance at a document like that, and your guilt in the eyes of the jury would be established. And the penalty for murder is still hanging. Even for the murder of Sinn Feiners.’


  Andrew looked incredulous. ‘So you are saying that the only way you will save me from hanging for the murder of three Sinn Feiners, is to carry on and murder some more. Is that it?’


  ‘Precisely, Major Butler. And one Sinn Feiner in particular.’


  There was another silence. Sir Jonathan had been looking stern, but increasingly embarrassed throughout the previous conversation. When Andrew glanced at him, he cleared his throat and said: ‘And of course, when you do kill Collins, the reward will be paid in full. You have my word on that. It’s just that we can’t afford any backsliding now, you see.’


  ‘I see,’ Andrew said thoughtfully. ‘So much for the concept of honour.’


  ‘Yes, well.’ Sir Jonathan’s face, Andrew noticed curiously, was actually quite red. Clearly this attempt at blackmail wasn’t Sir Jonathan’s idea, Andrew thought. But he’s going along with it, nevertheless. Now I know who’s running the show, anyway.


  He turned back to the small, bug-eyed figure of Harrison. ‘And do I have your word that this RIC investigation goes no further, if I agree to carry on?’


  ‘Of course. We have no interest in harming you, only in defeating the enemy. It’s a war, you see, just a different kind of one. Everyone supports the troops when they’re fighting. But if they turn away, they get shot.’


  ‘My God.’ What do you know about fighting? Andrew thought. Or do they have wars under the stones, too, where the slugs are?


  Sir Jonathan interrupted, clearly still embarrassed. ‘Our only interest is in defeating these swine before they ruin the country completely. If Lloyd George would give us martial law, we wouldn’t need this sort of cloak-and-dagger stuff. But he won’t, so it’s up to us to fight the Shinners by their own methods, that’s all. I’m sure you see that, Andrew, don’t you?’


  ‘Oh yes,’ said Andrew softly. ‘I see it absolutely.’


  ‘Good. So you’ll do it?’


  ‘I’ll carry on, yes. But you can’t expect me to come up with a new plan, just like that.’


  ‘No, of course not. But you may want to carry on with the one Harrison put to you before? Resurrecting Count von Hessel?’


  ‘Perhaps. I’ll think about it. But no silly stories about him escaping at Dun Laoghaire. If he comes back, it’s from Germany. And that’ll take time.’


  ‘In that case it may be best that you drop out of sight for a few days,’ Sir Jonathan said. ‘I was thinking that before you came. We don’t want you seen walking around Dublin if you’re supposed to have been deported, do we?’


  ‘They may already have seen me,’ said Andrew bitterly. Though on reflection he thought it unlikely; he had been out of the house in Nelson Street only three times since the raid on Brendan Road. Once to buy food, and twice to come here.


  ‘Let’s hope not. But the longer you stay, the greater the risk. And as Harrison says, it might be unwise for you to go back to Ardmore at the moment. Why not go down to my house in Galway for a few days? There are none of Collins’ men there. You could relax, ride, breathe the sea air. Good shooting, too.’


  Andrew did not particularly want to be beholden to Sir Jonathan for a home, but the prospect of staying alone in the house in Nelson Street, indoors most of the time to avoid a chance meeting with Daly, was beginning to pall. And Ardmore was just the contemplation of ruin, and now, it seemed, awkward interviews with the local RIC. At least, if Harrison knew he was in Galway, he couldn’t pressure him for instant results.


  ‘All right,’ he said gracelessly. ‘Why not?’


  Harrison left, but Sir Jonathan asked if Andrew would mind staying behind for half an hour. ‘I have some letters and bills to send to Ferguson, my estate manager at Killrath,’ he said. ‘And with the posts so unreliable as they are, I would be grateful if you could take them with you.’


  ‘By all means.’ Andrew settled down in a corner to smoke, when the door of Sir Jonathan’s study opened and Catherine looked in. She saw Andrew and hesitated, her hand on the doorknob. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Father. If you’re busy it can keep for another time.’


  Andrew got to his feet - slowly, as though it was a thing he had just remembered to do, rather than an automatic courtesy. She looked pale, he thought, more tired than before, with dark smudges round her eyes that were not artificial at all. He said: ‘No, please don’t leave on my account. I was hoping to see you and pay my respects or whatever one does, after the other evening.’


  ‘Thank you.’


  Sir Jonathan looked up. ‘Catherine, don’t go. I’m just writing a couple of letters for Major Butler to take to Killrath. Could you entertain him for half an hour or so while he waits?’


  Catherine was not sure she wanted to be bothered with this. But then, what else was there? With Sean gone, everything seemed drab, wearisome. At least this man had brought a little colour to the other evening, for an hour or so. So she said: ‘Of course,’ took him to the drawing room downstairs, and ordered tea.


  There was something incongruous about this man in a flowered armchair. He looked tense, ill at ease, angry. When the muscles of his jaw moved, the livid scar on his cheek writhed like a snake. Catherine had the impression he was far away in his own mind, unaware of her. Keneally brought tea and she poured it, feeling foolish and annoyed by the silences that fell between them. Being a society hostess was a role that bored her, and she particularly hated being forced to do it and then ignored.


  ‘Well,’ she said suddenly. ‘Have you made up your mind yet?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘About your half of the bet. As I remember, the other night you said I could have your ruined house, Ardmore, if I could shoot better than you.’


  She was gratified to see that she had his full attention. The hard dark eyes focused on her coldly. He said: ‘As I remember it was the other way around. You decided you wanted it.’


  ‘Perhaps.’ She sipped her tea coolly. ‘I can’t imagine it’s worth much now, anyway.’


  Not to you perhaps, Andrew thought. Something about her eyes - dark, intense, determined - reminded him of the way Sir Jonathan had looked at him as they discussed their deal upstairs. It annoyed him. These people held all the cards, suddenly.


  He said: ‘That house is my life, young lady. It would be stupid for me to bet about it unless you were ready to offer something equally valuable to you in return. Which you aren’t.’


  She flushed. ‘Aren’t I? Try me.’


  ‘All right then.’ Andrew was annoyed now, but the situation amused him, too. At least, if he had to do what Sir Jonathan wanted, he could still take this high-and-mighty girl down a peg or two. He said: ‘Let’s pretend we’re in a fairy tale. If you win, you get the ruins of Ardmore; if I win, you still get them.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘As a wife, dear girl. I need one, and you seem to be reasonably well brought up, and able to pour the tea without spilling it. I offer the house; you offer yourself. Then you get Ardmore whatever happens.’


  Despite herself, Catherine flushed bright red. Then she laughed. The laugh sounded forced even to her. My bluff has been called, she thought.


  ‘What’s the matter? My face is so unsightly you wouldn’t even consider it, I suppose.’


  ‘Oh no.’ She put her teacup down and stood up, feeling the blush mercifully drain away. ‘Your scar is the most attractive thing about you, as far as I can see. It’s not very gentlemanly, though, to compare me to a ruin. I’ll get the pistol now.’


  ‘Now?’ Surely the stupid girl didn’t mean it?


  ‘Why not? There’s a small walled garden behind the house. That’ll do.’


  Stunned, he followed her out into the corridor. There was a locked cupboard round a corner, which she opened, and took out a Webley revolver. Deftly, she loaded six cartridges into it. ‘Three shots each. We’ll need something for the marks.’ She gave him the pistol, walked through to the kitchen, and came back with two sheets of paper, a pencil, some small nails, and a hammer.


  The garden was about thirty feet long, surrounded by high walls, with a terrace, a small lawn, and some espaliered trees and rockeries around the edge. Catherine drew a thick pencilled cross in the middle of each sheet of paper, with a circle about two inches in diameter around the point where the lines met. Then she walked down the garden and nailed them to the branches of a tree. She walked back and looked at him with a slight, cool grin on her face, pushing a strand of her short black hair away from her face with a finger.


  ‘Will you shoot first or will I?’


  Andrew burst out laughing. ‘All right, you’re mad, I admit it. Don’t worry, I won’t hold you to it against your will.’


  The small, tight smile had not changed. ‘Then I don’t get the house.’


  ‘It’s only a ruin anyway. Go on, you shoot first.’


  ‘All right.’ She took the pistol from him, cocked it, and held up a finger for a moment to test the breeze. Then she lifted the gun slowly. He thought it might be too heavy for her but he saw it was not. She held it in one hand, her right arm straight out from her shoulder. He saw it was quite still, rock steady.


  The three shots came very swiftly, in almost as many seconds. The sound in the little walled garden echoed deafeningly.


  Andrew could see one shot near the centre of the cross. There was another towards the edge of the pencilled circle. From this distance he could not see the third at all.


  She handed the revolver to him. It was light, he noticed, a smaller model than the one he had used in the war. It had been one of his pastimes, in the long, boring weeks in the billets and trenches, to set up makeshift targets - food tins, paper, dead mice and rats pinned to a door by their tails - and knock holes in them. Once he had drawn the face of a German officer and drilled holes in its eyes, nostrils, and teeth from ten yards.


  He lifted the gun, sighted, and fired.


  As the echoes rang in their ears, a door opened behind them and Sir Jonathan came out. ‘What the devil …?’


  ‘It’s all right, Father,’ Catherine said. ‘You asked me to entertain him so we’re having a shooting match.’


  ‘Good God, I thought we were being attacked!’


  ‘No such luck, I’m afraid.’ Andrew noticed with amusement that the Colonel had his own revolver holster unbuttoned, and his hand on the butt of the pistol inside.


  Catherine and Andrew walked down to the end of the garden together. Andrew looked at Catherine’s target first. He had thought her third shot had gone wide, but to his surprise he saw it had clipped the hole of the first, so that there was one single large hole within half an inch of the intersection of pencil lines in the middle of the paper. The third shot was about an inch away, to the upper left, just touching the circle she had drawn.


  His own shots were grouped closer, in a cluster less than an inch wide straddling the intersection.


  He held the two sheets of paper together. Their eyes met. Andrew said: ‘I win, I think, Mrs Butler.’


  He was pleased to see that a slight flush had returned to her face. She said: ‘You’re a better shot than I thought. Well, when I’m a ruin like your house, you shall have me.’


  Then she turned and walked back into the house.


  As Sir Jonathan gave him the letters he said: ‘She’s not used to being beaten, you know. Did you have a bet on it, or what?’


  ‘Nothing serious,’ Andrew said. ‘Just a game, that’s all.’


  It was the end of the next day when Andrew saw Killrath.


  All day, as the train wound its way steadily westwards, through Tullamore, Athlone, Ballinasloe, and on to the town of Galway itself, he had sat at the window of the first-class carriage, sunk in depression. This retreat to the west was a combination of all the things he most hated.


  It was a mark of defeat, first of all. He had failed to find Collins, or kill him. Instead, he was now hunted himself.


  He was angry, too. Very angry at Harrison, for the threat of blackmail. For all its clumsiness, Andrew was forced to accept it as a possibility. The little man was clearly ruthless in his own way, devoid of scruples. If he has to throw me before the courts, he will, Andrew thought. Probably his own job only hangs by a thread. If the Shinners’ campaign goes on, and he can point to no successes against it, that thread will be cut; and then he’ll drag me down into the mud with him. Certainly Sir Jonathan believed it was possible. He’s got no love for the little slug, either.


  For the hundredth time, Andrew searched for a better method of approaching Collins. But he had considered and rejected all of them before; they were as full of holes as a colander. Even if he had not been scarred, Daly had seen his face. They knew who he was: he was a German officer, Count von Hessel. Andrew hoped, fervently, that they still believed that. If they did, he still had a remote chance of success. A chance that would be totally dissipated if he were to turn up claiming to be someone else.


  So Count von Hessel would have to re-establish contact. After all, von Hessel warned Daly of the approach of the police; he fought the police; he was arrested and deported. Von Hessel was a stubborn fellow: he would come back to Dublin and try again. There’s no reason why Collins should think it was not true.


  He hoped not, anyway. He had been through all this last night, sitting in his study in Nelson Street. What would a German count do, he had asked himself, if he were rash enough to come back a second time?


  He would write them a really harsh letter, complaining of their lack of security. He would be outraged that Collins hadn’t kept his appointment on time. He would demand better security, and better guarantees, in future.


  So that was what Andrew had done. He had written a letter on a sheet of paper embossed with his grandparents’ German address; and early this morning, before leaving to catch the train, he had delivered it to Sir Jonathan in Merrion Square.


  Sir Jonathan had been surprised. ‘Why are you giving it to me?’ he had asked.


  ‘Two reasons. First, because I’m not a professional forger and I need you to find one. I want the correct German postage stamp put on it, a perfect facsimile of a German franking mark. Can that be done?’


  Sir Jonathan had only hesitated for a moment. ‘Yes, I think so. There’s a fellow called Smythe in the Castle who’s obsessed with that kind of thing. He’d make a perfect job, I’m sure.’


  ‘Good. Only for heaven’s sake make sure he keeps his mouth shut. I don’t want anyone to know about this unless they need to. Neither do you, I suppose.’


  ‘No,’ Sir Jonathan had agreed. ‘And the other reason?’


  ‘I want the letter inserted into the incoming international mail. Can that be arranged?’


  Sir Jonathan tapped the letter against his palm. ‘I don’t see why not,’ he said. It was addressed to Mr Michael Collins, c/o Dail Eireann, The Mansion House, Dublin. The Sinn Fein postal workers would abstract it, and pass it on to an address which neither of them knew. ‘When do you want it posted?’


  That was the hard part. ‘I think about two weeks from now,’ Andrew said. ‘That should give Hessel time to get back to Germany and return. Can I stay down at Killrath until then?’


  ‘Of course. My dear chap, the place is yours.’


  A car met him at the station in Galway. The chauffeur, a slim young man of about eighteen, took Andrew’s only suitcase and threw it carelessly in the boot of the large bull-nosed Morris.


  ‘My name’s David Ferguson,’ he said, without being asked. ‘My father’s the agent here. I expect Sir Jonathan told you. We more or less run the place for him while he’s away.’


  ‘No, he didn’t say.’


  ‘Did he not? That’s strange.’ The young man steered the car carefully through the crowded streets. ‘I’m sorry about all this. It’s market day today. We’ll get out on the open road eventually.’ He waited while a jam of horse-drawn carts, cars, and two large motor lorries sorted itself out. ‘Sir Jonathan said you were in the Guards with him in France.’


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘Jolly good show. I’d have gone too, if I’d been old enough. Though it can’t have been much of a picnic, especially the last year, I suppose. Did you get the face wound there?’


  ‘Yes.’ Andrew did not want to make conversation, especially about the war. But he could see some response was necessary. As the traffic eased, and they drew out of the town, he said: ‘Tell me about Killrath, then. What should Sir Jonathan have told me?’


  It was a fortunate question. The young man, clearly hurt by Andrew’s initial monosyllabic response, brightened instantly.


  ‘Ah, well, it’s one of the great houses of the district, no question. The first part of it was built in 1656, by Sebastian Gort - one of Cromwell’s men, a colonel, I think. He took the land from the O’Flahertys - there was a great tribe of them round here then. They were mostly killed or pushed out to the islands in the far west. But the house itself was all extended in the 1720s. That’s the part you can see today. They had a German-born architect, I think. Has Sir Jonathan not told you any of this?’


  ‘No, no. He didn’t mention it. How big is the place?’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know. Thirty-odd bedrooms, I suppose.’ Much bigger than Ardmore, then, Andrew thought. He hadn’t considered this. ‘And the estate?’


  ‘Well, it’s quite large. About 80,000 acres, though half of that’s bog and mountain. There are thirty moderate-sized tenant farms, a hundred or so crofters, and we run the rest. That’s what my father spends most of his time doing. It’s a lot of work.’


  ‘I imagine so.’ Andrew remembered the wide-eyed, insolent young woman and her silly shooting match. ‘And - forgive me - is Miss Catherine the heir to all this?’


  The young man glanced at Andrew speculatively, then returned his eyes to the road as they negotiated a series of steep bends. ‘Unfortunately, yes. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’ve got nothing against her, of course, but she had two brothers who were both killed in the war. The elder one, Richard, he was always expected to succeed Sir Jonathan. A lovely chap, he was. Taught me to ride when I was eight. I felt really sick when I heard.’


  The car had been climbing for some time, winding through a series of small lakes and little rocky mountains. As they came to the top of a rise they could see the broad Atlantic on their left, blue and grey under high cumulus clouds. There was a rocky coast, dotted here and there with little islands. Inland, there was a mixture of poor farmland and bright-green bog.


  ‘Another three miles or so yet. The estate proper begins at the side of the mountain there.’ David Ferguson pointed some distance ahead. ‘That’s the O’Connell part of it, anyway.’


  ‘The O’Connell part?’


  ‘Yes. The O’Connells have always been the other main family round here, apart from the Gorts. They’re Roman Catholics, you see, native Irish. God knows how they managed to hold on to their land all that time, through the penal laws and everything, but they did. Clever lawyers, letting one of the family pretend to convert, sheer tenacity - I don’t know how, but they did. Then about forty years ago the last couple of O’Connells had only one child - a daughter, Maeve - and Sir Jonathan married her. That’s why it’s called the O’Connell-Gort estate. There was a terrible fuss at the time, I think: the O’Connell grandparents wanted the children brought up as Catholics, but they weren’t - not the boys, anyway. I think Miss Catherine still is, of a sort. It upset their mother. I wonder sometimes if that’s why she went mad, you know, in the end.’ The young man shrugged. ‘I don’t suppose Sir Jonathan would want me to talk about that.’


  ‘Probably not.’ It’s a whole world of its own, Andrew thought. They were passing through a rocky area of little fields, laboriously enclosed by stone walls, with small one- or two-roomed farm cottages dotted here and there amongst them. Paddy Daly would have trouble tracing me here, he thought. Nonetheless, there might easily be sympathies for Sinn Fein.


  ‘Have you had any troubles out here?’ he asked.


  The young man shook his head. ‘Nothing serious. A few of the smaller farmers have had their cattle maimed, that’s all. But the RIC are still pretty much in control, thank God.’


  He looked as though he would have asked about the situation in Dublin, but at that moment they swung over another ridge of small hills, and there was Killrath in front of them. It was a long, square, three-storey building on a low headland, facing southwest over the Atlantic. The sun was low in the west, far out to sea, and the red light was reflected off the windows like flame. For a second Andrew caught his breath, as he remembered the fire at Ardmore; but this was beauty, not destruction. A stepped garden led down towards the cliff in front of the house, with a sort of ornamental pond, and rows of low, windswept trees planted to give protection from the gales. At the foot of the headland was a long, wide, sandy beach stretching for miles. It was low tide, and there was no wind. The hard wet sand gleamed in the reflected sunlight, and little sparkling breakers curled and broke into floods of orange and gold. In the distance, the minuscule figure of a fisherman was pulling his tiny coracle ashore.


  David Ferguson glanced at his passenger proudly.


  ‘Welcome to Killrath, Mr Butler,’ he said.


  23. Arrest


  HE WASN’T in the tenement. When Catherine turned up there, a slatternly woman met her on the stairs and told her about the police raid. The woman wore an old stained dress and torn slippers, and was feeding a baby at her breast as she spoke. Two other children with bare bottoms tugged at her skirts and crawled around her feet. She looked frightened, bitter, and suspicious.


  ‘They dragged us out of our beds in the middle of the night. With guns and steel helmets, they were. Laughing at us till I thought me last day had come. But it was your Sean they were interested in, that’s all they would ask about. And himself long gone, God rot ‘em!’


  The woman shivered, and looked at Catherine’s fine coat with something between contempt and envy. ‘Left you, has he? They’re all the same. You drop him, girl, he’s not worth it.’


  ‘Do you know where he’s gone?’


  The woman laughed, throwing back her scrawny head and showing a line of brown, rotten teeth. ‘You think he’d be after telling the likes of me? You’ve a lot to learn, girl. Why? Left you a bun in the oven, has he?’


  ‘No, of course not.’ Catherine flushed, fumbled in her purse and held out a pound note. ‘Here. I’m sorry you were troubled. Buy some food for the children.’


  The gift made her feel worse rather than better. As she came out into the street she felt eyes on her all around; children, mothers hanging washing across the street, unemployed men smoking on doorsteps. She had not come here in the daytime before; it was a bad mistake. She didn’t feel safe until she was back in the main thoroughfare of Amiens Street.


  The relief from openly staring eyes was immense.


  She did not notice the tall young detective, twenty paces behind on the opposite side of the road. He never stared. Whenever possible, he watched her reflection in shop windows. Sometimes he strolled ahead of her, guessing which way she was going.


  Foster knew her quite well now. He wasn’t surprised when she went to the university. Sean wasn’t there, either. Foster saw her talking to Professor O’Connor after a lecture. The professor shook his head. Catherine gave him a letter.


  She spent a couple of hours in the library and then she went home. Foster knew that sooner or later she would come out and go to Parnell Square.


  So he hung around outside her house, and waited.


  Sean wasn’t at the Irish class in Parnell Square, either. Catherine sat through it in a daze, unable to concentrate. She hated herself for sending the letter, but she hadn’t been able to sleep until she’d written it. All it said was:


  Sean,


  I need to see you again so we can talk. It’s too cruel to end like this. I had good reason to lose my temper but I wish I hadn’t, now.


  Catherine.


  The third sentence had cost her three hours of bitter self-reflection. She didn’t often apologize, and she didn’t intend to make a habit of it now. There had been a much longer letter explaining how she really felt, but she had torn it up and thrown it in the fire.


  Love is like a physical addiction to tobacco, she thought. People try to give it up but they say they can’t because it hurts too much. He’s a vain, stupid boy but I can’t stop thinking about him and the longer this silence goes on the more it hurts.


  She went to the university again next day. The Professor had no message. Dejected, she went home in the afternoon to study.


  She sat in her room and found she was drawing a series of curves on her lecture notes which reminded her of Sean’s buttocks. She scribbled them out irritably, and tried to concentrate.


  I thought taking a lover was something to do with freedom, she thought, but it’s not. It’s got more to do with slavery.


  Keneally, the butler, knocked on the door. He had a disapproving frown on his face.


  ‘There is a young man to see you, Miss Catherine. One of your fellow students, he says.’


  ‘Yes? Well, what’s his name?’


  ‘A Mr Brennan, Miss Catherine.’ Keneally sniffed. It was clear there was something quite unsuitable about the visitor.


  ‘Well, go on then. Show him up! I’ll meet him in here!’


  When Keneally had gone she found she had already stood up to welcome Sean and had knocked a pile of notes fluttering to the floor. I mustn’t look eager, she thought. Especially not in front of the servants.


  But I can’t help it, I love him! And he’s here!


  Outside, Foster could not believe his luck. Brennan had simply stepped out through the gate of the park in the square, crossed the broad street, knocked on the front door, and gone in.


  He knew the young man was Brennan because he had taken his cap off before he knocked, and Foster had had a clear sight of his face. It was just like the photograph. There was no doubt at all.


  He wondered what to do now. I’ve got to get this right, he thought. There’ll never be a chance as good as this.


  The simplest thing is to go up to the house and arrest him there. What will happen?


  I’ll knock, the butler will open the door, and I’ll explain who I am. He’ll be surprised, but he’ll let me in. I’ll tell him Brennan is an IRA murderer.


  He won’t believe me.


  He’ll make some kind of fuss and want to ask Miss Catherine’s advice, or we’ll have a long argument in the hall, or he’ll want me to ring Dublin Castle and speak to Sir Jonathan. One way or another Brennan will hear the noise, and be warned.


  Then there’ll be a shooting match inside the house. I don’t know my way around the house and probably Brennan doesn’t either, but Miss Catherine does and she may help him. The servants will be flustered and get in the way.


  It’s too risky. Easier to arrest him when he comes out. He’s not very big; if I get a grip on him I should be able to hold him, snap the handcuffs on.


  But I can’t stand right outside the house, or he’ll see me and go out the back. And if I stand too far back, I may have to chase him. Then he’ll disappear in the streets and get away, or there’ll be a shooting match and passers-by will get hurt.


  I need support.


  There was a telephone box just down the road, opposite Leinster House. Foster rang from it.


  Davis answered.


  ‘Who? Kee? The poor man’s just fallen asleep on the bed in his office. I’’ll wake him if you like but he’s not been asleep for two days. Can I take a message?’


  Keneally showed him in and shut the door. Sean stood just inside the room, looking at her. She stared at him, quite silent. She saw that same wide, quizzical smile, slightly nervous perhaps, in the boyish open face. A single unruly strand of the dark smooth combed-back hair fell forward over his forehead, and she longed to brush it back. But it was his eyes that upset her. They had always been so open, alive, sparkling - it was one of the things she had loved him for. Now they were dark, troubled, unwilling to meet her gaze.


  He looked away from her, around the room. He had his coat on and his cap in his hands, and he was twisting it like a farmhand. Then he realized what he was doing and threw it on a chair.


  She said: ‘Didn’t Keneally offer to take your coat?’


  ‘I wouldn’t let him. There’s a gun in the pocket.’ He smiled, and then felt crass. The room intimidated him: the beautiful patterned green and gold wallpaper, the two inlaid desks, the window seat, the pictures, the tasteful, stylish armchairs. She looks a natural part of it all, Sean thought. That delicate haughty face with those dark haunting eyes; that hard slender body in a turquoise silk dress that cost more than my father could earn in a month - she could have stepped straight out of one of those portraits I passed on the stairs. She belongs here; I’m a clod.


  Catherine said: ‘Well, you may as well take your coat off now. Unless you’re just staying for a moment, that is.’ Now why did I say that? Please don’t go now, Sean - not now, not after all these long hours! But she had her pride. It shielded her like invisible armour. She did not want it. It just came.


  He took his coat off. Thank God.


  ‘You got my note then?’


  ‘I did that.’ He didn’t come to her and embrace her. He walked over to the fire and held out his hands to that instead. He felt a need to take possession of the room. He put a foot on the seat of one of the armchairs, and sat on its arm. ‘You need to talk, you said?’


  ‘We need to talk.’ All that helpless addictive longing for him, and now he was here, she found it difficult to control her anger. ‘Where are you staying?’


  ‘A nice clean place. Landlady, home cooking.’


  ‘Where, Sean?’


  He gazed at her, stubborn, not answering. Then he said: ‘We can’t go on, Cathy, it’s no good. We made a mistake - it was all too fast, and the wrong time. We can’t go on like that!’


  ‘Because I won’t get pregnant - is that what you mean? You think the wrong way round, Sean!’


  ‘No! It’s not that. I’ve thought about that and I can see … some sense in it. Not that it’s decent, mind, but I - I was at fault too, there.’


  She thought: Where’s the fault? There wasn’t any fault, Sean; just two of us, together. It was beautiful. But in her pride she said sarcastically: ‘Really? You surprise me.’


  ‘I’ve thought a lot, Cathy. We went too far, too soon. It was my fault too, but it was wrong. What could it lead to? Look around you, at this room, this house. We can’t get involved, you and me.’


  ‘We are involved, Sean Brennan.’ She didn’t want to cry, so she said it with unusual force, as though rebuking a child. It was the wrong tone to adopt, she vaguely saw that. It went with the house, her wealth, her control of the servants - everything that worried him. She tried again.


  ‘And if I had been pregnant, Sean love. What then?’


  ‘God knows.’ He stood up and began to pace the room. ‘That just shows it, doesn’t it? If you were a girl of my class we could get married, but you’re not, not at all ...’


  ‘Sean.’ She took his arm, stopped him pacing, looked into his eyes. It was the first time they had touched. ‘I’ll marry you if you want, you great fool. And then I will be of your class.’


  ‘What?’


  She had never meant to say that, but now she had it was an immense relief. There, I can forget my pride if I choose, just step out of it like my clothes, she thought. She took his hands, led him to the ottoman, and told him of her father’s conditions for inheritance. ‘So if I married you, I’d be Cinderella in reverse.’


  Then she remembered the woman she had seen in the tenement yesterday morning, and shuddered. Perhaps because of the shudder, he misunderstood.


  ‘You prove my point. Anyway …’ The proximity of her face, the touch of her hands on his, was too unsettling. He stood up abruptly. ‘Any talk about that, all that is premature now. There’s a war on now, Cathy, I’m a soldier in it. I can’t be tied down. When the British have left the country, if you’re still here. Maybe then.’


  She felt her fingers shaking and couldn’t stop them. So now I’ve said I’ll marry him and he’s refused, she thought. I offer to break my father’s heart and throw away my inheritance, and he rejects me. That I could sink so low. Anger flooded through her, saving her from tears.


  What had he said? If you’re still here, when the British are gone? The insufferable male arrogance of it! ‘All that’s make-believe, Sean. Look what happens. You can’t even shoot Lord French.’


  ‘Read your newspaper.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  He saw a newspaper on the floor, and picked it up. It was yesterday’s. There was an odd look on his face; that wide smile that she so loved, proud, but slightly twisted, somehow. And the eyes; dark, troubled. He held the paper out. ‘Go on, look.’


  ‘I’ve read it.’ She was dazed; it was hard to follow what he was saying. A sick feeling came into her stomach. ‘The police commissioner? The one who was shot in Harcourt Street?’


  ‘Yes.’


  How could she have read it and not thought of Sean? She knew that he would support the killing, of course; she had even imagined them discussing it, and agreeing it was a regrettable necessity. But it had been a particularly unpleasant murder, this one - nothing open or daring about it like Ashdown.


  ‘You did this?’


  He went to his coat and took out the Parabellum. ‘The gun itself.’ He held it out, flat, in the palm of his hand. The strong smooth fingers that had stroked her breast. ‘Now do you say it’s all make-believe? Little boy revolutionaries?’


  He was proud, definitely. Of course the killings were necessary, for the freedom of the country. Once, on the beach at Sandymount, she had said she would like to see Lord French dead. That was all words now. The words of a silly young girl. I don’t want anyone dead. Not at Sean’s hands, she thought. Not shot in the street like that.


  She picked up the gun and held it.


  Dead in the street with no nose. She felt sick. She handed the gun back. ‘Put it away, Sean,’ she said.


  She felt immeasurably sorry for him, somehow. As though he were a child who had scribbled on a priceless painting and brought it proudly to show her. Yet he was still beautiful, still the Sean she had loved.


  The odd, slightly twisted smile remained on his face. ‘Do you see now? I’m not making it up. This is important work I’m doing. I have to give my whole mind to it.’


  ‘Yes.’ She stood up, brushing her hands on her skirt. This was the worst of it. He cared everything for this and nothing for the love they had made together, at all. ‘Will you go now, Sean, please?’


  He stood up too and reached out to embrace her. Now, for the first time since he had come in, as though showing her the gun had made it possible. She turned her head so that the kiss was only on her cheek. He stepped back and picked up his coat and cap.


  ‘Maybe when the country is free. I’ll see you then.’


  ‘Maybe.’ She pulled the bell rope by her desk. When Sean opened the door, Keneally was outside.


  ‘Mr Brennan is leaving now, Keneally. Show him out, please.’


  ‘Certainly, miss. Step this way, sir, if you would.’


  Catherine closed the door, sat down on the ottoman, put her head in her hands, and waited for the tears to come.


  Davis was terrified.


  He put down the phone with a shaking hand and looked around the room. There were four desks, littered with papers, files, ashtrays; but he was alone. He had just come in here, to the main office, when the phone rang, and he had picked it up.


  Thank God it was me, he thought. If anyone else had taken the message Brennan would be doomed for sure. I can do something. But what?


  His brain refused to function. All that went round and round in his head was the thought: Foster’s trapped Brennan. Brennan killed Radford and I helped him set it up!


  He lit a cigarette to calm his nerves. I’ve got to stop this, he thought. If they arrest Brennan and lean on him he’ll implicate me, and then … A vision came before him of ten years in a British gaol, slopping out his filthy bucket every morning, shuffling along the metal landings like a chimpanzee in a zoo, pushed and prodded by gaolers who would have no sympathy, none at all, for an Irish policeman who had betrayed his colleagues. Neither would the other prisoners. He would have to beg for solitary confinement for his own protection, and even then, there would be mistakes. Oh, sorry, Paddy, I thought he was your friend. Hurt your face now, has he? Dear, dear …


  The longer he sat here, the more chance there was of Brennan coming out before help arrived. Davis decided not to wake Kee. The man deserved a rest. He would go out in a moment and find one of his other colleagues, and they would walk to Merrion Square, that was it, so that there was every chance they would arrive too late. Finish the cigarette first.


  But what if Foster arrests him anyway? With a jolt, Davis remembered how keen young Foster was, and how unusually fit and strong. He was a wing three-quarter in the DMP rugby team. If he got hold of Brennan before the lad could draw a gun, there was every chance he would bring him in on his own.


  There was a phone in a little tobacconist’s round the corner in King Street which Davis used for emergencies. He stubbed out his cigarette and stood up, meaning to put on his coat and go there. He could ring Daly and perhaps some boys of the Dublin Squad could get to Merrion Square in time to deal with Foster. Yes, that was it. Then with luck, they would get rid of another dangerous policeman at the same time. Disaster would turn to triumph. I’ll do that, he thought.


  With his coat half on, he hesitated. Every minute counted now. The office was still half-empty. Why not ring from here? He would never normally do it, but this was an emergency. In case anyone overheard, he could speak to Daly as though he was confirming the details with Foster. They would understand, at the other end. He had a second, compelling vision of the athletic, bulky figure of young Foster striding back to Merrion Square, and Sean Brennan, even now, coming out of a door in front of him.


  Davis took out his pocket book, checked the number, and began to dial. As he reached the third digit he turned round to check that he was still alone.


  He wasn’t.


  Kee was standing in the doorway looking at him.


  Their eyes met. Davis felt the blood drain from his face. He put the phone down carefully. How long has he been there? he thought. How much did he hear? And then: Come on, Dick, for God’s sake get a grip - the man can’t read your mind.


  Kee said: ‘What was that about Brennan?’


  ‘Sorry, sir?’ He didn’t hear it all, Davis thought. Come on, Dick, stall - there must be some way out of this.


  ‘You were talking about Brennan on the phone a couple of minutes ago. It woke me up. Come on, Dick, spit it out!’ Kee had just woken from the first half-hour’s sleep he had had in two days; his head hurt, and his mouth felt like the inside of an ashtray. He was not in the mood to be messed about. ‘You were talking about him on the phone - who to?’


  The shock was too great for Davis. He searched for a lie but his brain wouldn’t work. Despairingly, he said: ‘Foster, sir.’


  ‘Why? Has he found him?’


  ‘Yes, sir. At least he thinks he has. In Merrion Square.’


  ‘Then what the hell are you waiting for? Come on, grab your coat! Is there a car downstairs?’


  As Sean walked down the steps it was still light. There were bushes and grass in front of him and he walked along a path between them, aiming for the far side of the square.


  He thought: I did it. She’s lovely but she can’t touch me now. I kissed her and it meant nothing: I’m free.


  A man in a top hat walked past, glanced at Sean disapprovingly, and made for one of the big houses on the north side. Sean thought: Don’t patronize me, slob. I’ve been in one of your big houses and fucked one of your posh neighbours’ daughters naked in a slum and I could do it again if I wanted but I don’t. And don’t call the police because I can kill them too.


  He felt as though he was walking on air.


  A man stepped out from behind a tree and seized his arm. Sean tugged away but someone else seized his other arm and forced it up his back. Sean struggled, and the three of them lurched sideways across the path. Then he felt something hard and cold under his ear and a voice said: ‘Stay still or I’ll blow your brains out!’


  Sean stopped struggling. The voice said: ‘Kneel!’


  One man kicked him in the back of the legs and he was forced down on his knees. His wrists were cuffed together behind his back. Hands searched his pockets rapidly and pulled out the Parabellum. He was jerked to his feet. ‘Walk!’


  There seemed to be at least three of them. One on each side with an arm linked through his. A third behind with a pistol.


  Sean looked wildly from side to side but he could see no escape. They were walking very quickly and when he tried to drag his feet the man behind kicked him, hard. ‘Move, laddie ! Fast!’


  On the north side of the square there was a car waiting. Two of the men got in the back with Sean in the middle, and the third one drove.


  Sean asked: ‘Where are we going?’


  ‘To Britannia’s dungeons, boy,’ said the man on his left. ‘Say goodbye to the sunlight.’


  Sean looked at the man for the first time. The shock jerked him upright. He recognized him. It was the man who Collins had spoken to in Brendan Road; the man who had identified Radford for them. A vast wave of relief surged through him.


  ‘But you’re …’ he began.


  The man punched him in the mouth. ‘Shut it,’ he growled. ‘From now on, you speak when you’re spoken to. Understood?’


  Sean gaped, and said nothing.


  24. Father and Daughter


  ANOTHER TWO words from the boy, Davis thought, and I’d have been on the way to the hangman with him. He sat staring rigidly ahead, all the way to Brunswick Street. No one said anything.


  Kee marched Sean straight past the desk sergeant and down to the cells. In the interrogation room he thrust him into a chair, his hands still fastened behind him. There was one other chair and a table in the room. There was nothing else. No bed. A door. Four walls. A small barred window high in the wall.


  Sean’s face was white. I expect mine is too, Davis thought. So far, Kee and Foster didn’t seem to have noticed.


  Kee sat down in the other chair.


  ‘Right,’ he said. ‘First things first. Your name?’


  Sean said nothing. Kee slapped him across the face.


  ‘Your name, boy. What is it?’


  ‘Sean.’


  ‘Sean what?’


  ‘Brennan.’


  ‘Address?’


  No answer. Kee grabbed him by the collar, dragging his face forward across the table. With his arms behind him, Sean couldn’t protect himself.


  Sean gave the address of the tenement.


  ‘That’s not true. You’ve left it. Where do you live now?’


  Sean spat in Kee’s face.


  Kee roared. He dragged the boy to his feet, knocking over the table, and punched him in the stomach. All the air went out of Sean in a loud gasp. He doubled up and fell forward, banging his head on the floor. He lay there, hunched in a foetal position, hands pinioned behind his back. Kee wiped his face, and sat down.


  ‘All right, Brennan,’ Kee said. ‘Let’s start again.’


  Ten minutes later they had an address, which Kee was far from convinced was correct, an admission that Sean was ‘a soldier of the Republic’ and very little else. Kee was feeling tired and disgusted with himself. Once again his anger and frustration had got the better of him, and he had been led into behaviour he regretted. He did not, as a rule, beat up his prisoners; indeed, he instructed young constables strictly against it. Now he had broken his own rules, and got precious little for it.


  It was because of the shock of Radford’s death. These bastards bring out the worst in us all, he thought.


  He got up, jerked his head to his colleagues, and went outside. They went upstairs to his office.


  ‘We’ll raid that address,’ he said. ‘Wait till later tonight, when the devils are likely to be at home. We’ll want a full platoon of soldiers - do it properly, seal the house back and front. No more cock-ups this time. See to it, Davis, will you?’


  ‘Sir.’


  ‘In the meantime, we’ll charge Brennan with illegal possession of a firearm with intent to endanger life, and attempted murder of Lord French. That should put him away for a long time.’ He sighed. ‘And we’ll bring in the girl. Maybe she can tell us what he can’t.’


  Catherine had been sitting at her desk for two hours trying to read one of her medical textbooks, but the words made no sense. She had read the same page four times, and had no idea what it was about. Human beings were made up of all these bits and pieces, she thought; bone and muscle and sinew and nerve, but there is no way of understanding why they act as they do. I love him, but he doesn’t love me. He’s just in love with killing and his idea of himself as a soldier of the Republic. He wants me to be submissive and chaste and to wait for him until he chooses to come back and to feel guilty because I’m rich. I’m not like that, Sean!


  She seized the book by its spine and flung it across the room. It hit the edge of the ottoman and flopped to the floor, lying open at an expensive, coloured picture of a naked man, which could be opened out, layer by layer, to display the various organs within. The top layer had been ripped by the throw.


  She picked it up, slammed it shut, and stuffed it into a bookcase.


  He doesn’t know me at all, she thought. He doesn’t want to know me. That gun he showed me meant more to him than I ever did. He thinks I’ll worship him because he made a hole in a policeman’s face. He’s a fool. Of course the cause is vital but it’s not everything, we shouldn’t have to deny everything else because of it. What sort of a country will it be if you have to forget about love to fight for it?


  It’s not that. He’s not denying love. He never felt it.


  She slumped down on the ottoman with her head in her hands and thought: I wish I had someone to talk to. What would my mother have said? Would she have understood me now?


  Someone knocked at the door. She straightened up, and dabbed at her face with a handkerchief. ‘Yes?’


  Keneally came in. ‘Two gentlemen to see you, madam. They say they are detectives.’


  ‘Oh.’ She felt faint, as though a hand had squeezed her heart. ‘Not here, Keneally. Ask them to wait in the downstairs drawing room, will you.’


  ‘Very good, madam.’ The old butler hesitated, a look of puzzled concern on his face. ‘One is the same man, I think, who came here some weeks ago.’


  ‘I see. Thank you.’ Now there was no doubt. It was Sean they were after. She remembered the odd, twisted smile on his face as he had shown her the gun. But that didn’t matter now. However foul the murder had been, however much it had damaged Sean, she had to protect him. She sat at her dressing table, blotted away the signs of tears, dabbed on powder, shook her hair and combed it carefully. She mustn’t look perturbed. Short dark hair, pretty innocent face, simple elegant turquoise dress. It would do. She gave herself a firm, tight smile, stood up, and took a deep breath. Training. No emotions in front of the servants, no scenes in public. It was only for Sean that she had divested herself of that invisible armour.


  She went calmly downstairs and into the drawing room.


  The same burly, middle-aged detective was there, with his coat on and his hat in his hand. By the window was a very tall, well-built young man in his early twenties. Catherine had a vague feeling she had seen him once or twice in the street.


  ‘Good afternoon, gentlemen. Can I help you?’


  ‘Yes, miss.’ Kee took a card from his wallet and held it out for her to look at. ‘Detective Inspector Kee. We’ve met before. And this is DC Foster. We’d like you to accompany us to police HQ in Brunswick Street.’


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  Kee repeated himself. ‘We’ve a young man there we’d like you to identify for us.’


  ‘Oh my God.’ Her left hand gripped the back of an armchair for support. Then she realized they were watching her and forced herself to be calm. ‘Is he alive?’


  ‘Oh yes, miss. He’s just under arrest. We’ve a car outside.’


  ‘But … how long is this likely to take? My father will be home soon.’ Catherine thought perhaps her father would be able to protect her, then immediately realized that his presence would make things worse. Much worse.


  ‘I really can’t say, miss. But it is rather urgent. So if you could fetch a coat.’ He advanced on her in a way that suggested he might take her arm if she refused.


  She resented it. ‘You’re not arresting me, I take it?’


  ‘No, miss. I’ve no reason to do that at the moment. But I am investigating some very serious crimes.’


  ‘Then I can give you an hour. No more.’ She went out into the hall, got a coat, and left a message with Keneally to tell her father when she would be back.


  Foster drove. Kee sat beside her in the back. He said nothing. He wanted to shock her first, with the sight of Sean.


  She was shocked.


  They had taken the handcuffs off him. They had also taken away his tie, belt and shoelaces, so he had to clutch at his trousers when he stood up. There was a bruise on his right cheek, and his normally smooth hair was ruffled and untidy.


  The cell was small - eight feet by five, perhaps - and there was nothing in it but a narrow bed, a table, and a chamberpot. The walls were stone, and there was a small barred window high up over the bed. Sean stood up and looked at her.


  She whispered: ‘Hello, Sean.’ She forgot how his rejection had hurt her. She wanted to fling her arms around him, kiss his bruised cheek, smooth his ruffled hair. But not in front of these men. They had a purpose in bringing her here; it was important to defy them.


  Sean said: ‘Who is this?’


  Her heart stopped. Not here Sean not now please not again! But Sean went on, remorselessly, looking her straight in the eye: ‘I don’t know her. What do you bring her in here for? This isn’t a women’s prison - or a zoo, is it, for posh girls to come and gape at? Get her out of here!’


  Foster said: ‘You came out of her house, Brennan. I saw you. You fucked her in a tenement, as well. A filthy stinking tenement off Amiens Street, with an open drain in the back yard.’


  ‘Shut your mouth!’ Sean leapt forward and tried to grab Foster’s throat. But Kee caught him by the right arm, Foster by the left, and they slammed him back against the wall. Catherine burst into tears.


  Kee shouted: ‘This is Sean Brennan, isn’t it, young woman? Do you agree?’


  Catherine nodded, hopelessly. ‘Yes, yes. Let him go!’


  ‘And you’re his mistress, aren’t you? You go to see him and he makes love to you.’


  ‘That’s none of your business!’


  ‘But it’s true, isn’t it?’ Kee caught Sean by the hair and pulled his head back, so that she couldn’t avoid staring him in the face. ‘Look at him. It’s true, isn’t it - this is your lover!’


  ‘So what if he is? That’s not a crime, is it? Let him go, I tell you!’


  She tried to tear Kee’s hands away from Sean’s arm. Kee let go of Sean’s hair with his left hand and tried to brush her away, but she held on, wrestling with him and trying to scratch his face. Sean struggled to get free, and the four of them lurched back and forth in the confined space. Then Foster got hold of both of Sean’s arms, and Kee bundled Catherine out of the door.


  ‘You bully!’ she said. ‘Torturer! You’ve torn my coat!’


  Foster came out of the cell. Kee took Catherine’s arm, and half led, half dragged her along the corridor. ‘Come on, this way. Allan, get one of the secretaries down here, will you. I think it’s time you answered a few questions, young lady.’


  He took her up a flight of stairs, and into a slightly larger interview room. A few minutes later Foster reappeared with one of the young lady typists. He brought in a chair for her and she sat by the door. Kee sat opposite Catherine at the table.


  ‘What’s she here for?’ Catherine asked.


  ‘Regulations. So you don’t go out saying we molested you.’


  ‘You already have. You tore my coat.’ Catherine stood up and showed the typist where her fur collar had been ripped loose along the seam. ‘See that? This man did it.’ The typist, a woman in her late twenties, looked embarrassed.


  Kee waited until Catherine sat down again. He said: ‘All right. We know you’ve been seeing him, and we know where. You went to the tenement off Amiens Street, you went to the Gaelic League in Parnell Square with him, and he came to your house. We know all that. What we don’t know is, why?’


  Catherine took a deep breath, considering her answer. I must get hold of myself, she thought, I must recover my poise. I need it now; whatever Sean has done, whatever he feels about me, these men are enemies of the state. They’re doing all this deliberately, to unsettle me.


  She said: ‘That’s none of your business.’


  ‘Perhaps you don’t know what he’s done. Did you know he had an automatic pistol in his pocket when he came to see you today?’


  ‘Yes. He showed it to me.’


  ‘And did he tell you what he used it for?’


  ‘He needs it to protect the country against foreign policemen, I believe.’


  ‘So you agree he’s a murderer?’


  ‘I didn’t say that.’


  ‘The only thing a gun can do, young lady, is kill people. I would have thought a medical student would know that. So if he uses the gun against policemen, that means he kills them.’


  And as he kills people, it changes him, she thought. It twists that beautiful smile and takes him away from me. But it doesn’t matter now, that’s the price we both have to pay for freedom.


  She looked Kee straight in the eye and said: ‘There’s a war in this country. Only last week, every city in the land voted for Sinn Fein, but the British soldiers still don’t go home. People get killed in wars.’


  ‘Who has Sean Brennan killed?’


  ‘I’ve no idea.’


  ‘Listen, young lady. You don’t deny that you are in love with this young man, do you? Or that you have gone so far as to … take off your clothes and go to bed with him. Do you?’


  Kee found it actually hard to say the words. She seemed so young, so … slender and childish in her body still. But as a young bride in a white dress, he realized, she would be celebrated in every society newspaper in the country.


  She said: ‘I’m proud of it.’ And I wish he loved me, she thought. Without that it’s all wasted. Involuntarily, her eyes filled with tears. She ignored them.


  Kee said: ‘In that case, I find it impossible to believe that he didn’t tell you who he killed. He did tell you, didn’t he?’


  ‘No.’


  Kee sighed. ‘All right, we’ll take it slowly, then. You remember the assassination attempt at Ashtown Cross. Sean Brennan was there, wasn’t he? You looked out of the window and saw him.’


  If I don’t get control of this I’ll convict Sean out my own mouth, Catherine thought. Whatever he’s done I couldn’t live with that. These people are my enemies, anyway. She pushed back her chair and stood up. ‘I’m sorry, Inspector,’ she said. ‘I agreed to give you an hour and that time’s up. As far as I can understand I’m not under arrest so I’m going home now. Excuse me.’


  She stepped towards the door.


  Kee stood up to bar her way.


  The door opened and Sir Jonathan came in.


  Catherine gasped. She hadn’t known you could feel panic and elation at the same time.


  Sir Jonathan said: ‘Would someone tell me just what the devil is going on?’


  Kee was incensed. He suggested to Sir Jonathan that they talk in another room, but Catherine said: ‘No! He’s going to talk to you about me, Father, and I want to hear what he says. He’s a brute and a bully. Look, he’s torn my coat.’


  Sir Jonathan glared at Kee. ‘Is this true?’


  ‘I really think, sir, it would be better …’


  ‘Listen to me, man. My daughter is a lady, and should be treated as such. Any allegations you have to make you can make in front of us both, as she says. But first of all I want to know why she was brought here without my knowledge. Well?’


  This is intolerable, Kee thought. This is a police investigation and an army colonel thinks he can just barge in here and throw his weight about. But the trouble was, Sir Jonathan was very well placed in Dublin Castle.


  Kee swallowed his bile and said: ‘She agreed to come, sir.’


  ‘That doesn’t answer the question. If you have any charges against my daughter I ought to be the first to know, damn you!’


  ‘There are no charges, sir. She was just helping us with identification and answering some questions.’


  ‘I’m glad to hear it. Is that why you tore her coat?’


  ‘I’m sorry about that, sir. She got upset and tried to scratch my face.’


  Sir Jonathan looked round him, trying to assess the situation. He noticed the embarrassed typist on her chair and realized she must be a female chaperone. Behind Kee was a big, young, stolid-looking detective, standing motionless like a sentry. Kee himself was holding his emotions in, but obviously angry; whether with Catherine or himself, Sir Jonathan was not quite sure. Catherine appeared to have been crying; but there was a sharp, defiant light in her moist eyes, which Sir Jonathan recognized, together with her straight back and slightly lifted chin, as the signal for a major argument. It also, probably, meant that she was guilty of something dreadful.


  ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Tell me from the beginning.’


  The bald facts of the story that Kee told him hit Sir Jonathan like a series of blows in the stomach. Throughout it he stood quite still, rigid almost, like a man on parade. He watched Catherine’s face and saw that the story was true; and a sense of vast desolation and weariness seeped through him. His right leg trembled, and for a moment he thought he would have to sit down; but that would be too humiliating. He stood stiffly, and anger began to flood through him and give him strength.


  He confronted Kee first. ‘You have known this for over three weeks, and never told me?’


  ‘Suspected, sir. We weren’t sure until a couple of days ago, and we only arrested the young man this afternoon.’


  ‘That’s not the point. You have had spies following my daughter for over three weeks, while all these alleged events took place, and yet you never saw fit to inform me, her father.’


  ‘I’m sorry, sir. But my duty is to catch Sinn Feiners, which is what I’ve done.’


  Kee felt some sympathy for the man. He imagined how appalled he himself would feel in a similar situation. But it would never arise, he thought. Not with my children. Never.


  Sir Jonathan turned to Catherine. Her very silence so far was an admission of guilt. ‘It’s all true, then, I take it?’


  She said: ‘I love him. I’ve nothing to be ashamed of. He’s a brave man and an Irish hero.’


  No one spoke, and it seemed to Catherine that the words echoed unnaturally loud in the little room, mocking her. Do I believe a single word of that now? she wondered. But if I don’t, there is nothing left. I’ll go mad, like Mother.


  And I believed we were coming closer, Sir Jonathan thought. It’s all there in that face: the defiance, the illogical hatred of England with which Maeve used to confront me. But Catherine has a stubborn strength of will that Maeve never had. The determination behind those dark, haunted eyes - that’s mine, not Maeve’s.


  He said: ‘We won’t discuss that here. Inspector, she has identified the young man, you said. Do you have any more questions for her now?’


  ‘Yes, sir. It’s my belief that Brennan must have told her something of his plans, and who he tried to kill.’


  ‘Did he?’ Sir Jonathan asked Catherine.


  ‘No. He wouldn’t be so foolish. Anyway, I don’t intend to answer any more questions. I was about to leave when you came in, Father. Unless I am under arrest, that is what I shall do.’ She looked at them, and then made a step towards the door.


  ‘Catherine!’


  ‘Yes, Father.’


  ‘The Assistant Commissioner was murdered the other night. Shot down in cold blood in the street. Would your Sean Brennan have had anything to do with that?’


  ‘I really couldn’t say, Father.’


  ‘Could you love a man who had done that? Shot an unarmed man in the street like a coward?’


  Her eyes filled with tears. She didn’t answer. After a pause she took another couple of steps towards the door. Her father grabbed her arm and turned her to face him.


  ‘Did he do it, girl? Did this Brennan kill Radford?’


  ‘No!’


  For a moment the two of them stared into each other’s eyes, defiantly. Sir Jonathan let go of her arm. She put her hand on the door handle, but Foster’s hand closed over hers.


  ‘Am I under arrest?’


  Kee shook his head. Foster took his hand away, and Catherine walked out into the corridor, alone.


  Davis had been busy. He had contacted the Royal Barracks in Benburb Street and arranged for a platoon of soldiers to be ready for a search operation under the direction of Detective Inspector Kee later that evening. They had asked him for the address but he had said that for security reasons the Detective Inspector would only tell them that when he arrived to take charge. The major on the other end of the line had been a little huffy, but Davis had been adamant. There were too many security leaks these days, he said. Procedure must be followed strictly.


  Then he had walked around the corner into the small newsagent’s shop in King Street. There was a phone in the back office which Davis was free to use any time. He dialled one of the numbers which Paddy Daly had given him. A woman’s voice answered.


  ‘Hello. Clancy’s Joiners and Decorators.’


  ‘Good afternoon. Is Mr Daly there, please?’


  ‘Just a moment. Who shall I say is calling?’


  ‘Mr Hanover. It’s about a new job I need a price for.’


  There was a pause. The line crackled. A man’s voice came on the line. ‘Paddy Daly here.’


  ‘Oh, hello, Patrick, this is George Hanover.’ They had settled on the name of the English king as a code word long ago, to show that the message was about a raid. Clancy’s office, at the other end of the line, had a notice outside saying that all kinds of household decorations were undertaken. Davis tried to make all his calls sound like those of a customer placing an order.


  ‘Yes, Mr Hanover, sir. What can we do for you?’


  ‘There’s a house in Phibsborough I’d like you to look at: 47 Berkeley Street.’ That was the address Sean had given Kee. Davis was worried that there were probably other Sinn Feiners living there who Kee would arrest when it was raided. Files, too, perhaps; arms. ‘Could you go there today and give me a quotation?’


  ‘Today is it? We’re a bit pushed. What sort of time?’


  ‘My friends will be visiting the place in the evening. If you could have checked it out before then I would be most grateful.’


  Daly caught the urgency in his voice. ‘Right sir, we’ll do that for you. Is it every room you want seeing to?’


  ‘Every room. And Paddy, there’s another thing. I’ve got a young friend of yours staying with me. He’s likely to be with us for a few days, I should think.’


  There was a sharp intake of breath at the other end. Then Daly said: ‘Who would that be, then?’


  There was no code for this sort of message. Davis said: ‘Brennan, Sean Brennan.’’


  ‘Holy Mary Mother of God.’ Davis imagined the distress at the other end. When he had recovered, Daly said: ‘Well, give the poor lad my blessing. We’ll try to arrange a visit as soon as we can. Would you be able to get round for a chat some time?’


  ‘I’ll do that,’ Davis said. ‘Can’t give you a time now, though. We’re very busy here.’


  ‘Sure you will be. Oh, one more thing, Mr Hanover.’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Our friend that’s visiting you. Brennan. He doesn’t live in Berkeley Street, you know. It’s another place entirely. Tell him his place’ll be empty by this evening, too, will you?’


  David heaved a sigh of relief. The address Sean had given Kee was a false one, anyway.


  ‘I’ll do that, Patrick.’ He hung up, left a few coins by the phone, and walked back through the newsagent’s into the street. If he had time, he thought, he might be able to see Sean before Kee had finished interrogating the girl.


  Catherine stood with her father in the downstairs drawing room. Like the dining room, in which she had made her bargain with him all those months ago, it had once been used as a ward for wounded soldiers. Then it had been dirty, carpetless, defaced by the blood, graffiti and despair of those who had used it as a hospital. Now the carpets were thick and soft, the walls were repapered in crimson and cream, the portraits gazed down again with their ponderous gloom. There was a harp and a piano in the corner, and a bright fire blazed in the grate.


  Sir Jonathan stood with one hand on the mantelpiece and glared at her. He was still in uniform. The firelight gleamed on his polished leather belt and riding boots, and lit the little coloured flashes of medal ribbons. His back was straight and his face was hard with anger, but Catherine had the sense that underneath it all he was tired, tired to death as she was.


  She sat as far away from him as she could, on a music stool in the corner by the harp. She had deliberately not lit the lamp, so she was half in shadow.


  ‘You were my last child,’ Sir Jonathan was saying. ‘You have defied me enough times before but this time we made a bargain which I thought you would keep. I did not marry Sarah Maidment, I have made everything over to you in my will, and now I find that all this time you have been going behind my back, like a … street girl, it seems. Sleeping with a murderer.’


  ‘He’s not a murderer, Father, he’s a soldier. He fights for his country like you did. And Richard and John, too. They killed Germans, didn’t they? Wasn’t that murder as well?’


  That hurt. When she saw his pain she wished she had not said it. But she was in too much despair to think clearly.


  ‘If you think that, Catherine, you must be as mad as your mother was,’ he said quietly. ‘Your two brothers were fighting in uniform in the most terrible war the world has ever seen. They gave their lives for king and country. You cannot compare them for a moment with swine who skulk around in back streets in plain clothes, and dash out like cowards to shoot men in the back.’


  ‘Sean’s not a coward.’


  ‘Of course he is, they all are. Cowardly murderers who stab us all in the back, like Pearse and his rabble did in ‘16. No better than Whiteboys who cut off the tails of cattle. If he wasn’t a coward he’d have joined up to fight for his country.’


  ‘Father, this is his country. That’s what he’s fighting for - they all are.’


  ‘And you think Ireland will be a better place when it’s ruled by a bunch of murderers, do you? Is that what you think?’


  ‘I think it already is run by murderers.’


  She had thought that at that point he would end the conversation entirely, and perhaps throw her out into the street, to take her chance with such of Sean’s colleagues as she could find. She had thought of that possibility on the way home, and wondered if she should go to Parnell Square and throw herself on the mercy of whoever she could find. But she had her pride still. Only Sean, in the movement, had really accepted her. Once. Without him there seemed no point. There was a terrible loneliness in leaving the only home she had, with nowhere to go. So she had come back here, more out of inertia than anything else.


  She felt enormously tired now. The day had been too full of shocks: the discovery of what Sean had done, his rejection of her, his arrest, and now this. Despite it all she bore her father no ill will: he had even tried to protect her, in his way. It was just that he was so utterly, hopelessly wrong.


  To her surprise he flushed, as if embarrassed at the last point. ‘If he did kill someone he’ll be hanged, you know.’


  ‘That’s what I mean.’


  To his surprise she did not cry at the thought of Sean hanging. She swept her hands idly, irritatingly across the strings of the harp, then stilled the sound with her arm. She stared at him out of the shadows, still clasping the instrument, which he knew she had never learnt to play. Her arms, in the sleeveless turquoise dress, were bare, and the line of her neck and shoulders was quite slender and beautiful. Her small, delicate face, framed by the short dark hair, watched him so seriously; pale, intent, determined. He thought she would make a marvellous portrait, just like that, if any artist could capture it. A portrait of what, exactly? Of a new type of young woman that I can’t understand or control at all, it seems.


  How did I get a daughter like this? She had that look on her as a child of four or five, I remember. And she would scream and kick the house down if she didn’t get what she wanted then, too.


  But, by God, she can’t have what she wants this time.


  He said: ‘I take it the story the police told me was true.’


  ‘The details were true. They missed out the fact that it was all done in love. I don’t expect policemen can understand that.’


  ‘No one could understand a girl like you falling in love with a murderer.’


  ‘He’s not - Father, you don’t know he is a murderer.’


  Sir Jonathan said nothing. He moved away from the fire, and stood looking down at her. The firelight flickered on her smooth, defiant face. He felt an immeasurable sense of desolation.


  He said: ‘You know, though. Don’t you, Cathy?’


  She turned her eyes away.


  He walked to a cabinet in the corner and poured himself a whiskey. For a while neither of them spoke. Sir Jonathan was glad the room was dark. If his daughter was crying he didn’t want to see. He hoped she was. It would be some small sign of decency, of shared human values.


  But I have sinned, too, he thought. I must have done, to have all this inflicted on me. I betrayed her mother, and that was done for love. The boys understood that but this child never forgave me. Now she is all I have left. And she has betrayed me. Perhaps that is my punishment.


  I have a duty to try again.


  He said: ‘If he is a murderer, that policeman could lock you up as an accomplice. You realize that, don’t you?’


  ‘He’s got no evidence.’ Her voice was quite dull and flat.


  ‘Did you help him, Cathy? Did you help this man to kill a policeman?’


  She shook her head. ‘He wouldn’t have let me if I’d asked.’ Then she looked up at him suddenly. He was sitting on the arm of a chair quite close to her, gazing down into the whiskey glass. His shoulders sagged: he looked utterly forlorn. Catherine saw how he might look as an old man. She put her hand on his shoulder.


  ‘No, Father, I didn’t help him kill anyone.’


  She took her hand away, stood up, and walked across the room. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to bed. I can’t talk about this any more today. I’ll go mad.’


  Like your mother, he thought, as she went out of the door. I’ll go mad - that’s what Maeve said, and she did it, too.


  He poured himself another whiskey, and sat staring gloomily into the fire. At least my daughter is not a murderess, he told himself; I’m sure she was telling the truth then. Is that what life has come to - to be glad I can believe a thing like that?


  25. A Soldier of the Irish Republic


  SEAN SAT on his bed in his cell, and confronted his fears. There were a number of them. He was afraid that he might be beaten and tortured; he was afraid that he might betray his friends; he was afraid that he might be shut in here for life; he was afraid the police would find out about the murder of Radford; he was afraid that he would be hanged.


  He sat on the narrow, hard bed and forced his brain to examine these one by one. He had heard many stories of beatings and torture; all the Volunteers had. Men had had their arms twisted, fingernails crushed with pincers, fingers bent and broken, pistols held to their heads; in the hunger strikes in Belfast prisoners had been hosed down and had their hands fastened behind their backs for weeks, so that they were unable to undo their trousers to use their chamberpots.


  So far little of this had happened to Sean. He had been punched and beaten on the first day, but since then the Ulster detective had behaved with reasonable correctness. He had shouted at him certainly, and repeated the same questions again and again with wearisome regularity, but no more. So long as this man was in charge, then, it seemed likely there would be nothing worse.


  And without torture he would not betray his friends or admit to the shooting of Radford. There was no need for it. He had found the right formula. ‘I am a soldier of the Irish Republic; I refuse to answer that question.’ He had said that for two days. He believed he could keep on saying it for ever.


  So there remained the fears of being shut in, and of being hanged.


  Others have been imprisoned for Ireland before me, Sean thought - all the greatest men of our nation. Parnell, though in a better cell than this; Wolfe Tone, Napper Tandy, Robert Emmet, O’Donovan Rossa, Padraig Pearse, Thomas Clarke, Sean MacBride … the list went on and on. The heroes of 1916 had died in Kilmainham, but others had suffered in Mountjoy. Sean felt proud to be in such illustrious company; already he had found several names carved on the cell wall, and begun to add his own. But it was the living death, year after year in a stone tomb, with the walls closing around him, that he feared. Still, others had survived it: Thomas Clarke had been in gaol for fifteen years, breaking stone, sometimes forced to lap his food from the floor with his hands behind his back - but he had come out, to marry, run his newsagent’s in Amiens Street, and be the first signatory of the Declaration of the Republic in 1916.


  And then be court-martialled and shot.


  If he could face it, Sean thought, so can I. It is an honour and a duty, the other side of what I have prepared for. Outside, I had to be ready to face death and kill for the Republic; in here, I must suffer. Become a martyr if necessary. ‘From the graves of patriot men and women spring living nations,’ Pearse said. The side that can suffer longest will win in the end.


  The key to survival was to accept your fate, not fight it. It would be easier without choices and hope. He could choose, he realized, to hang or to be imprisoned. If he admitted nothing they were unlikely to hang him, because they had no evidence. But if he wanted to die, all he had to do was tell them that he had killed Radford. When the heavy cell door closed on him, and he thought of all the years he might spend here, he was tempted.


  But then there were the hopes. In a few short years the British might be thrown out of Ireland, and then he would be freed, a national hero. That was a fine hope, for it involved no action on his part. The other hope was more practical. It was the possibility that one of the detectives might arrange an escape.


  The man - Davis, he was called - had come to see him on the first evening, when Sean was still in the police cells. He had come in hurriedly, and gabbled his message in a low murmur.


  ‘You’ll know my face, boy, so you’ll know I didn’t like hitting you, believe me, but it had to be done, or you’d have betrayed me, and let us both down, likely. Do you see that now?’


  ‘Maybe.’ Sean had been cautious, reluctant to commit himself. His jaw and stomach had both been aching badly, he had been sick on the floor, and they had left his hands fastened behind his back. He had not cared greatly whether he betrayed this detective or not, at the time. The man was agitated, sweating profusely.


  ‘Well, you’d better see it. It’s a bloody dangerous job I do here, I can tell you. So you keep your damn mouth shut or I’ll tell them all I know about you, and then you’ll swing and no mistake.’


  Davis had illustrated his point graphically by seizing Sean’s collar and pulling it tight around his neck, so that he found it hard to breathe. Sean’s contempt for the man increased.


  ‘But if you just keep mum there’s a chance we can get you out, boy. It’s been done before and it may be done again. I’ve already told Paddy Daly you’re here and they’ll be having a meeting to decide what can be done. So you’ve a chance yet.’


  Perhaps, Sean had thought. The leap of hope had made him more than ever conscious of the squalor and pain, and an urgent longing had arisen in him to be free and out of here immediately, cycling through the cold crisp air by the Liffey.


  ‘Will you take off my cuffs, then?’ he had asked.


  ‘Don’t be daft, I can’t do that. That’d be the first way of getting a finger pointed at me. I’m not supposed to be in here at all, let alone cleaning you up and making you look nice. When we do the interrogations I’ll be the hardest cop of all if I can, just to avoid suspicion. You’ll have to put up with that. Just keep your mouth shut, now, boy - remember that!’


  By the afternoon of the third day he had determined to abandon all hope, and resign himself to a long sentence, if he could. If he could not, he had only to admit the shooting of Radford, and the British would send him to heaven, to shake the hand of Padraig Pearse, Thomas Clarke, James Connolly, and all the other angels …


  He was elaborating this thought in his mind when a key clanked in the lock. A warder stood with his back to the open door. ‘Out!’ he said.


  Sean stood up. ‘Where to now?’ he asked.


  No answer. The man clamped one handcuff bracelet round Sean’s wrist, the other round his own, and led him out into the long, echoing corridor. As they went down a staircase Sean thought wearily: Another interrogation, more questions – ‘Do you know him? Did you do this?’ ‘I am a soldier of the Irish Republic, I have nothing to say’ - again and again and again. Or had the detective, Davis, managed something at last?


  There it was - the niggling, irritating weakness of hope, followed always by the disappointment which made him weaker than before. I must suppress it, he thought. I’m a martyr; I’ll never get out. Think that, and be strong.


  Kee was in the interview room, as he had expected.


  So was Catherine.


  She was wearing a pale-pink dress with white lace at the throat and a single pearl on a gold chain round her neck. Her eyes were wide and shining as though she might have been crying. She smiled at him.


  ‘Hello, Sean.’


  Sean had been so obsessed with his own fears that he had scarcely thought about her consciously for three days. She had surfaced only in his dreams, and in those last moments before he fell asleep. Even then he had tried to suppress the memories as being unnecessary, likely to weaken him when he needed all his strength. Now he was stunned by the femininity of her body, the tantalizing scent that came from her, the thought that he had kissed that face, that neck, the breasts under that dress …


  He looked away from her, to Kee, and saw a broad, cunning grin on the man’s face. Damn him, Sean thought, he knows exactly what I’m thinking. The man’s enjoying this.


  Kee said: ‘Miss O’Connell-Gort has come to visit you. You have ten minutes. The warder will stay with you but I will spare you my presence. I hope she persuades you to tell the truth.’


  He went out and closed the door. The warder sat down on a chair by the wall. Sean sat at a table facing Catherine.


  ‘Sean. How are you? Have they hurt you?’


  She reached out her hands across the table to touch his.


  The warder coughed loudly. ‘No physical contact, miss. Regulations.’


  ‘How stupid and cruel.’ She laid her hands flat on the table, a few inches from his.


  Sean said: ‘Why did you come?’


  ‘Why? To see you, of course. I’ve been asking permission for the last three days.’ She studied him, sensing his anger but misinterpreting it. ‘Believe me, Sean - I’d have come earlier if they’d let me.’


  Sean remembered Kee’s last words. ‘What have you told them?’


  ‘Nothing. No more than they knew already.’ She smiled. ‘I told them I was proud, Sean.’


  ‘Proud of what, for Christ’s sake?’


  ‘Proud that you’d been my lover. Proud even of what you’d done.’


  ‘What did you tell them I’d done?’


  She was shocked by his vehemence. The smile on her face faded to something harder. ‘I told you, Sean - nothing. If you think for one moment I’d betray you, you’re wrong.’


  ‘You may have said something without realizing it.’


  She did not answer. Sean realized that the warder could hardly fail to hear every word. It would be madness to talk about details. He looked at her for a long moment, taking in every detail of the delicate, proud face, the slender neck, the rise of the small breasts under the dress, the slim, fine-boned hands that had scored lines in his buttocks and back as he thrust inside her. He said, very coldly and clearly: ‘It was good of you to come, a ghra, but you must never do it again. Promise me that, will you ?’


  Tears rose to her eyes. ‘But why, Sean?’


  ‘Because, Cathy. That’s all. Just because.’


  ‘But I can help you. Bring you comfort, take messages. Tell the papers if you’re being ill-treated.’


  ‘No. You said it yourself. We were lovers once, but we’re not any more, and we never can be now. It weakens me, for God’s sake, to see you here, all soft and … It gives them a handle over me, helps them put pressure on. I want you to go right away and stay away. I’m a martyr now, I’m dead to the world.’


  ‘But you might get out, Sean! You might …’


  ‘Escape, you mean?’ He glanced meaningly at the warder. ‘Not a chance. Now go now, will you? Go! Forget I ever was.’


  She sat there, stricken, not moving. With an impatient jerk he got to his feet, scraping the wooden chair back across the stone floor. She stood up too. He meant to walk away without a word, but somehow, without ever intending to, he took her hand for a second and pressed it.


  It was a great mistake. The touch only lasted for an instant before the warder stopped it, but the soft human femininity of it destroyed his belief in everything he had said. He wanted to hold her, to kiss her, do all those things they had done together before, again and again forever …


  The warder snatched his hand away, clipped the bracelet on his wrist, and marched him roughly to the door.


  Back in his cell, he lay face down on his bed and wept. Then he prayed, desperately, that Davis would get him out before the walls closed in and drove him mad.


  The one thing Catherine could not do was take second place to others. She had not been brought up to it. As a child she had fought her elder brothers all the way, to prove that she was better than them: she rode better, learned to read sooner, could paint and draw better, even row a boat as well as they could. The country folk around Killrath had a stock of tales of her leaping her pony over stone walls at breakneck speed, climbing cliffs to steal gulls’ eggs, capsizing a dinghy in the surf.


  Then the boys were sent away for long periods to boarding school, her father took up with Sarah Maidment, and her mother began her long slide towards insanity. For all that time Catherine had been left alone with a series of governesses, feeling her own pain, triumph and confusion as the centre of the world. She learned about the world, but was not part of it. She knew how to challenge, dare, defy, and command, but not how to cooperate.


  As a student, she had continued her isolation without feeling it abnormal. Most of the others she had met had been sympathetic to the cause of Irish nationalism, but not actively involved. Sean had been her one real friend - her link with the world where these things were actually happening. Now he had rejected her, and she did not know what to do.


  She had told Professor O’Connor about Sean’s arrest and he had been sympathetic, but he implied that the Volunteers already knew, and were doing all they could. He wondered if she would like to join the women’s movement, Cumman na mBann, but she saw no point. She was sure they would disapprove of her. She could not face the discipline of running messages, taking orders, waiting, cooking, cleaning, and supporting the men which she was sure it would involve. Such things demanded an acceptance of comradeship and subordination which were no part of her nature. So she refused, and went miserably home to her green and gold sitting room in Merrion Square, to sit and think.


  She tried to study, but the words slithered meaninglessly around on the page, defying her to make sense of them. She had nothing else to do. She sat on the green window seat overlooking the gardens of the square, and tried to sketch a portrait of Sean which she had planned, but after a few strokes of the charcoal she smudged it, and flung it face down on the floor. She wept, and wondered if this was the way her mother had felt. At least her father had left her mother for another woman; was that better, or worse, than being rejected in favour of an ideal?


  Evening came. The fire died down to a few smouldering ashes, and the only light in the room came from the misty yellow gas lamps in the square. A cold, sleety drizzle was falling outside. Catherine sat motionless in the window seat, her knees drawn up to her chin, gazing moodily out at the ghostly trees and scurrying pedestrians.


  There was a knock at the door. When she did not answer, it opened, and her father came in.


  He said: ‘I thought I might see you at dinner.’


  ‘I’m not hungry. I told Keneally that, hours ago.’


  ‘He told me you ate nothing for lunch, either.’


  ‘So?’


  Sir Jonathan sighed. He considered lighting a lamp, but decided it would provoke an outburst he did not want. He sat down quietly on a sofa, thinking how pale, almost white, its normal lemon colour appeared in the semidarkness. The room was cold, he thought, but oddly restful.


  He said: ‘That inspector from G Division phoned. He told me you visited Brennan in gaol today.’


  ‘Yes. He was there, smirking.’


  ‘Brennan’s to be charged with illegal possession of firearms and membership of Sinn Fein, that’s all. They’ve no evidence for anything else.’


  ‘Good.’


  ‘It’ll still put him away for four or five years. Damn good thing too.’


  No answer. Sir Jonathan shivered. This room was really very cold. No wonder she was hunched up like that. He bent down and put a few small logs on the fire, carefully, in a pyramid over the embers, so that they would blaze up as soon as possible. He watched the flames begin to lick upwards, and held out his hands to them, wondering how best to put what he had to say. His anger had faded over the last two days, leaving a slight sense of pity, and a calm determination that he had been right all along, and that things were going to go his way. It was like that moment in breaking a young horse, when the trainer senses the fight will be won.


  He said: ‘I want you to go to Killrath tomorrow.’


  ‘What?’ Catherine sounded confused, as though she had been thinking of something else entirely.


  ‘You heard. I’ve rung Ferguson already. He’s expecting you.’


  ‘What are you talking about? I can’t go to Killrath.’


  ‘Of course you can. You’re doing no good here. I doubt if you’re studying much, and you don’t even eat. A breath of sea air will do you good. Also …’


  ‘Father, I’m not going!’


  The outburst was brief, as he had expected. Defiant, but without the strength of will which he had known in her. He continued, stolidly: ‘Also, I’ve come to an arrangement with that Inspector Kee. He could quite easily charge you with aiding and abetting, you realize that, don’t you? But if I agree to take responsibility for keeping you somewhere out of the city for a while, he’ll drop all charges and leave you alone. No more interrogations, either.’


  ‘I’m not afraid of him, Father. Anyway, I can’t go. I’ve got lectures to attend, books to read. It’s nonsense.’


  ‘Take your books with you, by all means.’ The fire was blazing nicely now, the flames sending out a little colour into the room.


  Sir Jonathan stood up to warm his backside in front of it. In the firelight his legs made huge, dancing shadows on the opposite wall.


  ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘There’s another thing, far more important than all of that. I’ve deliberately left it alone for the last two days because I could see you were in shock, and upset. But it’s time to settle it clearly. You listen to me, now!’


  He had not meant to shout, but she had turned her head away to stare out of the window. It was like the way she had put her hands over her ears, as a little child - it had made him furious then. He controlled himself with an effort, and went on.


  ‘We made a deal about your inheritance, and by your relationship with this young Sinn Feiner, you clearly broke it. I don’t want to hear any more about what you did or didn’t do with him; I’m a man of the world, I suppose, and can imagine for myself. The point is, you should have done nothing. Now, the main part of our deal was that if you did not live up to expectations, you would be disinherited, and the estate would be settled on someone who better deserved it. I can still do that, you understand! I can order Keneally to throw you out of the house tomorrow, and you can find your own accommodation with your Sinn Fein friends. And by God I swear I will do it, Catherine, unless you change your ways immediately. Do you understand me?’


  There was a silence. He wondered if he had sounded hysterical rather than firm. But if he had learnt one thing in life about how to deal with horses, soldiers, and children, it was that you should never make a threat unless you are prepared to carry it out. He had not been a good parent to Catherine, he knew, but he hoped she had seen enough of him to know he meant what he said.


  ‘Change my ways how, exactly?’


  He breathed a small sigh of relief. If she had not answered, he might have lost her. But now she had taken one small step in his direction, he could lead her where he wanted her to go.


  ‘First, go to Killrath. Second, agree that you will not see this young Brennan again.’


  There was another long silence. It was the second thing he thought she would find hardest. He was prepared to agree to allow her to write to him, if necessary. He could not prevent it anyway.


  She swung her legs off the window seat to the floor, and sat staring at him bleakly, her arms holding the seat by her sides. ‘All right, father. What time is the train?’


  If he had been a demonstrative man he might have hugged her, and that might have made a difference. But he was not, so he said: ‘The train leaves at 9.30. I’ll come with you to the station. Be sure you are ready.’ And left the room.


  This is the end of it all, she thought.


  26. Unwelcome Guest


  KILLRATH, IT seemed to Catherine, had been invaded. All the way down from Dublin on the train, she had thought of the great house ahead of her as a refuge. She would be able to sleep again in the room she had had as a child, ride Grainne along the cliffs and sands, wander the great rooms and gardens at peace, with only the wind to disturb her. The pain of the past weeks in Dublin would fade, the Atlantic gales would clear her mind.


  That was what she hoped. She had known Andrew Butler would be there but she had not thought about him at all, all the long day in the train. But when she came out of the station at Galway there he was, lounging against the bonnet of her father’s car.


  It was a cold, blustery day. He wore a long belted Burberry coat with the collar turned up, leather gauntlets and a motoring helmet with the goggles pushed up on to his forehead. She saw that despite the weather, the canvas roof of the car was rolled back.


  He smiled at her, teeth gleaming white under the scarred cheek and thin moustache, and made a mock salute.


  ‘Good afternoon, Miss Catherine.’ He took her suitcase, put it in the car boot, and held open the front passenger door. She stepped round to it, then hesitated.


  ‘Where’s David Ferguson?’


  ‘He’s at home. When your father telephoned I offered to drive down and fetch you instead. I thought you might prefer it.’


  Home, she thought. How on earth could this man speak of Killrath as home? It was her home, no one else’s - even the Fergusons lived in a house in the grounds. A worm of fear crawled in her stomach. She glanced at the car irritably.


  ‘Why is the roof down? Can’t you put it up?’


  ‘I can if you like, but I prefer the fresh air. Don’t you?’


  ‘Not when I’m dressed like this.’ She was wearing a three-quarter-length pale blue woollen coat, button boots, and a matching wide-brimmed hat secured with a pin. It would quite obviously blow away in the wind. ‘Put it up, please.’


  She watched as he dragged the hood forward and clipped it in place. If he thinks he can mock me, she thought, I won’t have that. There was something offensively relaxed and confident about his manner. It jarred with her mood. I’d forgotten about this, she thought. Did father realize it, when he sent me down?


  She got in and sat quietly, staring straight ahead. He drove out of the town, whistling softly between his teeth and glancing at her from time to time. She felt his presence overbearing, an intrusion. All day she had been turned in on herself, thinking how foolish she had been with Sean, how cheap and tarnished she must look to the world. Andrew’s cheerfulness was intolerable.


  ‘Can’t you keep quiet?’ she said at last.


  He raised his eyebrows. ‘I haven’t said a word.’


  ‘You keep whistling. It’s getting on my nerves.’


  ‘My deepest apologies.’


  They drove on in silence. As they reached the coast a storm blew in off the sea, splattering the windscreen with hailstones. She thought he would stop but he drove on, peering through the little gap made by the wiper and rubbing the mist of their breath away with his glove. As the storm eased he went faster. She wondered if he was driving deliberately fast in order to impress her. If so, she didn’t care. He could kill them both if he liked.


  He glanced at her briefly. ‘Your father told me you’d had a bad time in Dublin, but he didn’t explain how.’


  ‘Good. I don’t want to talk about it.’


  ‘Fair enough. But I hope a few days down here will blow it away. It’s a beautiful part of the country.’


  ‘I do know that, Major Butler. I was born here.’


  ‘And you think I’m intruding, obviously.’ As they approached the rocky hilltop where they would catch their first glimpse of Killrath, he slowed the car and stopped. The hailstorm had just passed, and a dark indigo cloud covered the mountains inland. The house itself, still wet from the storm, sparkled in the pale evening sunlight. Andrew switched off the engine.


  ‘Why have you stopped?’


  ‘Just to enjoy the view for a second.’ He got out of the car, walked round to the front, leaned against the bonnet, and bent his head over his cupped hands to light a cigarette.


  ‘Damn you,’ Catherine muttered softly to herself. She wished she could drive but she had never learnt. She felt a fool just sitting there, waiting on his pleasure, her view obscured by the misty windscreen and his broad back leaning against the bonnet. What made it worse was that it was a view she had always loved herself. She got out of the car and walked a little way down the road, so that she could lean with her back against a rock out of the blustering wind.


  There was a moderate sea, and cloud shadows chased each other across it, turning the waves various shades from a deep midnight blue to a cold steel grey. Whitecaps were bursting quite far out, and a cluster of seagulls followed an intrepid fishing coracle as it made its way precariously inshore.


  ‘You’re a lucky girl, to inherit all this.’


  She looked round and saw with annoyance that he had walked down the road to join her. He leaned one arm against the rock, so that he could look at her and the view at the same time. He took a deep drag on his cigarette and the scent of the tobacco mingled not unpleasantly with that of the damp heather and spray.


  She said: ‘It would have gone to one of my brothers, if they had lived.’


  ‘Your father told me. They were brave men, but unlucky.’


  She turned on him angrily. ‘What do you know about it?’


  ‘I was there, remember? Not with your brothers, but at the front. Most men were unlucky, Catherine. Millions of them.’


  ‘So why were you spared?’


  ‘Who knows?’ He took another drag of the cigarette. ‘All I know is I spent a lot of time thinking about Ardmore, which is a place not as grand as this, but prettier, as your brothers must have sat in their billets and remembered this view here.’


  It was not something she could argue about. ‘They wrote about it too,’ Catherine agreed after a while. ‘I used to send them photographs and news of what was happening here.’


  ‘My parents did that as well. Did I tell you, they both died while I was away?’ He flung the cigarette down on to the road, and watched the wind blow the last breath out of it on the gravel.


  ‘I’m sorry.’ It was the first time she had thought about anyone else all day, apart from her own misery and Sean’s imprisonment. The death of Andrew Butler’s unknown parents seemed trivial in comparison to that; but she remembered the loss and loneliness she had felt at her three funerals: first her two brothers, then her mother, Maeve. No doubt he had felt like that. ‘Do you have any other family?’ she asked.


  He shook his head. ‘So we’re matched, you and I. Sole inheritors of great estates. Even if mine’s just a pile of ashes in a park. Come on, you look cold.’


  He strode back to the car and started the engine. She followed, slowly. This is not going to be a stay in Killrath on my own, she thought. This man is going to invade every part of it.


  He appeared to be well in with the Fergusons, too. The son, David, met them at the house with a broad smile on his face and an assurance that dinner would be ready in an hour and Miss Catherine’s room aired as Major Butler had ordered, and Catherine had the odd sense that David paid more attention to Andrew than to her. This was more marked when the father appeared ten minutes later. Ever since she had realized she might inherit Killrath, Catherine had known that dealing with her father’s agent, Arthur Ferguson, would be her hardest trial. He had not forgotten her defiance over the evictions, nor did he appear to have changed his opinion that women had no understanding of the business of estate management. He greeted her with crusty politeness, as usual, but with Andrew he was almost cheerful. Catherine watched in pensive silence while the two men discussed the arrangements for winter feed. Andrew’s manner was easy, relaxed, controlled. It reminded her of something or someone that she couldn’t quite place. Whatever it was, the elusive memory made her distrust him deeply.


  She confronted him at dinner. They sat together at a polished table in the smaller family dining room. Oil lamps hissed in the corners of the room, and a fire crackled in the hearth. Occasional gusts of wind rattled the windows and sent draughts stirring the curtains. The butler came in to serve the soup.


  When they were alone Catherine said: ‘You seem to have made yourself at home here.’


  ‘It’s like Ardmore, only larger. Your father has chosen good staff.’ He sipped his soup. ‘Why are you so angry about it?’


  ‘Because it’s my home and you have no place in it.’


  It hurt. He had been fascinated by their sparring at their last meeting, and had been glad when her father had rung to say she would be coming down. He hoped she might feel the same. He had made some efforts to make her arrival pleasant. There was more to it for Andrew than the relief of boredom. He thought of her, quite coolly, as the first girl he had met who had both enough fire in her belly to satisfy him and enough money to rebuild Ardmore.


  He saw himself as breaking in a young filly. He must expect kicks; he must not allow her to get away with them. He said: ‘I don’t bite, you know. Besides, I don’t have a home of my own.’


  ‘That’s not my fault.’


  ‘No. But it’s no reason to start throwing your father’s guests out. Or have you seen the light, and decided to evict all your tenants when you’re mistress here?’


  Catherine flushed. There was a knowing grin on his face which enraged her. ‘Have you been talking to Ferguson about me?’


  ‘He did say you had a disagreement a few years ago, yes.’


  ‘Well, I hope he told you that he was wrong! It was Ferguson who wanted to evict the tenants then - I never shall! All that man ever thinks of is cattle, rents, and profit.’


  ‘Which have made people like you very rich. And me, I once thought. Don’t despise your servants, Catherine.’


  At this point the butler came in with two housemaids to clear the soup plates, carve the meat, lay out the warm dishes of vegetables, and pour the wine. Catherine waited until they had gone, letting her temper cool, seeking the most wounding phrase she could find.


  ‘I’m used to servants, I never despise them. What I do despise are self-appointed schoolteachers.’


  It was not a fortunate choice. He raised his glass to her and laughed, which was not the result she had hoped for at all.


  ‘I never had a sister, Miss Catherine, so perhaps I’m unused to the domestic life of the fair sex. But if I were your schoolteacher, I think I’d have bent you across my knee and given you a hearty spanking long ago.’


  And you’d have liked it, too, he thought, as he saw the flush rise across her face and her eyes widen with anger. He remembered the chases he had had with Elsie in the Schwarzwald, and the rough, vicious, thrilling wrestling matches with which they had ended. Both of them had been covered with love bites and bruises everywhere. He had not known love could be like that; he had seldom thought of it any other way, afterwards. This girl was slimmer and more finely built than Elsie but from the graceful, assertive way she moved he had had little doubt that her body was hard and athletic as well as beautiful. I could see you lying below me in the pine needles, he thought, kicking and scratching like a hellcat. Except that it’s winter here and there’s only heather or sand. Or bogland. Perhaps it’ll have to be indoors. Could I manage it, in a week?


  He leaned forward and watched her over the table, cradling his wineglass in both hands. Catherine was shocked. She remembered the same fear and fascination she had felt for him when they had first met, only a week ago - could it be such a short time? This was a man quite unlike any others she knew. Self-contained, dreamy, with an arrogant self-confidence quite equal to her own, and something more, that frightened her. As though, when he looked at her, he did not see a person at all. Like a hawk looking down at a vole.


  She said: ‘I don’t think you know very much about women. If you tried to spank me I’d scratch your eyes out.’


  The burst of delighted laughter which greeted that remark unsettled her even more than before.


  Next day she suggested, rather as a way of putting him in his place, that they ride around the estate together. She wanted to take control, and show that both Killrath and the initiative belonged to her, which was the way she liked it.


  Also, he would give her something else to think about. His insolence last night had made her angry, but it was a welcome anger. It had stopped her thinking about herself and Sean for nearly an hour, and that could only be good.


  They rode along the clifftops to the west. Catherine rode Grainne, sitting side-saddle in a long brown skirt, slim black riding jacket and small round hat. Andrew was mounted on Simla, a big bay cob that her father used for hunting. The animal played up at first, and it became clear to her after a mile or so that Andrew was a competent horseman, no more. He was a little hard on the beast’s mouth, impatient and rough when it was not needed.


  ‘He’s lively,’ he shouted across to her. ‘Feeling his oats. Isn’t there some open ground where we can have a gallop, steam some of it off?’


  ‘In half a mile or so.’ First they had to go along a narrow path with only four or five yards between the stone wall on their right and the cliff-edge on their left. For most of the way the cliff was a steep grassy slope, going down a couple of hundred feet or more to an outcrop of black rocks just above the sea; but there was a passage of a hundred yards or so round an indented bay where the cliffs dropped sheer into the water. Catherine led the way on Grainne, who picked her steps daintily along the narrow path. Looking down to her left, Catherine could see gulls and kittiwakes launch themselves off ledges into space, floating effortlessly in the updraught over the grey waves below. Her parents had forbidden her to ride along here as a child, and even her brothers had refused to do it when she dared them. That was why she had brought Andrew. It was a place that tested the nerves of both horse and rider; there was no room for fear or mistakes.


  Catherine had always enjoyed heights, and she had absolute confidence in Grainne.


  When she was halfway round the bay she reined the mare in, and glanced back over her shoulder. Simla was about fifteen yards behind, plodding along steadily, lifting his head with a jerk and snorting every now and then as though aware of the danger. Andrew was talking to him and the horse had one ear back to listen, the other cocked forward towards Catherine and Grainne.


  A black-backed gull swooped down between them, soaring sideways on the wind that rushed up over the cliff. As it neared Simla it screamed loudly, and bent its three-foot wings to sweep upwards within a foot of the horse’s head. The cob checked, snorted, and tossed its head from side to side to try to see where the bird had gone. Andrew dragged at its mouth sharply and kicked it forward. Alarmed, Simla broke into a trot. Catherine could see that in a few seconds he would be up with Grainne on the narrow path, and there was no room to pass.


  She nudged the mare forward into a quiet walk. Even she had never trotted along here and it seemed a mad thing to do. She heard a snort and a sharp curse from behind her, and felt the hunter nudge her horse’s rump. She looked round quickly. Andrew was holding Simla’s head in hard, and the animal was straining, its eyes white, its ears sharply back.


  Andrew yelled: ‘Go ahead, can’t you? He wants to trot - the bird’s spooked him.’


  Catherine ignored him. A few yards ahead the gap between the stone wall and the cliff edge was at its narrowest, less than two yards wide. Grainne picked her way daintily towards it, refusing to be flustered by the fuss behind her. Catherine knew that Grainne could see off most of the other horses when they were out together in the field; it was unlikely that Simla would have the nerve to try to push his way past her.


  And if Andrew Butler did fall off the cliff because he was a bad horseman, that would be very unfortunate. A great waste of a good horse.


  They reached the narrow place and Grainne stepped quietly through it. There was a snort and a clatter behind. Catherine glanced back over her shoulder. Andrew had reined Simla in and was trying to force him to stand. The horse danced nervously and sidewalked in a half-circle. Catherine had the impression that Andrew’s face was paler than usual.


  She walked Grainne on to the far side of the bay, where the grass at the clifftop widened. Then she turned the mare and waited until the other two came up to her. She smiled and pointed.


  ‘Look,’ she said. ‘You can see where we were from here. Dramatic, isn’t it?’


  The narrow section was on an overhang, and the cliff edge went down quite vertically beneath it for fifty feet, then sloped inwards. At the bottom, about two hundred feet below, a wave surged forward and burst over a line of jagged black rocks.


  ‘We call them the Devil’s Teeth,’ she said. ‘They say the Vikings used to throw monks down on to them, years ago.’


  Andrew shouted: ‘Why the hell didn’t you trot when I said?’


  She smiled, as though she had forgotten it, and said: ‘It’s dangerous. You need to keep the horses calm in a place like that. Come on. Didn’t you want a gallop?’


  She nudged Grainne into a trot, put her straight at the stone wall, and leapt neatly over. On the far side was a field grazed more or less smooth by sheep. She cantered down it, leapt the gate at the bottom, and crossed several more small, rocky, stonewalled fields in the same way. She reined in at the edge of a small lake, dismounted, and sat on a rock, holding the reins loosely in her hand so that the mare could graze.


  Andrew came up a few minutes later. Simla was sweating and foaming slightly at the mouth.


  She watched him critically as he dismounted. Perhaps there’ll be a little less arrogance now, she thought.


  She asked: ‘Did you enjoy that?’


  At first he did not answer. She had unsettled him and he was not used to that. He walked down to the edge of the lake, picked up a stone and skimmed it across the water. Then he sat down on a rock, took out a cigarette and lit it. As he exhaled the first breath, he said: ‘Do you always ride like that?’


  ‘Like what?’


  ‘Like - someone who’s afraid of nothing.’


  ‘You don’t have to be afraid if you trust the horse. I’ve had Grainne since she was a filly. Why? Did Simla scare you?’


  ‘A little. He hasn’t got any wings, as far as I can see.’


  She laughed. And that was progress, he thought. There was no fear in the laugh, it was a shared thing. He didn’t want a girl who was afraid of him all the time. After last night’s conversation he had wondered if he might have made her too nervous; after this morning’s ride he wondered if she would ever be afraid of him again. Elsie had been afraid of him, a little, he remembered. That had added spice to it - the knowledge that he could do what he wanted, that in the end she would always submit. But too much fear would have made her a quivering jelly, like those girls in the brothels. No fight, no fun at all.


  For Catherine, the laugh was a relief too. She had been so bound up in herself, she had not thought she ever would find anything funny again. But the exercise, the pleasure she got from feeling Grainne so perfectly at one with her, had released her tension more than anything that could have happened in Dublin. And now she had cut the man down to size a bit, he seemed more human.


  A storm was darkening the sky a mile or so out to sea. Catherine said: ‘Since we’re here, would you like to see the family Ferguson wanted to evict?’


  Andrew shrugged. ‘Why - are they paragons of peasant virtue?’


  ‘Hardly. That’s the whole point.’


  As they rode round the side of the mountain and down a narrow lane, the rain caught up with them. At first it was a thin drizzle, sweeping out of the west under a gloomy sky. Then there was a flash of lightning and the rumble of thunder out at sea.


  The rebuilt cottage was much as Catherine remembered it. Rough stone walls, with moss and plants clinging to them on the south and west; thatch that needed renewing, muddy footpaths through a garden full of stalky cabbages and undug rows of potatoes. A thin line of peat smoke came from the chimney, and there was a cow and a donkey in one field. Two young men, about fourteen and sixteen, were digging in the other.


  ‘Hello, Brian,’ Catherine called out. ‘Is your mother home?’


  ‘Sure, and where else in the world would she be?’


  A thin, dirty, dark-haired woman of about fifty came to the door of the house, a scowl on her face, her children lurking in the background. When she saw who it was she wiped her face with the back of her hand, and the scowl changed into a grimace which might have been meant as a smile. ‘Is it yourself back again among us then, Miss Catherine?’


  ‘I am that, Josie.’


  ‘It’s the best place for you.’ The woman came down to the gate, pulling a shawl over her head against the sweeping rain. ‘That Dublin’ll be no place for a girl like you, what with all the shootings and murdering that’s going on there now. Is it true what they say, that even the Viceroy himself is shut shivering in his bedroom for fear of the boys that’s running round the town now?’


  ‘Not exactly, Josie.’ Catherine thought of Sean, locked alone in his tiny cell. ‘But those boys are doing their best. They’ll have the country free yet, you wait and see.’


  The woman turned her head and spat expressively into the mud. ‘I wouldn’t have no truck with them. It’s them my Kevin went off to join, likely, when he said he was after taking the King’s shilling. And where’s the money he’s supposed to send me from their stinking republic, eh? You tell me that’’


  Catherine shook her head. ‘Kevin probably didn’t go to either of them, Josie. But the Republic will come and it’ll make things better for everyone, you wait and see.’


  ‘Nah.’ Josie waved her arm dismissively. ‘You’re a good girl, Miss Catherine, but you’re after filling your head with moonshine if you believe that. There’s no one in this country but you and your mother ever did me a good turn, and that’s never a thing to do with soldier boys one side or the other. Will you come in out of the rain and take a dish of tay?’


  Catherine glanced at Andrew and shook her head. ‘No thanks, Josie, I’m showing Major Butler around the estate. But I’ll look in again another day if I can.’


  As they rode off up the lane, Andrew laughed. ‘So much for your support for Sinn Fein,’ he said. ‘Even that filthy old hag can see they’re a bunch of murderers. Wasn’t it women like her who threw horse dung on the traitors in 1916, because their service pensions couldn’t be paid during the Rising?’


  The rain was coming down in sheets now, and a flash of lightning made the horses frisk nervously. Grainne danced round in a circle. Catherine yelled: ‘She’s just an ignorant old woman who doesn’t know any better. It doesn’t mean the Republic’s wrong – it’s coming, like it or not. You’ll see!’


  Then the rain and the thunder made it too hard to talk. They trotted up the lane towards Killrath. Catherine was soaked, and the rain made her skirt cling to her. Andrew grinned in appreciation as he watched her slim back and haunches move at the trot. But the incident puzzled him. There were peasant families like that at Ardmore. All landlords suffered them, but they brought no conceivable benefit to the world that Andrew could see. He understood Ferguson’s irritation with the girl better now. A girl of her class needed such woolly sentiment knocked out of her.


  He wondered if he were the man to do it.


  That afternoon, Catherine wrote to Sean.


  A ghra,


  This may be the last letter you ever get from me, and I shall not know if you’ve received it because I don’t want you to reply.


  You told me not to try to see you again so I won’t, but I have to say these things because they are so clear in my mind now and you must know them.


  The times we were together were the most wonderful in my life. I will remember them always, every moment. I did what I did because I loved you and I believed you loved me, for a while. But you’ve told me you don’t love me, now. I believe you because of the way you told me - before the detectives came. I won’t beg. You wouldn’t want a girl who did that, anyway. It was the cruellest thing anyone has ever said to me. I shall never forget it.


  I hope one day you learn what it is to love as much as I loved you. For your sake, I hope she loves you too.


  You would agree with my father; he wants me to marry a man of my own class as you said. I may not be able to resist it, but it will be a sad cruel heartless business, like sending a mare to the stud, the way he thinks of it. Nothing like what we had.


  You don’t understand my free speaking perhaps but that is what the world needs more of. If the Republic comes and women are not free to choose as men are it will be a poor thing, not what James Connolly died for.


  I miss the touch of you, Sean. More than anything. Never lose your courage.


  Your lover,


  Catherine.


  She wanted to tell him what she thought about his killing the policeman but that might be to condemn him with her own hand. As it was the thought of prison warders reading the letter hurt, but that was a thing for them to be ashamed of, she thought, rather than her. If what she felt was true, it should be said.


  27. Two of a Kind


  ALONE IN his room, Andrew washed, shaved, and changed into dry clothes. Then he paced up and down distractedly. This was not supposed to happen, but the girl was getting under his skin. And into his mind, too, so that he could think of nothing else.


  In part it was the enforced idleness, he thought - the empty time waiting for the next stage of the operation. He couldn’t stay in Dublin, or go back to Ardmore. But that he could cope with on his own. With this girl here, it was a different matter.


  In a way what she had said was true. He did not know a lot about women. He had made love to a dozen or more - mostly high-class whores in officers’ brothels in France and London. But there was not a lot to understand in that. He had paid his money, bought them drinks, been forceful and manly, and always it had been over too soon. Most had failed to hide their obvious repugnance at the sight of his face. Then, when he had tried the tricks he had learnt with Elsie, they had been terrified. Only with Elsie had he had a relationship. And she had not been a normal girl either.


  Catherine was not very much like Elsie. Elsie had been much more buxom, more earthy, broader and stronger in the face and the body. She had not been well educated or intelligent; in fact she had been simple and mildly insane. And he had never, even when he was wildly in love, considered marrying her.


  Catherine was like Elsie in only two ways. She did things that were quite unpredictable and exciting; and Andrew had fallen in love with her.


  He tried to analyse how this could possibly have happened. When he had met her everything had been going wrong for him. Ardmore had burnt down, his mission against Collins had failed, he had had no clear plan for the future. That was not unlike the time he had stumbled on Elsie’s cottage in the Schwarzwald, exhausted, starving, near to giving himself up. At that moment Catherine, like Elsie, had done something quite unexpected, challenged him in a way that forced him to take notice of her.


  So whenever I’m in a mess I fall in love with the first woman I see, he thought. Or do women force themselves on me because I’m in a mess?


  There was a lot more to it than that.


  There was the fact that she seemed unaffected by the sight of his scar. She could be callous about it, cruel, but she was not horrified. That made him feel a man again, rather than a leper.


  There was the fact that both women had something that Andrew badly needed: in Elsie’s case, food and shelter, in Catherine’s, a lot of money and a very big estate. So I’m a mercenary bastard, Andrew thought. Well, he could admit that.


  But that wasn’t the whole story either. Although Andrew could be both cynical and ruthless, he was not unfeeling. Certain emotions could take him over completely, and then he would put all his energy and ruthlessness at their service. Anger and a desire for revenge, for instance, in dealing with a German machine-gun nest or the men who had burnt down Ardmore. Love - or was it lust? - in staying with Elsie for over two months, much longer than he had needed to.


  And now, with Catherine Maeve O’Connell-Gort, what?


  It seemed to Andrew like everything he had ever heard about love. He could still remember the first time he had seen her, down to the last detail of the cool, appraising look on her face. There had been something behind that look, some stronger emotion which she was trying to hide. Perhaps it was that emotion which had driven her to challenge him. Perhaps - oh God I hope not - perhaps there was a similarity with Elsie here too.


  Perhaps Catherine was waiting for a Hans, as Elsie had been.


  Oh Christ I hope not, Andrew thought. But now the idea had come to him it made a lot of sense. That was the reason why she seemed, underneath that hard, brittle surface, so unhappy and self-absorbed. It might be the reason why she had come down from Dublin - to get away from a lover who had jilted her. Perhaps her father had even sent her away because the young man was unsuitable. And that was the reason why, most of the time, she seemed scarcely aware of his existence at all.


  An obsession like that will be hard to get rid of, Andrew realized. I have to make her notice me and respond to me. I have to make her as obsessed with me as I - God help me - am with her.


  He had no clear idea how to do that. If he could get her in bed he imagined - he hoped - he could get her to enjoy the sort of games he had played with Elsie. The sight of those lips parted as she gasped her orgasm would be worth - well, it would be worth a lot.


  Especially if the inheritance of Killrath came with it.


  When Catherine came downstairs for dinner she felt fresh, clean, empty. She had soaked for an hour in a hot bath, washed her hair, and put on a soft, loose-fitting green dress. She was pleasantly tired from the ride, relaxed and glowing from the bath.


  Feelings that Sean would probably never have again.


  She felt like a traitress.


  But Sean didn’t want her, didn’t need her. That was all over now. She must forget him, or she would go mad.


  Only there was nothing else in the world to think about.


  Andrew was in the room too, smoking and reading a newspaper by the fire. He looked up, admiring the way her skirt swung as she crossed the room. She ignored him, walked straight across to the table in the corner, and poured herself a large glass of sherry.


  He smiled, the scar twisting on his cheek. ‘The curse of the idle rich.’


  ‘What?’ She gulped the drink, and frowned at him as he sat staring at her over the top of the newspaper.


  ‘Drink. The curse of Ireland - especially those with too much money and not enough to do. I didn’t think you were like that.’


  ‘It’s none of your business.’


  She refilled the glass and went past him to curl up in the window seat. She had to wipe the windowpane with her hand to peer out at the driving rain and low, scudding clouds.


  ‘That’s the other curse of this country - foul weather.’


  She ignored him. He stood up, with his back to the fire, apparently amused, persistent. He had seldom seen a girl quite so haunted, so at odds with the world. Perhaps if she started drinking, some of her ghosts might come to the surface.


  ‘You still haven’t told me why you came down here.’


  ‘I was ordered to. By my father.’ She sipped the sherry without looking at him.


  Progress, he thought. Play the fish gently and it may come to land. He strolled over to the drinks table and poured himself a small whiskey with plenty of soda.


  ‘I saw you as someone more independent than that.’


  ‘Did you?’


  ‘Certainly. You’re a medical student, aren’t you?’


  The man was a pest, there was no doubt about it. But he was an irritation she could use, perhaps, to distract herself from her own grief. Left on her own, she felt at times it would drown her.


  ‘Look, Major Butler …’


  ‘Can’t you drop that? Call me Andrew, please - it sounds so stupid with just the two of us.’


  ‘All right, Andrew.’ It sounded such a civilized name for such a hard, damaged face. ‘My life is for me to lead, wouldn’t you agree? If I choose to study medicine, that’s my business.’


  ‘Of course. But I’d have thought you’d be proud of it, not prickly as hell.’


  ‘I’ve always been prickly. If I’m not, I don’t get what I want.’ And even when I do, I still lose it, she thought. I wasn’t prickly with Sean, surely - or was I?


  He perched himself on the arm of a chair, and considered her. ‘You know what? I don’t think you know what you do want.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Well, look round you at this house, and your other home in Merrion Square. You’ll inherit both, now that your brothers are dead. If I were in your position I’d spend all my time learning to manage them, not running off to Dublin to train as a doctor.’


  ‘Well, you aren’t in my position, are you?’ She crossed the room to pour herself a third glass of sherry.


  ‘No, I’m not, but I could be.’


  ‘Oh yes?’ She turned, leaning against the drinks table, and raised her glass to him mockingly. ‘Is my father going to adopt you as a new son? Congratulations.’


  ‘Of course not. But he might consider me as a possible son-in-law. Given that I’ve already won you in a shooting match.’


  The shock of it stunned Catherine so that she could not speak for a moment. But it made perfect sense, she realized. This was why her father had sent her down here: not just to get her away from Sean and the police, but because he knew this - this stud - was here. Perhaps they had already discussed it, even arranged the terms of the marriage contract behind her back. This was how it felt, then; this was how daughters were bought and sold to keep family estates together.


  She took a long, slow sip of her sherry, then put it down and walked across the room towards him. She stood about as close to him as it was possible to stand without touching. He was nearly four inches taller than her, much bigger and stronger than Sean, she realized. Close to, his eyes were steel grey, the scar livid, his face very decisive and hard. Nothing gentle or foolish about it at all. He made no attempt to move or smile.


  She said: ‘I told you you had no place here. This is my house and I want you to go.’


  ‘That’s not a very ladylike reply.’


  ‘I meant it.’


  ‘Catherine.’ He caught hold of her wrist. She tried to pull it away but his grip was surprisingly strong. He lifted it to his lips and kissed it with a mock flourish. ‘I’m sorry. It wasn’t a very polite way to ask but I meant what I said. We’re two of a kind, you and I. Think about it, please.’


  ‘Let go!’


  ‘I have.’


  She stepped back, shaken, rubbing her wrist. She wondered if she should hit him but she had the feeling, quite clearly, that he would hit her back. She was furious.


  ‘I said you knew nothing about women. You can’t even be trusted to behave in decent society, it seems.’


  In an isolated cottage in the Black Forest he might have pushed matters further, but here there were servants outside the door, ready at any moment to knock and announce with a polite cough that dinner was served. Also, the purpose of the game was to make her like him as well as fight. Andrew decided to change his tactics. He sat down, to seem less of a threat.


  ‘I’m sorry. You’re probably right. I haven’t seen many young women recently and you’re a remarkably beautiful one, though you may not realize it.’


  ‘It’s a bit late for flattery.’


  ‘Is it? Maybe, if you say so. Look - sit down, can’t you?’ She perched on the window seat, well out of his reach.


  ‘What’s so wrong with the idea, anyway? You’ve got this big estate, and you need a husband to run it. You’re a very attractive girl, and despite my face you can see I’m not a hunchback …’


  ‘You have been talking to my father, haven’t you?’


  ‘Not about this. I’m just trying to talk sense.’


  ‘Well listen, Major Butler …’


  ‘Andrew.’


  ‘… it may sound sense to you, but I can assure you, it just isn’t going to happen. So just put it out of your mind, will you, and then we can have a reasonably civilized existence here for the rest of your stay.’


  ‘I don’t think you want a civilized existence.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I think you, like me, are the sort of person who needs a certain amount of excitement all the time to keep them sane.’


  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


  ‘No? Then why did you lead me along that cliff edge today? No one in their right mind would do that on horseback, if they didn’t enjoy danger. Why did you challenge me to a shooting match? Not one girl in a hundred would think of a thing like that.’


  ‘I don’t care what other girls do.’


  ‘I know. That’s why I like you. That’s why …’


  There was a discreet knock at the door. The butler stood there. ‘Supper is served, Miss Catherine. Major Butler.’


  ‘Thank you, Brophy. We’ll come through.’ As she walked to the dining room, Catherine’s fury subsided slightly to the level where she was conscious of a challenge. She felt a revival of the interest which he had sparked in her the first time they met. There was something dangerous in him which had to be faced and defeated, but she need not deny him altogether.


  Andrew saw the heightened colour in her face and congratulated himself. He sat down opposite her quietly, willing her to take up the conversation, rather than him. That would be another small victory.


  She picked up her soup spoon and said: ‘That’s why what?’


  ‘That’s why I said what I did. Not because of anything your father may have said. But because I need a wife, you need a husband, and I’ve never met a girl I could admire more.’


  She said carefully: ‘Look, Andrew, I can’t think why you admire me but there are a few things that ought to be said. First, as I’ve said twice before, you obviously don’t know a lot about women or you’d realize that it’s not very normal for any man to try to choose a wife on the basis of two or three days’ acquaintance. And second, you’re making a very big presumption. If you say you need a wife, I suppose it may be true, but I have no need whatsoever of a husband.’


  And so we’re into the negotiation, he thought. At least the bait’s not being ignored now. He said: ‘I disagree. No, hear me out. In the first place I would never expect either you or me to do the normal thing in a matter of this sort - in fact I’d expect you to be highly impulsive and do exactly the opposite. And second, of course you need a husband.’


  The man’s a madman, she thought. But something inside her had begun to respond to the insanity of it all - an imp of laughter that might burst out into hysterics at any moment if she thought of Sean. But that’s over now. Over forever …


  ‘Why do I need a husband? Tell me.’


  Now there’s a question you don’t ask if you’re not just a little interested, Andrew thought. He looked at her carefully across the shining table, taking in the slightly heightened colour of the face, the wide dark eyes, the pride and tension in the set of her chin. He had the impression she might do anything at any moment, and that she would not know what it was until it happened.


  He said: ‘You need a husband for the same reason that every hot-blooded young woman needs a husband. And because …’


  ‘That’s enough. No - a few more minutes, Brophy.’ She waited until the butler went out again. ‘That’s a pretty common, cheap reason. One minute you tell me we’re unique special people, and then you say I need to be mated like a mare. Well, if I want a stallion I can find my own, Andrew Butler, thank you.’


  And look where that led me, she thought. Oh, Sean, Sean.


  ‘And also because you need someone to share the running of this estate with you. Maybe you could do it on your own if you worked at it, but what’s the point?’


  ‘That’s what we pay Ferguson for. There. Poor Andrew, your argument fails on both points. So now what?’


  He sat back in his chair and smiled, and was enchanted to get a smile back. Oh, we’ve moved a long way already, he thought. Just keep playing the game gently now, gently.


  ‘Now,’ he said. ‘We call Brophy, and have the fish.’


  By the end of the meal they had consumed a bottle of wine between them, and Catherine was quite drunk. They had even laughed together twice: once when he had told her of his early attempts to ride his father’s hunter, and once when she had told him of the ghost she and her brothers had tracked in the west wing, which had turned out to be an equally frightened parlour-maid. There was the sense of a drawn battle, a shared conspiracy, between them.


  They moved back into the drawing room where the fire had been made up to blaze brighter than before. She knelt down and held out her hands to the fire, a slim dark-haired girl in a loose green dress. On the wall above the mantelpiece was a portrait of an arrogant young woman in eighteenth-century clothes, sitting side-saddle on a bay hunter. He said: ‘There should be a picture of you here, too.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because time passes and one day you may be a respected matron, but you will never again be quite what you are now.’


  She smiled briefly, and said: ‘If you had started like that, we might have got on a little better before.’


  ‘No we wouldn’t.’ He poured out two glasses of brandy, and was surprised and encouraged when she took one.


  She said: ‘Apart from making absurd proposals to me, why are you here?’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘You’re a soldier, aren’t you? Why aren’t you busy fighting the mad Irish, like my father?’


  ‘I had some leave due.’ This was not a line of conversation Andrew wanted to follow. He was ready to return to Dublin next weekend, and take up where he had left off before. Within a day or two of that, he hoped to be either totally successful, or dead. Until then, he did not want to think about it.


  Since he was far from sure of coming back, he wanted to seduce Catherine before then. The talk of marriage might become a reality for him later, if he survived. If not, it wouldn’t matter.


  He watched her sip her brandy, and wondered why she had started to drink. She had been very abstemious the night he had first met her in Merrion Square. Was tonight’s binge because of him or that unknown Hans? Certainly she had started with the sherry well before this marriage business had come up.


  ‘So why didn’t you go to Ardmore, if you love it so much?’


  He sighed. ‘Because … because it’s lonely looking at ruins. I will build it up but I need money and someone to do it with me.’


  A silence fell between them. It seemed to Andrew a companionable sort of silence, something he remembered with Elsie. They sat either side of the fire, and stared into the flames. Then she sipped the brandy, and said: ‘Well, I may have the money, but I’m no good at building, you know. As you say, I like excitement, and it’s pretty dull piling bricks on top of each other.’


  ‘You don’t understand. That place is what I fought the war for. It would be a victory to build it up again.’


  ‘And what would you do with it then?’


  ‘Bring my wife home to it. Breed racehorses and sons to ride them.’


  ‘Very dull.’


  ‘It wouldn’t be. I meant what I said, you know.’


  ‘So did I.’ She drained her glass and stood up suddenly. She swayed slightly and held on to the chair back for support. ‘Listen, Andrew Butler, I’m going to bed. Where I will give your proposal the five seconds’ serious thought it deserves, before I fall asleep.’


  He stood up too, like a gentleman. This is the moment, he thought, if there is one. To his surprise, she seemed to read his mind. She wagged a finger tipsily.


  ‘And I am going to bed alone. I can’t think otherwise. But don’t get your hopes up. There is in fact no hope for your stupid plan at all.’


  Oh yes, there is, he thought, as he bowed and watched her make her way across the room towards the door. When she reached the door she even turned back and glanced at him, as though surprised that he had not tried to follow. Oh yes, there is hope all right, young lady. Quite a lot of it, in fact.


  Not tonight, but soon. Maybe tomorrow or the next day. Go to sleep now. And please, dream about me.


  As I shall dream of you.


  28. Military Intelligence


  KEE SLUMPED back in the chair behind his desk in Brunswick Street, and thought. His hands were clasped tightly together under his chin, his legs stretched out in front of him. On the desk were a half-finished, cold cup of coffee, a brown manila folder and the photograph of Sean Brennan.


  The photograph was mounted in a frame with a little folding leg to prop it up. Kee stood it there each morning as an aid to thought. It disturbed him. That wide, confident mouth, smart suit, clean-shaven chin, neatly brushed hair, clear, apparently honest eyes gazing straight at the camera. What could make such a man a murderer, an assassin? Perhaps there was an arrogance in the face too, a mockery, a conviction that he could not be wrong. Sometimes the face infuriated Kee, so that he wanted to slam it face downwards on the table; but he resisted the temptation, as he had resisted, after the first day, the temptation to drive his fist into the real face in the prison cell.


  That was not Kee’s way. He knew it went on, he knew that other men did it, he knew now, since Radford’s death, the powerful urge that made the desire for revenge almost irresistible. It was the smugness of the face, above all, that outraged him. The look that said: ‘I am right to kill you, and you are a fool and a tyrant not to see it. I am one of the best young men of my generation, and the future lies with me.’ And what had that led to? A hole the size of a golf ball in Bill Radford’s face, his brains spattered over a shop window.


  Kee thought of the phrase the lad repeated endlessly during interrogation: ‘I am a soldier of the Irish Republican Army. I refuse to answer any more questions.’ It brought out the worst in him. He wanted to scream at the boy, beat his choirboy face until it was a mass of blood, stick a revolver barrel up his nose until it bled and then see what he answered.


  But he didn’t. Because Kee believed he himself was right and the boy was evil. And he had just enough self-control and intelligence left to realize that once he did those things, he would be playing the game the Sinn Feiners wanted. Reinforcing the stereotype of brutal police tyranny which made these young men seem noble, heroic. Making another martyr to add to the long list the Fenians probably muttered to over their rosary beads.


  His only hope was to bring the lad to court, unmarked, and with such evidence of his guilt that no jury could fail to convict him. Which was where the manila folder came in.


  The manila folder contained a forensic report on Brennan’s gun. It was a German Parabellum automatic, firing 9-mm ammunition; Kee knew that already. The pistol had been carefully cleaned, so it was not possible to say when it had last been fired. Four of the bullets in the magazine clip were copper-cased, round-nosed ones; the other four were flat-nosed with a nickel casing. When these bullets had been fired in the laboratory, they had developed six grooves on the outside. These grooves corresponded with the grooves in the barrel, which was rifled.


  So far, so good. The flat-nosed bullets, it appeared, had been manufactured like that; the scientist did not think they had been interfered with since. Nonetheless, a flat-nosed bullet would cause immensely greater damage inside a body than the others. They were, Kee thought, outlawed in war. He had read that most of the original ammunition supplied to the Volunteers at the Howth gun-running in 1912 had been of this dum-dum type, and the leaders of those days had refused to issue it. So much had things changed.


  The scientist had also examined a bullet which had been retrieved from Harcourt Street where Radford had died. Two shots had been fired, but only one bullet had been recovered. This bullet, also, was of 9-mm calibre. It was misshapen by its impact with Radford’s body and the wall of the shop, but it was nonetheless possible to observe four or five grooves along its sides, which were exactly the same distance apart as those on the bullets fired in the laboratory.


  Thus it was possible to conclude that the bullets had been fired from precisely the same type of pistol. The scientist regretted, however, that his science had not yet advanced to the state where it was possible to say whether the bullets had come from the same individual weapon.


  Kee pondered this. It was good evidence, but not conclusive. If he had had one witness who had seen Brennan in the area, it would have been almost conclusive. But the witnesses were useless.


  The only other possible evidence was a confession. And that could be got out of the boy only by torture. There was simply no other way.


  Or was there?


  Kee slipped the folder into a drawer, locked it, stood up, and put on his coat. It was not far, and it was a fairly fine day.


  He would walk to Mountjoy Prison.


  Sean was surprised and annoyed to be moved to a different cell. His meditations, his careful self-control, had made him familiar with every detail of the cell he had been in for the last three days. He knew every knothole in the hard wooden bed, the different lumps on the whitewashed stone wall, the graffiti which he had found and added to. He had even begun to take an interest in a spider which inhabited the window recess.


  All these things brought him comfort. Now he had been moved, for no reason, and would have to begin again.


  The cell he was moved to was slightly larger. But it had two beds, one above the other. And there was a man on the bottom bunk.


  The man jerked upright as he came in. ‘What the hell’s this? What’s he doing in here?’ he yelled at the warder. But the door slammed behind Sean without an answer.


  Sean looked at him. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘They didn’t ask me either. He said something about a new set of arrests and needing the room, that’s all.’


  The man on the bunk was small, with thin pointed ears and straggly hair that stuck up in a peak at the back. He said: ‘It’s not your fault, boy. They brought me here an hour ago. I thought it was the de luxe treatment until you came in.’


  ‘Thanks,’ Sean said. ‘Will I take the top bunk?’


  ‘Unless you’re one of the hard men who lie on the floor. Not that there’s much difference, with beds like these.’


  Sean climbed up on the bunk. But there was nothing much to see there - just a grey blanket and a space of a couple of feet between it and the stone ceiling. He shuddered, came down again, and perched on one of the two stools.


  The two men looked at each other. ‘What are you in for?’ the man with straggly hair asked.


  ‘I’m in the IRA. They caught me with a pistol in my pocket.’


  The little man stuck out his hand. ‘Daniel O’Rourke, F Company, Dublin Volunteers,’ he said. ‘They dragged me out of bed two weeks ago, in the big sweep after the attack on Lord French.’


  Sean gripped his hand firmly. ‘Sean Brennan. I was in D Company but now I’m in the Squad. I was at Ashtown myself.’


  The sense of companionship, after such a long time alone, was overwhelming. The two men clasped hands and did not let go for nearly a minute. Then, eagerly, impulsively, they began to talk.


  For Kee, it worked like a dream. He sat in the cell on the floor above, with the technician who had set it all up. In front of him, on the table, the reels of magnetized piano-wire steel turned slowly. The technician had assured him that the modified Poulsen telegraphone would record everything that was said. Whether it did or not, Kee could hear the words of the two men through the loudspeaker in front of it. They were blurred and crackly, but it was still possible to make out what was said. Kee made notes swiftly. The microphone was in the small ventilation grille a few feet above the men’s heads. They were unlikely to see it; the cell was poorly lit at the best of times, and at night they had only a small candle.


  But long before dusk, Sean had admitted to shooting Radford. O’Rourke was delighted: he was proud to be sharing a cell with such a man, he said. In return he detailed all his own most daring exploits. They were not as grand as Sean’s, but they were a lot more interesting than the things he had told his interrogators.


  Kee had only recently discovered these machines, and had not used them before. But he was an instant convert. He would have them installed in every police station in Belfast, he thought. The only slight problem was, would a judge accept it as evidence?


  Davis sat in the upstairs room at Clancy’s Joiners and Decorators. There was no sign in here of any interest in carpentry or wallpaper. Instead, there were three desks, a telephone, and files and books neatly ordered in shelves along a wall. Davis imagined that policemen more inquisitive than he was would have found their contents very interesting. And he knew that Kee would have found his own presence here more interesting still.


  In front of him, Michael Collins paced the narrow floor space between the desks. Every few minutes, his left hand pushed back the lock of black hair which fell forward over his forehead. His right hand was alternately thrust deep into his trousers pocket, and taken out to bang frenziedly against the edge of a desk.


  ‘We’ve got to get him out, Paddy!’ he was saying. ‘The country needs no more martyrs, especially young lads like him. The boy’s put his life on the line for us - we owe it to him to try!’


  ‘The country doesn’t need any more corpses either, Mick,’ said Paddy cautiously. ‘If we do mount a rescue attempt, it’s got to have a ninety per cent chance of working.’


  ‘Of course. And it will. Who do you think you’re preaching to now, Patrick? Wasn’t it me that sprang twenty men over the wall at Mountjoy a year ago? And we lifted de Valera out of Lincoln Gaol. It’s the details that make it all work. Every single detail has to be right. Then all you need is the daring to carry it through.’


  He swung himself impulsively on to a desk, and sat there glaring at them.


  ‘Sure and I agree with you about all that,’ said Daly calmly. ‘We’ve had the armoured car under observation for three days now. It never varies. But what I’m not happy about is these papers.’


  ‘That’s why Dick’s here now.’ Collins looked at Davis. ‘Who would have the authority to call the boy out of his cell?’


  Davis thought carefully. ‘The prison governor himself. Or Kee, who’s running the investigation. And Military Intelligence, possibly, though Kee would be wild about it if they did.’


  ‘That’s all?’


  ‘Unless we had an order signed by Lord French, for instance. But there’s no reason for that – they’d be so surprised they might ring up to check.’


  ‘Could you sign for him yourself?’


  This was the question Davis had been dreading. ‘I suppose I could, yes, and they’d almost certainly accept it. But then, how would I account for it? Kee’s conducting the whole investigation himself. He knows I have no reason for removing the boy.’


  ‘So then your cover would be blown and they’d know you were working for us.’ Collins looked at him thoughtfully. Davis wondered what he was thinking. Was it shameful to fear imprisonment, to worry about his pension, to hope desperately that there was some safer way of getting the boy out? Or was Collins thinking that one active soldier like Brennan was worth a dozen undercover police agents? If so, he was wrong - he must be wrong! What I do, Davis thought, has to be worth ten times the contribution of a boy who just throws bombs and pulls the trigger.


  Collins nodded slowly. ‘No, we couldn’t have that, Dick. But can’t you get papers signed by Military Intelligence, perhaps? That would seem to be our best bet.’


  Davis relaxed, relieved. ‘We’ve got copies of that sort of thing, certainly. There’s nothing particularly unusual about the form itself. I can find out who’s the right officer to sign it, too, and copy the signature; but I can’t get you the original. Can you get your printers to mock one up?’


  Collins’ voice was very quiet, gentle, as it always was when asking someone to do something harder than usual. ‘The original is what we need, Dick. Plus a sight of the man’s signature so that we can forge it. Remember, every little detail counts. Surely you can do that for us, now?’


  Davis sighed. There were times when he felt like a piece of grain, ground between two massive granite wheels. The further on he went, the harder were the things he was asked to do. I hope the Republic recognizes the danger I’ve run, he thought. When it’s all over, there should be a special pension and a medal for me alone.


  ‘I’ll try, Mick,’ he said. ‘I have a few contacts in MI. I can’t promise anything but I’ll give it a try.’


  Davis was relieved to find that his contact, Captain Smythe, appeared pleased to see him. He sat at a desk in an office on the second floor overlooking the courtyard of Dublin Castle, his desk a mass of papers from reports of raids in the city last night. He was a thin, intense man in spectacles, with sparse, mousy-coloured hair. He wore a neatly tailored uniform which was stained with ash from a large briar pipe which he was puffing energetically.


  ‘Good to see you, Dick. What can I do for you, old chap? You sounded pretty cagey on the phone.’


  ‘We have to be, now. For all I know there’s a Shinner working on the exchange in Brunswick Street.’


  ‘God forbid. It’s high time you fellows moved in here. After the death of your assistant commissioner I’d have thought they’d put that at the top of the priority list.’


  ‘I hope they do,’ said Davis. He took off his overcoat and hung it with his hat on the stand by the door. There was an agreeable fug in the room from the fumes of Smythe’s pipe and the blaze of a little coal fire in the grate. ‘It’s getting far too dangerous in the city.’


  ‘Quite. I take my hat off to you fellows for sticking it out.’ Smythe leaned back in his chair and puffed more energetically at his pipe than ever. ‘Now, how can I help you?’


  ‘Well, two things really.’ Davis had worked this out very carefully in his mind before he came here, but it still seemed to him unlikely that he would succeed. He could see the pad of order forms on Smythe’s desk, half hidden by a spreading pile of papers, with the vital rubber stamp beside it. He and Daly had consulted the printer of An tOglach with a similar order form that Davis had borrowed from police files. The printer had told them that the memo pad could be forged easily enough - Davis had a blank sheet of the same type of paper in his pocket - but that the official Dublin Castle stamp, with the complicated swirling lines of its imperial heraldic crest, would take days to get right. An approximation could be mocked up more quickly, but men who were used to seeing the real thing could easily spot it. If there was any doubt, the prison governor would probably have two or three documents franked by the genuine stamp lying around on his desk, to compare it with. As Collins said, details were vital.


  So Davis had to get hold of that stamp. And to do that, he had to distract Smythe. Get him out of his own office.


  He said: ‘The first thing is, Kee thinks he’s arrested one of Radford’s killers.’


  ‘Get away! So soon! Damn good show, what!’


  ‘Surely. Name of Brennan - Sean Brennan. But we want to pin as much on him as we can, obviously. So I was wondering if I could check through your files and see if you’ve got anything under that name, or if he figures in connection with any of the other members of Collins’s squad.’ Davis nodded hopefully at the two large filing cabinets at the back of the room.


  Smythe puffed thoughtfully. ‘Hm. I suppose there’s no harm. Forgive me for being cautious, training I suppose. Still, you’ve helped me in the past. Yes, go ahead - so long as I’m here and you don’t take anything away. What’s the other thing?’


  ‘The other thing is this.’ Davis reached inside his jacket pocket and passed over an envelope. Inside were a number of documents in Michael Collins’s own handwriting. There was a letter to the commandant of the Kilkenny Brigade of the Volunteers, complaining about the lack of recent reports and action; there was a list of possible people in the Kilkenny district who should be approached for contributions to the Loan; and there was a copy of orders apparently sent to the commandant of the adjoining brigade, authorizing him to attack a particular police barracks on the border of the two districts during the coming week, alone if necessary, or with the cooperation of the Kilkenny Brigade if it could be obtained. The date for the attack was not mentioned, but suggested routes for approach and escape were discussed.


  Smythe read with interest, and growing astonishment. At the end he took his pipe out of his mouth, and fumbled for the ashtray, without taking his eyes off the papers.


  ‘Great Scott!’ he said. ‘Wherever did you get these?’


  ‘One of the few loyal postmen took them out of the mail and handed them on. They’re getting so cocky they use the regular postal service these days. It didn’t pay off this time.’


  ‘So they’re genuine, you think?’


  ‘Absolutely. So far as I can tell.’ Certainly the paper and the handwriting were genuine. Davis knew that, because he had seen Michael Collins write them himself. The information in them was another matter. The names and addresses of those who were likely to contribute to the Loan were in fact composed of those who had annoyed the Kilkenny Volunteers; and a covering letter had been sent out to the two commandants, ordering them on no account to attack the police barracks in question for at least two weeks. No doubt the RIC in the barracks would have a few sleepless nights, and might draft in reinforcements. So other barracks should be attacked, the ones the reinforcements might have come from.


  ‘That’s marvellous,’ said Smythe. ‘Can I keep them?’


  Davis appeared to hesitate. ‘Unfortunately, no. Not everyone is happy about our just handing over information, you know. But I don’t see why you shouldn’t make copies. One good turn deserves another, after all.’


  This was the crucial point which Davis had been banking on. Smythe was a meticulous officer, very keen to keep all his paperwork in order, and fascinated by technical gadgets. On previous visits he had proudly shown Davis his photographic copying machine: a camera mounted at the precise distance to take perfect pictures of any form of written document. He had explained how to calculate the different levels of lighting dependent on the shade of the paper and blackness of the ink, and demonstrated his small portable darkroom and developing equipment.


  ‘A perfect copy in under twenty minutes!’ he had boasted enthusiastically. ‘Or ten copies if you want. Amazingly useful. If I ever leave the army I might set up in business to mass-produce smaller versions of this, for the office of the future.’


  All this equipment, Davis knew, was in a room at the other end of the corridor. He looked at Smythe, and waited.


  It worked like a charm.


  Smythe got to his feet, grinning with enthusiasm. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘No problem with copies here. Do you want to come along and watch?’


  Davis glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘I’d love to, but I don’t have a lot of time. Do you mind if I …?’ He nodded at the filing cabinets.


  ‘Yes, of course. Go ahead. Just mind you put everything back neatly, won’t you. If you need any copies, just ask. My eye! This’ll be a feather in our caps, and no mistake.’


  When he had gone out, Davis waited a few moments, then opened the door softly to check that everything was quiet in the corridor outside. It was. He shut the door, walked swiftly over to the desk, took the forged order out of his pocket, inked the rubber pad, and pressed it on to the paper carefully. The coat of arms of Dublin Castle stood out clearly. On impulse, he took a genuine sheet of paper, and stamped that too. Why use forged paper at all, if I don’t need to? he thought. Then he folded both sheets, put them back in his pocket, and began to search through the filing cabinets. He didn’t particularly need information on Brennan, but there was bound to be something interesting in these records, all the same.


  When he came back, Smythe was delighted. He had the originals under his arm, and he held three wet, shining photographs by his fingertips.


  ‘There you are, see - perfect! Not a word you can’t read! Did you find what you wanted?’


  ‘A few things, yes.’ Davis showed a page of notes he had made. ‘Nothing decisive, but it all adds up.’


  ‘That’s it exactly.’ Smythe put the gleaming photographs on his desk, gave him back the original letters, and picked up his pipe to relight it. Between puffs, he went on: ‘One thing I learned … as intelligence officer … nothing so small you can ignore it … all pieces of a jigsaw that comes together in time.’ When the pipe was fully lit he took it out of his mouth, glanced at it critically, and waved the match up and down vigorously to put it out. ‘By Jove, Dick, on days like this I begin to feel the tide is turning and we’ve got these swine on the run. Don’t you know?’


  ‘Maybe.’ Davis picked up his notes and prepared to go. ‘We have good days and bad days.’


  ‘Course. But you’ve got this lad Brennan, and we’re going to make hay in Kilkenny. And there’s this German plot. I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re seeing the last days of old Michael Collins, you know. Off to join the old pantheon of Irish heroes in the sky, what? High time, too.’


  Davis paused as he shrugged on his coat. ‘What German plot?’


  ‘Oh, don’t you know?’ Smythe’s eyes twinkled, as if he had half expected this response. He puffed at his pipe tantalizingly. ‘No, probably you wouldn’t. All hush-hush. Forget I spoke.’


  ‘But what … ?’


  Smythe tapped the side of his nose. ‘No, sorry, old chap. Absolutely top secret, all under wraps. Shouldn’t have mentioned it. Just keep your eyes peeled over the next couple of weeks, and you may get a nice surprise. Big thing, I promise you. But don’t breathe a word.’


  Davis was intrigued. He turned over in his mind whether he should stay, and try to press the man to explain himself. But he decided against it. He had got what he came for, and that was more than enough. Not only that, but Smythe still trusted him. That was something to store up for the future.


  Still, he thought, as he walked briskly across the Castle yard, why a German plot?


  There was a connection there somewhere. But a connection with what?


  When Sean awoke, Catherine was standing at the basin washing herself. She had her back to him, and she was quite naked. She bent forward and scooped water out of the bowl to wash her face, and then her neck and behind her ears and under her arms. He wondered if she were soaping her breasts but he couldn’t see that. Her movements were very brisk as though she were in a hurry to be clean. It was so cold in the room. The fire had died down and her breath steamed. She must have goose pimples everywhere, he thought, how can she bear the cold? He tried to get up but he couldn’t persuade himself to move; he was too warm in the bed and his erection was as hard as a rock. Then she lifted her leg to put her foot in the bowl and wash her leg and he knew it must be a dream because he had never seen her do anything like that. He had not even seen her wash before. But before he could wake up she turned round. Drops of water were running off her body like tears but her face was smiling. Her hair was damp around her face, her eyes shone with happiness, and she stretched out her dripping arms to embrace the man who stepped from the shadows behind Sean.


  Sean could see nothing of this man in his dream except that he was fully clothed. His big male hand gripped her naked buttock and her face, which Sean could see over the man’s shoulder, laughed with pleasure.


  He woke up then, sweating.


  He did have an erection and he was lying on a hard bed under a grey blanket with a grimy stone ceiling eighteen inches above his head. There was an unpleasant stench in the room, and a snuffling grunt from the bunk below him which Sean recognized as being the sleeping sounds of O’Rourke. There was grey light in the small barred window to his right. It was the beginning of another day in Mountjoy Gaol.


  Sean was sleeping fully clothed to keep warm. As he moved, the letter in his breast pocket crackled. She should’t have written to me, he thought, then I wouldn’t have had these dreams. He thought of tearing up the letter and stuffing the bits into the foetid chamberpot under O’Rourke’s bunk, but he couldn’t do it. That was the trouble: it was a link with the outside, with the life that might have been.


  She has every right to go to someone else, he thought. I had my chance - I had her, even, as much as any man could have - and I rejected her. If I had behaved differently I would have had a right to be jealous. For the last two days, since he had received the letter, he had relived in his mind everything that had happened between himself and Catherine. He had wanted to blame her but there had come a time, late last night, when he had realized that it was unjust. She would almost certainly have stayed by him, if he had wanted her to.


  The trouble was that it was only now, when he knew he was going to die, that he could admit to himself how much he needed her.


  He had realized he was going to die yesterday when Kee had charged him with the murder of Assistant Commissioner Radford. The Ulster detective had been quite cold, hard, correct, with the light of utter certainty in his eyes.


  ‘You have the right to stay silent if you choose,’ he had said. ‘But anything you do say will be taken down and used in evidence. The trial should take place next month.’


  Kee had been quite calm, watching Sean intently to see what his reaction would be. Sean had been stunned.


  ‘How do you know that?’ he had said.


  ‘You admit it then?’


  Kee had been sitting, while Sean stood to attention in front of him. The young detective, Foster, had been standing behind Kee, watching Sean. Sean had looked from one to the other of them, searching for words. Why not admit it? he thought. It was an act of war – I’m proud of what I’ve done. But he wanted to live, too.


  So instead, he had said: ‘What evidence do you have?’


  ‘Forensic evidence. The bullets in your gun match exactly those taken from the body of Radford.’


  ‘I don’t believe you. That’s impossible to prove.’


  ‘We’ll see about that in court. Do you want a lawyer?’


  ‘I’m a soldier of the Irish Republic. I don’t recognize British courts in Ireland.’


  ‘You’ll get a lawyer anyway. Even back-street murderers are entitled to a fair trial.’


  ‘It wasn’t murder, it was an act of war! He had a gun, too.’


  There had been a long, shattering silence. Kee and Foster had stared at him, and Sean began to realize what he had said.


  Kee had asked, quite gently: ‘How did you know he had a gun, Sean?’


  ‘I read it in the newspapers.’


  ‘I see.’ No one in the room believed that. It had been a sort of relief to Sean that they now all accepted what had happened. He thought of the confessional, the relief that came after admitting sins, the welcome back to the fold of humanity.


  ‘Who was the other fellow with you?’


  It was the wrong question. At that moment Sean might have admitted the killing if he had been asked directly, but he would not betray a colleague. There was no answer.


  Kee sighed. ‘There’s just a couple of things that still puzzle me about this, Sean. How could you be sure you’d shoot the right man? It was a foggy night - you could have killed anyone. How could you be sure what he looked like, and which hotel he was staying in?’


  Kee had not expected answers to these questions, and none had come. But he had planted them deliberately in Sean’s mind, so that later, when he was back in his cell, he would think about them.


  And then discuss them with O’Rourke.


  Kee’s plan nearly failed. For most of the afternoon, Sean and O’Rourke debated whether it was really possible to prove that a particular bullet had come from a particular gun. Neither knew, but both doubted it. But the only way Sean would be able to challenge such evidence would be to accept a lawyer and recognize the existence of the court. That Sean refused to do. None of the martyrs of 1916 had done it: he could not do it now, when the Republic was even more in being than then. The British legal system would win, therefore, by default.


  ‘But since I did it anyway,’ Sean said, ‘I suppose it doesn’t make much difference.’


  There had followed a long silence while he had considered how he would die. O’Rourke, sensing the direction of his thoughts, began to talk of the heroism of the earlier martyrs: of Thomas Clarke, who had sighed with relief when he knew he would not have to endure another long prison sentence; of the Pearse brothers; of MacDonagh, who had died ‘like a prince’; of James Connolly, white with pain from his smashed ankle, who had had to be sat up on his stretcher to be shot. All of them had faced the firing squad with pride. Sean would be hanged, like Robert Emmet in 1803.


  Upstairs, Kee yawned, and drummed his fingers on the table with frustration. It was not until five thirty in the afternoon that he heard Sean say: ‘At least they’re puzzled about one thing.’


  ‘What’s that then?’


  ‘How I could recognize Radford and know what time he would go back to his hotel.’


  ‘How did you?’


  Sean laughed. ‘One of his own bloody detectives, that’s what. He identified the fellow for us. He’ll do the same for Kee before long, I bet you.’


  O’Rourke was delighted. ‘You mean we have our boys right in there among the peelers?’


  ‘We do that. Not that I like the fellow all that much, mind. He did the job for us, all the same.’ He paused, and then, to Kee’s intense frustration, added: ‘But you’d best keep quiet about that, Dan. It must be a dangerous business, and if the word got out they’d be setting up the devil’s own hunt for the boy.’


  ‘Surely,’ O’Rourke agreed. ‘Me lips are sealed. And if you don’t tell me his name, I couldn’t pick him out if they stuck pins in me, could I now?’


  And with that, Kee had to be content.


  29. Prison Visit


  LIEUTENANT ALAN Wilson sat in the front seat of the Peerless armoured car and picked his teeth. It was a difficult operation, for the front seat was narrow and cramped, and the driving of Private Garside, beside him, was never of the smoothest, but it expressed his boredom and contempt for the situation in which he found himself.


  He had joined the army two years ago, just in time to see a month’s action in France before the armistice. Since then, army life, which he had hoped would give him opportunities for excitement and adventure, had deteriorated into an ever more dispiriting round of training, bull, and routine. He had hoped to be sent to Mesopotamia, where there was still action of the traditional sort, with the Imperial Army sorting out rebellions of colourful, factious tribesmen. He might have seen the Pyramids, made love to a belly dancer, driven his armoured car full tilt across the desert in pursuit of fleeing Arabs on camels. That would have been something to write home about, he thought. Instead, every morning at ten thirty, he drove half a mile along the North Circular Road to collect a dead cow.


  Or sometimes a pig, he thought gloomily. Today it was three sheep. The job he had been given was the meat run. With a driver, Private Garside, and a gunner, Corporal MacNair, he had to drive to the Corporation Abattoir to pick up the day’s meat ration. It was typical, he thought: the bloody Irish were so disaffected and incompetent that they couldn’t even be trusted to deliver a load of mutton to the barracks without an armoured car to carry it.


  It annoyed Lieutenant Wilson particularly because he was proud of the Tin Annie. His father had owned a garage, and had worked hard to put his son through a minor public school. Young Alan had always been fascinated by things mechanical, and had volunteered for the motorized armour division because of it. All the three vehicles under his command were serviced once a week, kept in faultless mechanical condition and spotlessly clean. Yet the back of this one, despite all his efforts, stank like a butcher’s van. It humiliated him. And so, to show his disgust for the whole performance, he picked his teeth and yawned.


  It was raining, and although the massive bonnet of the car was heavily armoured in steel plate, the driver and the Lieutenant sat with their heads open to the elements. There was a bullet-proof screen that they could pull down in front of them, but they normally drove with it lifted up to increase visibility. Both wore capes, and the rain pinged on their tin helmets noisily, adding to Lieutenant Wilson’s misery and sense of humiliation. Not even an Irish gunman would be dim enough to attack a vehicle like this, he was sure, yet regulations insisted they take all necessary precautions.


  Behind and above them was an armoured turret with a Browning machine gun in it. Young Corporal MacNair swivelled it enthusiastically from side to side, aiming at anyone who might look remotely suspicious. At the last road junction he had shocked the life out of a group of middle-aged men and women, who had found themselves staring down the barrel at five yards’ range. They had scurried off down a side street, shaking their fists and shouting incomprehensibly.


  And why not? the Lieutenant thought vindictively. It was their children who threw stones and horse dung at the car every day on patrol - it was people like them who had caused the army to be here in the first place, instead of lying on a beach in Egypt, or driving along the shores of the Red Sea. It was people like them who forced him to drive back to the barracks every day with animal carcasses in the flatbed part of the car behind the turret, where troops and equipment were usually carried. He had been tempted, more than once, to dress up the carcasses to look like dead Irishmen, and would have done it, too, if his CO had had more of a sense of humour.


  They reached the abattoir, swung into the yard, and parked. Lieutenant Wilson climbed out of his seat and stretched, wrinkling his nose at the appalling stench, as he always did. Leaving the private and the corporal in the car, he tramped through the puddles towards the office, the rain streaming off his cape. The windows of the office were steamed up, but there was a welcome glow of light from a fire inside. He opened the door and went in.


  The manager, Ryan, stood behind the desk with one of his assistants. Both looked as pale as their aprons and had smiles on their faces; rather stiff, cracked smiles, Wilson thought. But all the Irish were cracked; he had no desire to understand them. He fumbled with his hand under his cape to bring out the order.


  Something prodded him in the back. A voice said: ‘I’d leave that, boyo, if I were you.’


  He turned to look behind him, but before he could succeed his arms were seized and he was propelled forward against a wall. His tin helmet banged against the plaster and tilted back over his head. His arms were forced up painfully behind his back. Something very narrow and hard prodded him under his right ear.


  A voice said: ‘Stand still, Tommy, and you won’t be killed.’


  Someone reached around his waist and took his pistol out of its holster. Then a voice said: ‘Stay facing the wall. Start getting undressed.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘You heard. Take the helmet and cape off first. Then the rest of it.’ His arms were released slowly. ‘Any monkey business and we’ll undress you ourselves. But I’ll put a hole in your head before I start.’


  Shaking with shock and humiliation, he did as he was told. Stupidly, he said: ‘You won’t get away with this. There’s an armoured car and a machine gun outside.’ As soon as he’d said, it, he felt a fool.


  ‘Is that so, sorr? And there was me after thinking you fetched the meat on a bike.’


  When he was down to his underwear, someone seized his wrists and tied them together behind his back. Then he was made to sit down on a chair and his hands were tied to the strut between the back legs, too, so that he had to sit up stiff and upright. He was still facing he wall. He heard the door open and close behind him. Any minute now it’ll happen, he thought. MacNair will open up with the Browning and these bastards will be unstitched all over the pavement.


  But instead there was a shout and a single revolver shot. Then the door opened again, and he heard heavy breathing and curses as several people came in.


  He risked a glance behind him over his shoulder. His driver, Private Garside, was shoved into the middle of the room with his helmet knocked sideways. Wilson noticed the manager and his assistant, still standing with those sheet-white faces, and he realized their hands were tied behind them. They must have been like that when he came in, and he hadn’t noticed. The same voice that had spoken to him told Garside to face the wall and strip.


  Another voice said: ‘What happened?’


  ‘We carried the meat out like you said but the stupid sod in the turret wouldn’t get down to help me. He started swivelling the bloody gun around so I got up on the car and shot him.’


  ‘All right. Lug his body out of the car. Then Seamus’ll put these clothes on and we’ll get going.’


  A couple of minutes later Garside was tied to a chair as well. Lieutenant Wilson heard the engine of the armoured car start up, and then a horrible grinding and clashing of gears. When he thought of what driving like that would do to the gearbox, and what the whole episode would do to his army career, Lieutenant Wilson felt a horrible cold empty feeling rise inside him, as though he were about to cry.


  A little way along the North Circular Road, the armoured car pulled into a side road and stopped. Paddy Daly, in the full uniform of a major of the 1st Wiltshire Regiment, stepped out of a house, smiling.


  ‘Well done, me boys - just what the doctor ordered. Now, you’ve got ten minutes to get inside and smarten up. Then we’ll have a full inspection. Come on, you ‘orrible shower - jump to it!’


  He slapped his swagger stick against his boot, grinning broadly. Then he swung himself casually up into the turret of the armoured car, and began to examine the machine gun. He did not intend to use it, but there was no harm in having it ready. Also, he could cover the street with it if by ill luck a British army patrol should come down here while the boys were preparing.


  His stomach crawled inside him as the minutes ticked by.


  At last ten minutes had gone, and the four men reappeared on the pavement. They stood stiffly to attention, and he climbed down and examined them critically. This was no routine inspection. Any one of a host of tiny details, invisible to the casual civilian, could easily blare a warning to the military mind. Daly himself had never been in the British Army, and he had spent most of yesterday alternately observing the Wiltshires in the street outside the Royal Barracks, and trying to read up on details of cap badges and uniform in the city library.


  Seamus Kelly and Brendan O’Reardan were wearing the uniforms stripped from the lieutenant and private at the abattoir, so at least the details of them should be all right. O’Reardan had obviously had considerable trouble squeezing his 44-inch chest inside the battledress blouse, but it would do, at a glance. The lieutenant’s uniform appeared to fit Kelly perfectly. The other two wore bits and pieces assembled from stores that the Squad happened to have. One was impersonating a private, one a corporal. Daly could see no difference between them and the others, but …


  He could wait no longer. Time was another vital detail. Kelly had locked the two soldiers, the manager and his assistant in their office, and the other men in the abattoir had been tipped off to take no notice, but they would work their way free eventually. Then the soldiers would ring the Royal Barracks, and a search would begin. Not yet, probably, but soon.


  ‘Right, you lads,’ he said. ‘Climb on board.’ He spent a few more precious minutes in the turret, pointing out to Kelly and O’Reardan things he had noticed about the Browning. Daly would have dearly loved to operate the thing himself, if need be; but none of the armoured cars he had observed around the city had had anyone of the rank of major in the turret. Anyway, his was the more important job, of carrying the bluff through. He squeezed himself into the front seat beside Kelly and the driver, Clancy.


  ‘Right, Tom,’ he muttered. ‘Mountjoy Prison it is.’


  There was no trouble at the gates. By the time they had reached them, Clancy had managed three gear changes in a row without turning every head in the street, and the mere sight of an armoured car sent one of the two sentries scurrying to open the heavy iron-studded gates. The other one saluted Daly smartly.


  ‘Escort party from the Castle, come to pick up prisoner Brennan,’ Daly said, in his best English accent. He pulled some papers casually from his front pocket and handed them over.


  This is the first test, he thought. He drummed his fingers casually on the flap of his revolver holster.


  The sentry gave the papers a cursory glance, handed them back, and saluted again.


  ‘Very good, sir. Go straight ahead.’


  So that’s the first step, Daly thought.


  Clancy let the car into gear with an unfortunate jerk, and drove through the open gates into the prison yard. Where the hell do we park? Daly wondered. He scanned the yard quickly. The most obvious entrance seemed to be straight ahead of them, slightly to the left. ‘Swing it round to face the exit,’ he said to Clancy quietly. ‘We don’t want any fancy manoeuvres on the way out.’


  There was no sentry at all outside this entrance. Is it the right one? Daly thought. I don’t want to make a fool of myself and walk into the kitchens. But there seemed to be no other choice.


  As planned, Clancy and Kelly stayed in the car; one to drive it, one to lounge in the machine-gun turret and give them a chance of beating off any attack. The other two, without a word, got down and followed Daly in.


  Inside the door there was a corridor and an office, with two prison warders in it. Daly marched up to them smartly.


  ‘Detail to take prisoner Brennan to Dublin Castle,’ he said. ‘Can you fetch him for me, please?’ He handed over the folded order with the official stamp of Dublin Castle.


  One of the warders took it and examined it gravely. Then he handed it back, taking in Daly’s badges of rank as he did so.


  ‘Right, Major. You’ll have to take this to the governor’s office to get it stamped. We’ll bring the prisoner there, too. I’ll show you the way.’


  Suppressing all signs of hesitation, the three IRA men marched smartly behind him, into the heart of the prison.


  Sean was annoyed. He had asked for pencil and paper so that he could write a reply to Catherine, and he had been given one single sheet. For two hours he had written nothing, trying out phrase after phrase in his mind and then discarding it. When he had finally begun, he had seen after a few lines that he had struck the wrong tone - still too proud, too full of self-justification. But he had no rubber and no more paper, so he began again on the back.


  The cell door opened and two warders stood there.


  ‘Brennan. Out!’


  He folded the paper and stuffed it into his shirt pocket, together with the pencil. He walked out onto the landing, holding out his wrists to be handcuffed. I am like a trained animal, he thought.


  To his surprise they did not turn left at the foot of the steel staircase. ‘Where are we going?’ he asked.


  ‘Governor’s office,’ said one of the warders shortly.


  It’ll be the lawyer, he thought. They’ve got a lawyer for me and they’re going to try to persuade me to accept him. I won’t.


  He was taken up a flight of stone stairs and shown into a large room with carpets on the floor and books and pictures on the walls. A grey-haired man in civilian clothes was sitting behind a large desk, studying a piece of paper. Facing him was a British army officer and two soldiers.


  The governor glanced up briefly as Sean came in. Then he spoke to the army officer.


  ‘Signed by Captain Smythe, I see,’ he said in a conversational tone. ‘I thought all this was being handled by the DMP and Inspector Kee?’


  ‘I don’t know anything about that, sir,’ the Major answered. ‘My orders are just to come and get him.’


  ‘Quite.’ The governor perused the order again. ‘I’d have thought if a captain in the intelligence service wanted to interview someone, he’d have come and got him himself, rather than sending a major to do his dirty work for him, wouldn’t you?’


  Daly hadn’t thought of that. Damn the bloody British Army and its hierarchies. He said: ‘I thought so too, sir, but I didn’t like the idea of putting anyone else in charge of my armoured cars. The streets are pretty dangerous now and most of these intelligence wallahs have no experience of how to actually handle men in combat.’


  ‘Wallahs’ was a good touch, despite the residual traces of a Dublin accent. The Wiltshires had been in India; Daly had checked.


  ‘Maybe not,’ said the governor. He inked a rubber stamp, pressed it firmly on to both copies of the forged order, handed one back, and dropped the other into a tray. ‘Though the sooner we get you fellows off the streets the better, I say. Anyway, there he is. He’s all yours.’


  The short conversation had given Sean a few precious seconds to adjust to the shock of hearing Daly’s voice. When Daly and the other two turned towards him Sean gave them a swift glance and then stared straight past them, up at the wall over the governor’s head where there was a wooden plaque with the gold-inscribed names of previous governors. He felt the muscles of his face twitching desperately and bit the insides of his lips to control them.


  The warder beside him unlocked his handcuffs and the soldiers took Sean’s arms and propelled him through the door. Outside, a warder coughed discreetly.


  ‘No handcuffs, Major?’ he asked, looking at Sean pointedly.


  ‘What?’ That’s the second mistake, Daly thought. He gave what he hoped was a calm smile. ‘No, no need. I’ve got four men and they’re all armed. There’ll be no trouble.’


  ‘He may look pretty, but he is charged with murdering a policeman and trying to put a bomb under the Viceroy, you know, sir.’


  ‘I’m well aware of that, thank you.’ Daly unbuttoned his holster, took out a Webley revolver, and cocked it. It made him feel much more comfortable. He pointed it at Sean, but it could just as easily cover the prison warders. ‘One false move out of him, and I’ll save the hangman a job.’


  The warder appeared satisfied. They marched, six of them - Sean, three soldiers, two warders - down the stone staircase and along a corridor. The sound of their boots echoed around them. There was a large closed door at the end of the corridor. Sean concentrated all his attention on it, willing it to open.


  They reached the door and halted. The warder spoke to his colleague at the reception desk. The three soldiers and their captive stood unmoving. Almost like statues, if statues could have a pulse that beat like thunder in their throats.


  The warder unlocked the door. The detail marched through. There was an armoured car outside. One of the soldiers got into the front seat beside the driver, tugging Sean in beside him. There was just room for Daly on the outside.


  Daly saluted the prison warder, and then got in beside Sean. The warder stood on the steps, watching them, frowning as though something was wrong.


  Clancy turned the keys of the armoured car. It wouldn’t start. He tried again. Still nothing. The warder came slowly down the steps towards the front of the car.


  ‘Give it some choke!’ Daly hissed out of the side of his mouth. Clancy pulled out the choke and tried again. The engine fired. He let the gears in with a sharp jerk and the car lurched bumpily across the yard towards the gate.


  Sean saw the warder open his mouth as though to say something, then change his mind and step out of the way.


  The warders at the main gate saluted as they went out. Clancy turned left into the traffic, narrowly missing a pony and trap. Nobody said a word. After about fifty yards Daly craned his neck round to shout to Kelly and O’Reardan in the machine-gun turret.


   


  ‘What’re they doing?’ he yelled.


  ‘Closing the gates, Commandant!’ Kelly yelled. ‘They just saluted and closed the gates behind us!’


  ‘We did it!’


  A great yell of triumph erupted from every man in the car simultaneously. Daly grabbed Sean by the hand and thumped him on the back, the other man pummelled him in the stomach, and Clancy, the driver, reached across to ruffle his hair. Kelly and O’Reardan burst into a full-throated verse of the ‘Soldier’s Song’:


  ‘I’ll sing you a song, a soldier’s song


  With a rousing cheering chorus …’


  Daly shouted at them to be quiet, but as they lurched along the Phibsborough Road towards the city centre he found it hard to imagine that any other armoured car in the city was crewed by men with such broad, triumphant grins on their faces.


  30. An Unsuitable Proposal


  CATHERINE LAY in the bath and thought of her mother. The three bathrooms on the first floor at Killrath had been fully equipped and installed at the turn of the century under the orders of her mother, who was then in her early thirties. The bath Catherine was in was a massive iron tub eight feet long and nearly three feet deep, which had been specially commissioned from an ironworks in Belfast. It had feet like lion’s claws, and a fitted shower cabinet made of teak and brass at the tap end, with its own special mirror, taps, and a shower head a foot wide at the top. The rest of the room was of matching magnificence. There was an equally massive washbasin, cork matting on the floor, bamboo and cane easy chairs, a large mirror decorated with twining stained-glass leaves and flowers, and a sculptured ceiling where dolphins and mermaids could be seen sporting gaily.


  Catherine lay back in one and a half feet of steaming, soapy water, and looked at them. People had confidence in those days, she thought.


  She remembered how she and her brothers had admired the tall, distant, beautiful figure of their mother. She had been one of the most striking women in the west of Ireland. People had come to Killrath to write poems and songs about her, paint her portrait, vie for her attention. Catherine and her brothers had been brought in by their Irish-speaking nanny to sing at the parties, ride to the picnics, stand by their mother’s side in the photographs.


  When did it all end? By the time she was twelve the parties were fewer, her mother more erratic, sometimes even dishevelled in her dress. Doctors began to come more frequently than artists. And by the time the war began her mother was clearly going insane.


  Why? Because Father rejected her and took up with another woman. She must have been as lonely and unhappy as I am now, Catherine thought. And there was nothing she could do.


  Catherine wondered if her mother had felt the same about her father as she herself did about Sean. Objectively, there ought to be no comparison. Her mother had been rejected for another woman; she, Catherine, had been rejected for …. what? A soldier’s life? Sean’s heroic vision of himself? The attractions of a secret brotherhood? The glory of assassination? Of secret murder?


  It was the first time she had thought of Sean as a murderer. She knew and loved all the arguments - the fight against the foreign oppressor, the service of the old woman of Ireland, the Shan Van Vocht, the Fenian vision, the torch handed down over the generations, the unending struggle, the glorious rhetoric of the Republic. But the look of triumph on Sean’s face as he had shown her his gun had besmirched it all. Perhaps because he was rejecting her at the time. Perhaps because of the way he had used it - to blow away half a policeman’s face on a dark night before the man had time to fight back.


  The worst of it was that she still loved him. That was it, that was the link with what her mother had felt. Sean did not need her any more, but she could not get him out of her head. And now that he did not want her, the world was an empty desert.


  When Mother felt like this she gave up, Catherine thought. The fog of depression entered her brain and she went mad. That won’t happen to me. I’m not like Mother, I won’t let it. There must be other choices.


  She slid down to the tap end of the bath to turn on the hot tap, and then, on impulse, stood up and looked at herself in the mirror. She wiped the condensation away with her hand, and saw a nude girl with steam rising around her, like Venus. I am as beautiful as Mother once was, she thought. Men could make poems and paintings of me. Other men. Not just Sean.


  She turned the tap off and lay down again to soak. She had read somewhere that a woman would always love the man who took away her virginity. Later she had thought: That can’t be true, it wouldn’t be fair. What if you’re attacked, raped by a monster? Yet here she was, obsessed by the memory of Sean, her own first lover, when it was all over between them.


  How could she break free?


  Maybe there’s some truth in this myth. Maybe you can’t forget your first lover so long as he’s the only one. Maybe it’s a sort of medical problem of the mind that needs treating. How?


  By taking another lover.


  The thought appalled and thrilled her. She believed strongly in the idea that women should be as free to take lovers as men, and that no harm was done so long as no one was hurt and there were no unwanted babies. As an idea it seemed simple, translucent, obvious; but it was turning out harder than she had expected. The memory of Sean was like a bacillus that had invaded her bloodstream, and needed to be cleared out.


  She thought about Andrew Butler.


  He was an arrogant, supercilious pest, but he was obviously attracted to her. He must be, to stand up to all the rebuffs she gave him. Perhaps he is actually suffering, as I am suffering about Sean, she thought. The idea amused her. She did not love him, but he fascinated her. And men use women who fascinate them, she thought. They exploit them for their own pleasure, to get whatever they think they need. Why shouldn’t a woman do the same?


  Could I?


  It would be an utterly unprincipled, wicked thing to do. But then, perhaps such values are old-fashioned, out of date, blown away in the tempest of the war. Women who stick to them turn in on themselves and go mad, like my mother. That won’t happen to me.


   


  She stepped out of the bath and stood on the cork matting in front of the large decorated wall mirror, watching the soap suds trickle down her body to the floor. I look nervous, she thought. I look like a sacrifice. But that’s what I was before.


  This time it’s different. I’ll be the one who’s in control. Because I don’t really want him as much as he wants me.


  I won’t be the sacrifice. He will.


  Andrew remembered the pattern of the past three evenings.


  They would meet in the drawing room, she would drink more sherry than him, they would begin an argument which would carry on throughout the meal, and she would leave him early to go to bed.


  Every evening he would try to gauge whether she liked him a little more. And he would be transfixed by her beauty, and wonder what he could do about it.


  Tonight it was different. She poured herself a sherry but she didn’t freeze him out or start a quarrel. She didn’t sit down on the window seat as she usually did. She sat down in a chair by the fire and smiled at him.


  ‘That’s a change,’ he said. He was quite taken aback.


  ‘What is?’


  ‘A smile.’


  ‘Don’t I usually smile, then?’


  ‘Not until you’ve told me to leave the house, or tried to ride me over a cliff, no.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’ve been very shut up in myself. It makes me rude and - what did you call it? - prickly.’


  There was a certain speculative amusement in the way she looked at him, he thought, as though she wondered what effect this new approach would have. He wondered himself. He said: ‘Well, I’m glad that I shall see you with your hackles down for once, before I leave. It should be an interesting sight.’


  ‘You’re leaving?’ Her plan would fail completely if he left.


  ‘Are you so concerned? Yes, on Wednesday, if I can get a train. My leave doesn’t last for ever, you know.’


  ‘No, I suppose not.’ Wednesday. The day after tomorrow. There was still time, then.


  Their meal was curiously subdued. They talked a little about the fishing, the inevitable rain, the awful news from Russia and Poland, the introduction of Prohibition in America, and the proposed attempt to cross the Atlantic in one of Zeppelin’s airships. When they had finished they went back to the drawing room. Brophy, the butler, served them coffee and brandy, and Catherine thanked him and said he could go to bed.


  There was a steady rattle of rain on the windows, and an occasional gust of wind blew smoke back down the chimney. Andrew was surprised that Catherine had not gone to bed immediately after the meal, as she usually did, and he wondered again at the curious way she looked at him. She knelt on the rug in front of the fire, watching the flames through the brandy glass. Her skin glowed, her short dark hair was smooth, soft in the firelight.


  He said: ‘I still haven’t had a straight answer.’


  ‘To what?’


  ‘My proposal.’


  ‘Yes, you have. The answer is no, Andrew, the same as it was yesterday and the day before. I can’t help it if you’re deaf.’


  ‘You’re a cruel woman.’


  ‘I’m sorry. Why don’t you just forget about it? There are other ways for people to relate to each other, without getting married, after all.’


  ‘Such as?’


  Again that strange, speculative look. There was a hint of mischief in her eyes, a ghost of a smile around her lips. ‘I don’t know. You’re older than me, and a man of the world. Surely you must have been on friendly terms with other women.’


  On friendly terms. That was not quite the phrase he would have used. ‘One or two, yes,’ he said.


  ‘But you didn’t marry them.’


  ‘Of course not. You may think I’m just being flippant but I’ve never met anyone I wanted to marry before.’


  ‘All right then, tell me about it. I’m interested in the psychology of it. What does a man think when he has an affair with a girl who he’s not going to marry?’


  He was used to her frankness and unpredictability by now. It was part of her, but tonight it annoyed him. She thinks she can mock and refuse and tease without realizing the effect it has, he thought. She’s a virgin; she’ll grow up to be an old maid.


  ‘He thinks, I suppose, about her body, and the pleasure she can give him. And whether she’s exciting and fun to be with.’


  ‘And don’t you think women think like that about men?’


  ‘Some do, perhaps. I don’t know.’


  This isn’t working, she thought. He looks too morose, angry almost. She put her brandy glass down carefully on the hearth, and got to her feet, holding out her hands to the fire. Without looking at him, she said: ‘If I ever married a man I would want to know everything about him first.’


  ‘I could get an accountant to draw up a list of assets, such as they are; show you a copy of my war record, if that would help.’


  ‘Idiot. I don’t mean that at all.’


  ‘Well, what then?’


  She turned round to face him. He was still sitting in the chair, nursing his brandy, scowling. She took a deep breath. Oh, Sean, Sean, forgive me. Trembling slightly, she said: ‘Stand up.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Please.’


  He put the glass down and stood up, facing her. If ever a man was made a fool of, he thought, it’s me. ‘Is that all right?’


  ‘Kiss me.’


  He did. She slid her arms around his neck and it was very tentative at first; his lips were sullen, frozen. Oh, come on, she thought, I can’t do this all on my own. His moustache tickled, there was a nice, bristly feel to it. She put her hand on his cheek, and without meaning to, touched his scar. It felt hard, inanimate, gristly. Then suddenly his resistance snapped and he crushed her to him, kissing hard, earnestly.


  A long time later they paused for breath. She loosened his hands gently, saying: ‘There. Now I know how you kiss.’


  He said: ‘My God. I don’t understand.’


  ‘No? And you a man of the world, too.’ Now we’ll see, she thought. Oh, Sean, Sean. Forget him.


  ‘I’m going to bed,’ she said. ‘Stay there alone if you like.’


  It was a long, lonely walk to the door. Catherine must have walked those ten yards across that room hundreds of times before in her life but this was the first time she could ever remember feeling self-conscious about every step. It’s not going to work, she thought, that was an utterly cheap and crazy thing to say, I’ll never be able to face him again, I must look a complete fool walking like this ...


  ‘Catherine.’


  ‘Yes?’ She turned, her hand on the doorknob.


  He crossed the room, put his hands on her arms. ‘Do you know what you’re saying? Do you mean it?’


  ‘Of course.’


  He bent forward and kissed her, more gently this time, almost reverently, as though she were a child. His moustache tickled, his breath smelt of brandy. The kiss ended and she stood in front of him, very cool and quizzical, trembling like a leaf inside.


  ‘Wait here, then. Come up in five minutes.’


  Andrew had imagined several ways that it might happen but none of them had been like this. He had thought he might surprise her after a ride, all flushed and warm in the stable, and lay her on her back in the hay; he had thought he might go into her room when she was asleep in the middle of the night; he had considered getting her really drunk, and seducing her on the sofa in the big drawing room when all the servants had gone to bed.


  It had never occurred to him that she might seduce him.


  When he came into her room, it was lit by a soft oil lamp in the corner, and a wood and peat fire in the grate. It was a large room, with two pink armchairs near the fire, a carved dressing table and a screen in the corner, a vast wardrobe with a full-length mirror, and a four-poster bed with pale yellow curtains. At first he did not see her, then he saw she was leaning against the pillows in her bed, wearing a cream-coloured nightgown with buttons down the front. She smiled.


  ‘Hurry up. These sheets are cold. I need you to warm them.’ He took off his jacket and flung it over a chair. Then he hesitated. This was all too cool, too deliberate.


  ‘If you’re shy you can get undressed behind the screen. It’s over there.’


  ‘All right.’ He picked up his jacket and went behind it. I don’t think I’ve ever done it like this before, he thought. It’s all wrong. I’m supposed to be in charge, not her.


  Her clothes were behind the screen too; a dress, a brassiere, soft silk camiknickers. He realized he would have to walk across the room towards her, quite erect and naked.


  Her eyes widened slightly when she saw him.


  He was not used to being looked at. Since his face had been wounded he had been ashamed of his body. But there was no look of horror on her face; more of excitement, determination. She was right, the sheets were cold.


  ‘How many lords and ladies have been in this bed before us then, Miss O’Connell-Gort?’ he said.


  ‘Oh, dozens.’ It’s going to work, she thought. It’s really going to work. She held out her arms and drew him to her.


  This time, the kiss was rougher, more passionate and insistent. She moaned and ran her fingers through his hair. He kissed her neck and fumbled with the buttons of her nightdress.


  ‘It’s all right. I’ll take it off.’


  She tugged it over her head and then gasped as he sucked her breasts - hard, much harder than Sean had ever done. It hurt, but it did something to her stomach as well and she felt her loins warm and moist. She parted her thighs and kissed him again, rubbing her hands down his back to press him on to her.


  ‘Oh yes, yes. Go on.’


  And then he was thrusting into her and it was another man, she was really doing it with another man and it was all right, he was good and strong and she needed it so much and …


  And it was all over.


  She felt him go limp inside her and kissed his cheek gently and felt his arms and back with her hands and thought how heavy he was, smooth hard muscles under the skin. There was soft fur on his buttocks and the small of his back, and a ridged line like a scar on his left side.


  He rolled off her and lay on his side with his head propped on his elbow, gazing at her. His face in the lamplight was shadowy, the expression hard to interpret.


  ‘I’ve wanted to do that since I first saw you,’ he said.


  ‘Have you, Sir Galahad?’ She thought how strange his face was after Sean’s; older, rough, a cruel face to look at close to. The way he had thrust into her had been quite brutal. She felt aroused, annoyed that it had been so swift. She shouldn’t be thinking of Sean: the whole purpose was to forget him.


  She rubbed both hands along his back, and said: ‘So what is your next ambition, then?’


  Andrew was amazed; shocked even. Not even Elsie had been quite so brazen. He leaned forward and kissed the little brown nipples and she closed her eyes and moaned. He kissed them harder, feeling his erection return, and then her hands were all over him, clinging to him, pulling him down on to her. He didn’t like it. He felt used, exploited. I’ve got to show this girl who’s master, he thought. He remembered Elsie, and as he thrust inside her he caught her wrists and forced them down over her head so that she had to look up at him as he thrust slowly, deliberately.


  ‘What?’ She tried to clasp him to her with her thighs, drumming her heels hard against his buttocks. ‘Come on, Andrew.’


  But he took his time, watching her, enjoying the moment of control. She was lithe and slim as he had imagined; the struggle excited him. The bedclothes fell on the floor, but he was too heavy for her. She could not throw him off, even if she wanted to. Then he began to thrust faster and faster and her eyes closed and she stopped struggling and began to move with him and he saw her gasp and cry out just before he did so himself.


  Afterwards they lay quietly in each other’s arms.


  She thought: I never thought it would be like that. He’s a brute and a pig but I’ve done it and I don’t feel guilty. I didn’t promise to marry him, I just wanted to do it with another man and that’s what I’ve done. There was no love here, only lust, but that’s all right. I like lust. You can do it just as well without love. Oh God why do I feel so lonely?


  She had a sudden disturbing picture of Sean, alone in his cell. But he seemed very distant now, tiny, a little man in a stone box that grew smaller and smaller and fell out of sight in her mind like a matchbox thrown into the sea.


  Tears prickled in her eyes. She realized Andrew had fallen asleep. She got up quietly to blow out the oil lamp, crept back into bed, and lay on her back watching the flickering shadows on the roof of the bed, caused by the dying embers of the fire.


  Andrew woke later while it was still dark. The wind outside was stronger, and gusts rattled rain against the windows. He listened to her breathing softly beside him, and stroked her smooth dark hair with his fingers. A log fell in the grate, and he raised himself on his elbow and watched the warm firelight bathe her face.


  He thought: I am here but I have not mastered her. There is more courage and spirit in that slim soft face than in any woman I have ever met. He wondered if she dreamed of him at all, or if, like Elsie, she was far away. He wanted to stay with her for ever.


  Then he remembered Michael Collins. A gust of wind blew smoke down the chimney and for the first time he was afraid. His skin was sensitive and tender all over as though he had just been born; he did not want to be hurt now. But it had to be risked. He looked at her with immense gratitude and then quietly got out of bed, collected his clothes, and went back to his room.


  At first it was too cold to sleep there. For a long time he lay, watching the grey dawn light creep through the curtains, and thought of Ardmore. Tomorrow, he thought, before I go to Dublin I will ask her again. And then when Collins is dead I will have the money to rebuild Ardmore and we will sleep in my mother’s room together and she will bear my sons.


  You and I are too much alike, Catherine O’Connell-Gort. I won’t let you back out now.


  31. A Nasty Surprise


  IN THE morning Catherine woke up early and wondered for a moment where she was. The room was the same but there was something missing from it. Then she turned and saw the pillow crushed beside her own and remembered.


  She got up, ran a bath, and brushed her hair in front of the decorated mirror in the bathroom. This is where I had my great idea, she thought. I look just the same. I am the same, really, it doesn’t touch you much inside if you don’t let it. All that’s a myth.


  But although she smiled she felt like weeping and kept thinking of Sean. I’ve abandoned him, she thought. I’ve abandoned all that now.


  She went downstairs to the breakfast room. There was no one there. She gazed out of the window at the rain sweeping in from the sea. Raindrops were splashing like smoke on the stone paths in the garden, and the wind was lashing the bent shrubs and bushes this way and that. But far out to sea a pale sun was shining on silvery-grey, white-capped waves, and she could see the edge of the dark clouds coming nearer. She thought she would go out for a ride later, when the storm had passed.


  Brophy brought her bacon and eggs, and she ate hungrily, scanning the headlines of the Irish Times, which he had laid out in front of her. She had glanced at him anxiously when he brought it, but it was all right, he was his usual avuncular, cheerful self. There was no hint of shock or disapproval in his eyes.


  It’s all fine, Catherine thought, it’s all right. My body isn’t hurt and my mind is clear and everything is straightforward now. He made love to me and it was coarse and brutal, like the pig of a man he is. But in its way it was thrilling too, in a quite different way than with Sean. Like riding a new skittish hunter for the first time and being thrown; frightening but compulsive too, so you want to do it again and control it. Perhaps I was like that for Sean. Forget Sean. I was right – it’s a medical thing like an inoculation in reverse. The second man immunizes you against an obsession with the first and brings health. I can do it with Andrew again if I like, whenever I like, or not at all if I don’t want to. It’s my life again, I’m free and in control.


  She realized Andrew would probably ask her about marriage again, and she wondered if every night would be like that, or whether she could tame him. She had led him to her bed, after all; now she knew what to expect. But anyway there was no hurry; it didn’t seem an important problem at the moment.


  The rain was easing off. Andrew seems to be sleeping late, she thought, with a secret smile. He must be tired. She poured herself some tea, buttered some toast, and scanned the newspaper idly. A headline caught her eye.


  SINN FEINER CHARGED WITH RADFORD’S MURDER


  TRIAL LIKELY IN TWO WEEKS


  A sick, fluttery feeling invaded her stomach. She bent her head closer to read.


  Dublin Castle confirmed yesterday that a man has been charged with the murder of Assistant Commissioner Radford of the DMP, who was murdered in Harcourt Street last week. The accused man was named last night as Sean Brennan, aged 20, a medical student at University College, Dublin. It is understood he was arrested in Merrion Square last week, and is currently being held in Mountjoy Prison.


  The government is anxious to bring the case to court as soon as possible, and the trial is scheduled to take place within the next two weeks. Assistant Commissioner Radford was shot at point-blank range in Harcourt Street, and eye-witnesses at the time reported that two armed men ran off into a side street ....


  There followed details of what little was known of the murder, but Catherine did not read them. She was too shocked. She put the paper down, her hand shaking. Sean must have been charged yesterday, perhaps while she was lying in her bath thinking of seducing Andrew. They probably tortured him, beat him until he confessed. Perhaps last night, while Andrew and I were …


  And if they find him guilty, he’ll hang.


  ‘Ah, there you are! Good morning.’ It was Andrew. He came in, walked round to her side of the table, and kissed her neck.


  She shrank away. ‘No. Please don’t.’


  ‘Why not?’ His hands stroked her shoulders softly. A few minutes ago she might have liked it. Now it seemed a violation.


  ‘Leave me alone, please.’


  ‘What’s the matter?’ This was worse than he had thought.


  ‘Oh, it’s nothing. I’m sorry, it’s not your fault. Just something I read in the paper, that’s all.’


  ‘Really? What is it? Show me.’ He sat down facing her across a corner of the table, and poured himself a cup of tea.


  ‘It’s none of your business.’


  He drank the tea thoughtfully, and stared at her. More monkey tricks. He had thought at least this morning she would be pleased, happy as he was. Instead, here was the old arrogance back again. Did she think she could summon him to her room at night, and then slap him in the face the next morning?


  He said, mildly enough: ‘You say there’s something printed in the paper and yet it’s none of my business?’


  ‘Yes. Oh, to hell with it. Look there then, if you must.’


  She flung the newspaper across, pointing to the article. He read it. ‘So?’


  ‘So?’ She pushed her chair back and walked to the window, running her hands distractedly through her hair. ‘So Sean Brennan was my lover and now he’s going to hang.’


  ‘Oh.’ Andrew couldn’t think of anything to say. He felt ill, wasted, as though his blood had turned to ashes. As he had felt the day after Ardmore had burnt, when he had gone back to stare at the smoking ruins. And, just like then, something small began to smoulder within himself, and he knew that later, when he had recovered, the anger would flare and consume him.


  He said, stupidly: ‘He was your lover? When?’


  ‘In Dublin. We were students at UCD together.’


  ‘And you did - let me get this straight, Catherine.’ He stood up suddenly, strode to the window, and spun her round to face him. ‘You did with a dirty little Sinn Feiner what you did with me?’


  She stared at him, then shook her head. ‘Please, Andrew!’


  ‘Don’t please Andrew me! I want to know! Did you?’


  ‘Yes!’ She stood quite still and glared at him, then relented slightly. ‘It was all over before I came down here. That was why I came.’


  His face was very grim and hard, like her father’s when she had done something wrong. But there was pain there, too, in the lines round the eyes. She looked away; she didn’t want to see that. At least Andrew would live; he wasn’t going to hang.


  She walked to the door at the far end of the room and said: ‘I’m going back to Dublin. I’ve got to see him.’


  Andrew stared at her. ‘Why? You said it was all over. And if he’s a murderer, for Christ’s sake!’


  She looked at him wearily. ‘I loved him.’


  ‘And you don’t love me?’


  ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Andrew! Look, I’m sorry. I said I loved him, not that I love him now. And if he’s going to die ...’


  Very carefully he said: ‘I thought after last night that you must feel something for me as well.’


  ‘Oh …’ She shook her head, trying to remember the feelings she had brought into this room, only a few minutes ago. Then she walked back down the room and took his hand. ‘I didn’t make any promises, Andrew, did I? Anyway I don’t want to talk about that now. I just want to go to Dublin and see Sean.’


  ‘I may as well come with you then. I was going tomorrow anyway.’


  ‘If you like.’ She didn’t like it but she could see no way of resisting.


  ‘I’ll get David Ferguson to run us down in the car. There’s a train about eleven.’


  When she got to her room there was a maid there, cleaning out the ashes from the grate. The maid asked if she should go but Catherine told her to carry on. Then she flung a few clothes and books into a bag and sat distractedly at her dressing table staring into the mirror. Her face was slightly paler than usual, the eyes wider and darker-ringed, but otherwise there was little to show the pain and guilt she felt. No tears, just that sick, empty feeling inside.


  The maid interrupted her thoughts. ‘Is this yours, my lady? I found it on the floor beneath that chair.’


  It was a folded, typewritten letter. The first time Catherine read it, it made no sense at all. She forced herself to concentrate and read it again.


  Dail Eireann


  c/o The Mansion House


  Dublin


  14th January 1920


  Count Manfred von Hessel


  Lambert Hotel


  Dear Count von Hessel,


  I have received your proposal which is, on face value, very interesting to me. I will meet you within the next few days. The arrangements will be made by the bearer of this, whom you may trust absolutely.


  Michael Collins


  Minister of Finance.


  Catherine was stunned. What on earth was it? Michael Collins! A letter signed by him, here at Killrath! And to Manfred von Hessel - who could he possibly be? And how could it have got under a chair in her bedroom? No one came in here except herself and the servants, and she doubted if most of them could read.


  So how? She had a sudden vision of Andrew coming into her room, grinning lecherously as he looked at her, and throwing his jacket casually across the chair before he undressed behind the screen. It could have fallen out of the pocket. It must be his.


  But …


  She tried to focus her bruised mind on the problem. There was something wrong here. Terribly wrong.


  Andrew was an army officer, he must hate and despise Collins, and the letter was not addressed to him. So how could he have it? He must have stolen it from someone. He must be a spy, a member of the British Intelligence Service. That’s it, she thought. That’s why he’s an army officer but doesn’t wear uniform. That’s why he works with Father. That’s why he won’t tell me what he does.


  Oh, God, I haven’t just betrayed Sean with another man. I’ve betrayed him with a bloody spy!


  She sank her head in her hands, and then realized that she couldn’t cry, because the wretched housemaid was still busying herself with the grate. She took a deep breath, dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief, and began to brush her hair.


  She couldn’t meet her own eyes in the mirror. I’m a fool, she thought. I try to break free and I just tangle myself more in a net. If I give this letter back to Andrew I’m colluding in his bloody spying. Anyway, why should I?


  What was the letter about, exactly? She read it again, carefully. It didn’t make much sense. A meeting, a proposal, trust the bearer. And dated 14 January, more than ten days ago, so the meeting must have taken place already. Perhaps Andrew had tried to catch this Hessel, whoever he was, at the Lambert Hotel.


  Then she noticed something else, at the foot of the letter, a light pencilled scrawl. Breedan - what did it say? - Brendan Road.


  It meant nothing to her. Then a memory surfaced in her mind - something she had read in the newspaper a week or two ago. Hadn’t there been a police raid in Brendan Road? Yes, that was it - a raid on a house, and someone had been arrested. But who?


  She turned to the maid. ‘Molly?’


  ‘Yes, miss.’


  ‘You know the old newspapers. Do you know what Brophy does with them each day?’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know, miss. Uses them to light fires, mostly. The rest he keeps in a heap out the back of the kitchen, I think.’


  ‘Thank you.’ It suddenly became very important to try to find the article, and trace the name of the man who had been arrested.


  My God, perhaps Andrew did this - Andrew betrayed him! Was anybody killed? She couldn’t remember.


  David Ferguson hadn’t turned up with the car yet. She left her bag in the hall and hurried through to the kitchen.


  The newspapers were where Molly had said, in a cupboard at the back of the kitchen. The cook looked at her curiously, but Catherine took no notice. Most of the newspapers were torn, bits missing. It probably wasn’t here. She spread them out on the floor. 15th January, 16th January - no, nothing. Ah, here it was - Saturday, 17th January. She read eagerly, hurriedly.


  POLICE RAID ON HOUSE


  GERMAN ARMS DEALER CAUGHT


  COLLINS ESCAPES AGAIN


  Shots were fired yesterday in a police raid on a house in Brendan Road, Donnybrook. Acting on information received, detectives from the DMP G Division raided the house which was believed to be a headquarters for the Sinn Fein ‘murder gang’. After an exchange of shots, all of the occupants except one escaped by the back door.


  The arrested man appears to be a former German officer, who had apparently come to Dublin in the hope of selling arms to the IRA. He is currently being interrogated in Dublin Castle, and is then likely to be deported, with a strong protest from the Viceroy.


  Our correspondent understands that the police were particularly disappointed in this raid, as the house is believed to be one frequented by top members of the so-called Sinn Fein ‘government’, including Mr Michael Collins, and it is quite possible that the German officer had gone there in hopes of meeting him. Mr Collins, however, was not arrested.


  She was right, then: if the German officer was called Hessel, then Andrew must have betrayed him. That was why he had this letter in his pocket. But when had he got it? Before Hessel read it, or after? And how would he get hold of such a thing? Catherine had no idea.


  She walked back into the hall and found Andrew waiting, with David Ferguson standing beside him, holding a suitcase.


  ‘I’d hoped we’d have you here for a little longer this time, Miss Catherine.’


  ‘Yes. It’s a pity, David, but I’ve got to get back. Look after Grainne for me, will you?’


  The rain had cleared as she had expected, and it was a beautiful, cold, clear morning with a light wind. Ideal for a ride. The tide was far out, and a few small figures of coracle men trudged across the shining wet sand, looking like beetles with their boats upturned over their heads.


  The drive into Galway was silent, strained. Catherine sat beside David in the front seat, staring out of the window. David tried to carry on a shouted conversation with Andrew in the back, but in the end the noise of the car and Andrew’s brief dismissive replies discouraged him, and he fell silent.


  Not until they had settled into a first-class compartment, and the train had begun to pull slowly out of Galway station with a whistle and chunter of thick, black smoke, did they begin to speak. Catherine handed him the letter.


  ‘I think this must be yours,’ she said.


  She watched him closely as he read it. It didn’t take long - clearly he had seen it before. He put it in his pocket and glanced at her with affected unconcern. ‘Yes.’


  She waited a full half-minute for an explanation. Then, when none came, she said: ‘Who is von Hessel?’


  The reaction this time was slightly more than when he had first seen the letter. His eyes held hers, very cold and steady, but he could not quite control the whitening of the skin, the general overall increase in the tension of every facial muscle. Parts of the scar went red, by contrast. An interesting medical observation, she thought.


  He took his time before answering, as though weighing all the implications. ‘Von Hessel was a German officer. Ex-officer. He tried to sell guns to Collins. He was arrested and deported.’


  So he was the man in the newspaper. ‘And that letter?’


  ‘It’s to do with my work.’


  Another long silence. Fields with bare, leafless trees flashed past the window. A herd of ponies galloped madly, startled by the train. A steward pushed a trolley down the corridor and opened the sliding doors. ‘Coffee, madam? Sir?’


  ‘No, thank you.’


  ‘Yes, please.’ Catherine smiled sweetly. She felt cool: angry, but in control. When the steward had gone, she stirred cream into her coffee and said: ‘You’re a British spy, Andrew, aren’t you?’


  Andrew was trying desperately to work out what to do. Last night he had thought he could master the girl; this morning she not only seemed indifferent to him, but had found out something that could endanger his whole plan, if she understood it. She had a Sinn Fein lover, no doubt she had other contacts in the movement. It was bad, but not disastrous. She didn’t know that he was von Hessel, and was planning to meet Collins again.


  He said: ‘I’m like your father, I work in Military Intelligence. Does that make me a spy?’


  ‘I think so.’


  ‘That’s because you have different political views. I support the Union, and the rule of law.’


  Catherine ignored that. She was beginning to enjoy her role as interrogator. She said: ‘Von Hessel was arrested by the police, not the army. Did you get hold of that letter before the arrest, and give it to the police, or did they give it to you afterwards?’


  ‘Don’t be silly. I can’t tell you things like that.’


  ‘Only, if you got it before, then it means you must have known von Hessel - in fact you must have shown it to him yourself. And if it was afterwards … I can’t see what you would need it for afterwards, can you?’


  Andrew laughed. Neither of them thought the laugh sounded very relaxed or convincing. ‘Look, Catherine, you’re not a detective, so don’t try and play at being one. The fact is, this letter has been left in my pocket by mistake, when I should have thrown it away. Von Hessel’s been deported. I don’t need it - look.’


  He took the letter out of his pocket, lit it with a match, held it between finger and thumb until it was burnt, and ground the ashes to powder under his shoe. ‘There. End of mystery.’


  But it’s not, he thought. I can’t have you walking round Dublin for the next few days. Somehow, that has to be stopped. He said: ‘I’m more interested in talking about you and me.’


  She sighed. ‘Not now, Andrew, please.’


  ‘Will I see you when you’re in Dublin?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Look - surely after last night? It wasn’t that bad, was it?’


  ‘Last night was fine. It was just what I needed. But it was before I knew Sean was going to be tried for murder, and that you were a British spy, Andrew.’


  He was silent. Just what she needed. The words settled slowly into his mind like a cloud of gas drifting over a trench. One part of phosgene in a million parts of air could change everything inside a man utterly, and for ever. Not at once; it took a day before the inevitable death. So it was with only a few words. They settled into his mind, quietly, peacefully, and began to work.


  He began to realize that he had been used. There had been no love in it as he had hoped. Just something to satisfy her own transient desires. He had not thought women could be like that.


  They talked little throughout the afternoon. When they reached Athlone the carriage filled up, with two officers and a businessman and his family, so further personal conversation was impossible. But when the train was already beginning to slow on its final approach to Dublin, he said: ‘You’ll be going back to Merrion Square, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  ‘There’s something I want to show you before you go home, if you can spare the time.’


  She shrugged. ‘Go ahead.’


  ‘It’s not here. It’s in my house.’


  ‘Ardmore?’


  ‘No. I have a small house in Dublin. It won’t take more than a few minutes, but it’s quite important. It’s about that letter.’ He glanced at the ashes on the floor, which were now scattered under the shoes of the businessman’s wife.


  She thought about it. She was tired, but the letter intrigued her. If she found out more about it, it might help the movement; and also, if she knew where he lived she could tell Sean, or Professor O’Connor, perhaps. Oh no. She remembered the description of the dead police commissioner. I don’t want to encourage any more of that, she thought. Not to Andrew. Not to anyone.


  ‘I don’t want to know where your house is,’ she said. ‘It’s best if I don’t.’


  ‘Please,’ he said. ‘It won’t matter to me if anyone does know - I won’t be staying there. And it is important, really.’


  ‘Oh, all right.’ For the moment she was too tired to resist. But even as they walked out of the station and called a cab, she was thinking: There’s something wrong about this. I thought it was clever at first to interrogate him about the letter but now I’m getting in deeper than I should. But she was too concerned with Sean to think it through. It would only take a moment, Andrew had said. And it was on the way anyhow.


  The cab took them down a narrow road of tall, not very prosperous terraced houses. There were some children playing with a hoop at one end of the street and a barrow boy selling vegetables. It was a poorer area than she had expected.


  He paid off the cab outside the door.


  ‘I thought you said it would only take a moment?’


  ‘Oh, I’ll help you call another cab. There’s no shortage.’


  They went in. The house had a musty, unlived-in smell to it. There was a patch of damp in one corner of the hall and dust on some of the paintings. It was cold; there were no fires lit.


  ‘Welcome,’ he said. ‘Let me take your hat and coat.’


  ‘No thanks. I’ll keep them on. Heavens, Andrew, do you live here?’


  ‘Only when I have to. It was my parents’ town house.’


  ‘You want someone in to clean it up, give it a bit of life.’


  ‘Yes.’ He looked at her strangely.


  I shouldn’t have come, she thought. This is a waste of time. ‘All right. Where is this thing that’s so important?’


  ‘It’s in the cellar, I’m afraid. It’s rather big.’


  ‘In the cellar?’


  ‘Yes.’ He opened a door at the back of the hall. Some steps inside led down. He lit an oil lamp and led the way. Mystified, she followed. He opened a door at the bottom and went in.


  The cellar was almost empty. Catherine looked round and saw an old bicycle, a couple of trunks, some bottles of wine covered in cobwebs, a stack of chopped wood in the corner, a broken sofa with the springs hanging out of the bottom.


  ‘What’s all this?’ she said. ‘Andrew, there’s nothing interesting here.’


  ‘Only one interesting thing.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘You.’


  He had put the lamp down in the middle of the floor, and stepped back to be between her and the door. She stared at him. His face was lit oddly from below because of where he had put the lamp, so that the shadows were in the bottom of his eye- sockets instead of the top. There was an odd, bitter smile on his face.


  ‘What is this, Andrew?’


  ‘I suppose you could call it a kidnapping,’ he said. ‘Would you push that sofa over against the wall, please.’


  ‘Certainly not!’


  ‘Please. I insist.’ He took an automatic pistol out of his pocket and pointed it at her.


  ‘You wouldn’t shoot me!’ She took a brisk step towards him. He cocked the pistol. She took another step, then stopped.


  ‘Move the sofa,’ he said.


  ‘Move it yourself.’


  He took a step backwards, kicked the door shut behind him, pointed the pistol at the ground, and fired. The noise in the cellar was shattering. Catherine screamed and put her hands over her ears. Her head seemed to be ringing as if it were inside a huge bell. She looked down. A chip had been blown out of the concrete floor three inches from her toe. She gaped at Andrew, aghast.


  ‘Please,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to fight, and I don’t want to hit you. But I will if I have to. You’d get bruised, and hurt.’


  She turned and pushed the sofa against the wall.


  ‘Now sit on it.’


  She sat.


  He walked over to the bicycle and took a chain and padlock from the saddlebag. Then he bent down at the far end of the sofa, by the wall. She saw there was an iron heating pipe running along the edge of the wall. He slipped the chain around the pipe, and then passed one end of the chain through the large ring in its other end. He said: ‘Come and sit here. Take your boot off and stretch your leg out.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Just do it.’


  She did it. He looped the free end of the chain around her ankle and fastened it tightly with the padlock. Then he stood up. ‘There. I’ll bring you food and water in a moment.’


  ‘You mean you’re going to leave me here?’


  ‘I’m afraid so. Just for a day or two. It’s what I need you for, you see.’ He emphasized the words oddly.


  ‘You’re mad. I’ll scream, anyway. People will come and rescue me.’


  ‘Do you think I’d have fired this gun in here if any sound could get out? You’ll just give yourself a sore throat.’


  ‘But why, Andrew?’


  He shrugged. ‘Work it out for yourself. I’m sorry, my dear. I was quite fond of you last night. But as you say, I’m a British spy, and they’re very nasty people. It’s much better to trust Sinn Feiners. Good night.’


  He walked out of the door, and she heard the sound of the bolts being shoved to behind it. She wasn’t sure, but she thought he locked the door at the top of the cellar stairs, as well.


  32. Stone Walls Do Not A Prison Make


  ‘MOVED? MOVED where?’


  ‘To Dublin Castle. He was requisitioned by order of Military Intelligence this morning.’


  Kee couldn’t believe it. He stared at the prison governor as if he were some sort of five-headed leprechaun who had just popped up through the floorboards. ‘By whose orders?’ he said at last.


  ‘Captain Smythe, I believe.’ The governor frowned. He searched amongst the papers on his desk, found the order form, and passed it over. ‘Yes, that’s it. Didn’t he tell you?’


  ‘No, he damn well did not.’ Kee examined the order form with care. It was the right paper, correctly stamped both at Dublin Castle and here in Mountjoy Prison. It was signed by a Captain Smythe. Kee wasn’t familiar with the signature but it looked all right. He tried to think who Smythe was. A vague image of a small, pipe-smoking, pompous individual came to mind. What the hell did he want with Brennan?


  ‘Do you mind if I borrow your phone?’


  ‘Go ahead.’ Kee searched for the number, dialled, and waited. A clipped, brusque English accent came on the line.


  ‘Smythe here. Intelligence.’


  Interference, more like, Kee thought. He said: ‘This is Detective Inspector Kee of the Dublin Metropolitan Police. I’m ringing from Mountjoy Prison.’


  ‘Oh yes. Morning, Kee. What can I do for you?’


  ‘You can start by telling me what the hell’s going on.’


  ‘Sorry, old chap. I don’t quite get you.’


  Kee took a deep breath. ‘What I mean, Smythe, is why the hell have you requisitioned my prisoner? That man has been charged, and it’s my investigation. He’s got nothing to do with you.’


  The voice at the other end sounded puzzled. ‘I say, steady on, old chap. You seem to have got your wires crossed. Which prisoner are you talking about exactly?’


  ‘You know damn well which prisoner. Sean Brennan, that’s who. I’m here in the governor’s office at Mountjoy with a warrant signed by you for his transfer to Dublin Castle. Your soldiers came and took him…’ He glanced at the governor. ‘When?’


  ‘Half an hour ago.’


  ‘Half an hour ago. So where is he now?’


  There was a silence. Then the voice on the telephone said: ‘A warrant signed by me, you say?’


  ‘Yes!’ Kee roared. If I had him here I’d take that bloody pipe and stuff it down his throat, he thought. I suppose they think they can get secrets out of him which I can’t.


  ‘Sorry, old boy, there must be some mistake. I haven’t signed an order requisitioning any prisoner for days. Certainly not one for anyone called - what was it?’


  ‘Brennan. Sean Brennan.’


  ‘No. Definitely not.’


  ‘But I’ve got the form here in my hand!’ Kee looked at it again. It was all genuine, he was sure of it. Sure of everything except the signature, that is. He met the governor’s eyes, and a dreadful suspicion began to drain the blood from their faces simultaneously. The voice crackled irritatingly in his ear.


  ‘Listen, Kee, old chap, this is a serious accusation you’re making. I assure you on my word of honour that I have not requisitioned any prisoner by the name Brennan from Mountjoy Gaol. So if you’ve got an order bearing my name, it must be a forgery. Why don’t you bring it down here and let me have a squint?’


  ‘Yes. All right. I’ll do that.’ Kee put the phone down. His hand was shaking so he did it clumsily. Brennan was Bill Radford’s murderer - he was the one man in his whole career whom Kee had ever truly wanted to see hang. Where was he?


  He turned to the governor. ‘What was the name of the officer who collected him? He must have signed something, mustn’t he?’


  ‘I don’t remember. Yes, here it is.’ The governor passed over another sheet of paper. The signature at the bottom was nearly illegible. ‘Dawson? Deasy? Dickson? It could be anything. He was a major in the Wiltshires, I know that. They’re stationed in the Royal Barracks, near Phoenix Park. I’ll ring them, if you like.’


  While the governor phoned, Kee paced up and down the room, his clenched fist banging softly against his thighs. It was his fault, it had to be. If only he had been here an hour earlier, as he usually was. But other things had been piling up. Davis had come to him that morning with a pile of reports and unanswered queries which he seemed desperate to have answered. Kee had to direct the office as well, now that Bill Radford was dead.


  ‘Dead, you say?’ The governor’s voice echoed Kee’s thoughts. ‘My God. I see.’ The governor listened some more, then put the phone down, shaken. ‘I’m afraid no armoured car was sent here, but one was stolen at the Corporation Abattoir this morning. One soldier was shot dead, and two others stripped and bound. I’m afraid we’ve been conned, Inspector.’


  ‘An armoured car! Great God!’ Kee sat down on a chair for a moment, stunned. ‘Is nothing safe from these murderous thugs?’


  ‘Apparently not.’ The governor glanced at him, then dialled another number. ‘I’ll put out an alarm round the city.’


  But Kee had his face in his hands, and was fighting back tears of frustration. I had him, Bill, old friend, he thought. I had him here in my hands; and now he’s slipped free, like water.


  I’ll never leave this blasted town. I meant what I said. If I don’t catch the bastards, I’ll die here.


  Daly had dropped off Sean and Seamus Kelly in Drumcondra before heading out into the country to strip the Tin Annie of its machine gun. Kelly took Sean to a house where two old grey-haired sisters insisted on giving the boys a meal. So it was late afternoon when, with caps pulled down jauntily over their eyes, they pedalled back into the city.


  ‘It’s Big Michael himself’ll be wanting to see you,’ said Kelly. ‘It’s the living proof you are of the invincibility of the Dublin Squad!’


  They both laughed. The exhilaration of the morning’s escapade was bubbling out of Kelly, and all the time the joy was growing in Sean, too, like a seed that is about to germinate. Already he was able to laugh; soon that laughter would no longer be anxious or desperate, and he would really believe he was free again.


  The city was growing dark, and a soft evening rain was sweeping in from the sea. Sean rejoiced in the feel of it on his face. The sulphurous smell of coal fires, the rattle of trams and bicycle bells, the hiss of the gas lamps being lit, everything delighted him. He had resigned himself to seeing none of it again, but now he could do what he liked: buy a newspaper, go for a pint in a pub, ride a tram, even cycle straight out into the country if he chose. Not today, perhaps, but then he did not need to do everything today. The rest of his life stretched out in front of him, with all those unlimited summers and winters that it had always had, and that he had never appreciated before.


  He thought about Catherine’s letter. ‘The times we had together were the most wonderful in my life.’ In prison he had admitted to himself that some of the things he had said to her had been wrong. Now, perhaps, he could see her again, try to explain.


  Tonight when he was alone in bed he would think if he really wanted to do that. And if so, how. Almost certainly, the police would guess at the possibility, and be watching her home.


  It won’t be possible for some time, he thought.


  Then he saw her.


  They were cycling along the North Circular Road when Kelly spotted a detachment of soldiers getting out of a lorry ahead of them and searching young men on the pavement. He pointed them out to Sean, and the two of them turned left down a side street, and left again. It was an area that had once been prosperous, and was becoming less so. They saw some women talking, children playing with hoops in the street, and a barrow selling vegetables. Further on, a man and a woman were getting out of a cab.


  The woman was Catherine.


  Sean was certain of it, though she was twenty yards ahead of him. It was dark and smoky in the street, but in order to get into the house the man and woman had to pass under the yellow, spitting glow of a gas streetlight. No one else had a back quite so lithe and slender as that, quite the same jaunty flick of the head. Even at that distance, he could not be wrong. And then, as she turned back to speak to the man who was paying off the cab, he saw her face briefly in profile, and every atom of his body ached for her.


  But by the time he had recovered from the shock and decided to pedal quickly forwards, she had gone up the steps to the front door of the house. The man had unlocked the door, put his arm on her shoulders briefly to show her in, and they were gone.


  Sean stopped outside the door, gazing at it hopelessly. Kelly went on, then realized Sean was no longer with him, and came back.


  ‘What’s up? Come on, Sean boy. This isn’t the place at all.’


  ‘No.’ Number 16. What had she said in the letter? ‘My father wants me to marry a man of my own class as you said. I may not be able to resist it, but it will be a sad cruel heartless business, like sending a mare to the stud …’ Was this where it happened, then? So soon, so soon after I was sent to gaol.


  He thought for a moment of bursting in and throttling the man with his bare hands. But Kelly had a hand on his shoulder.


  ‘Come on, Sean boy, we can’t hang around here. Those soldiers are probably out looking for you. And there’s a curfew since you were arrested, you know - we haven’t a lot of time. Pedal down here after me and we’ll give them the slip, right enough.’


  So Sean followed. As they turned out of the street he noticed its name - Nelson Street. But the joy had gone out of his release completely. When they met some soldiers, he pedalled past them quite calmly, hardly caring whether they recognized him or not. He remembered some words from a poem he had once read at school:


  ‘Stone walls do not a prison make


  Nor iron bars a cage’.


  No, he thought. It’s in our minds that we are free or not, depressed or joyful. If I’ve got the freedom of the whole city, and no love, what’s the point?


  Catherine had tried to tell him that before.


  ‘It’s quite like mine, old boy. I’ll grant you that.’ Captain Smythe sucked at his pipe to keep it alight. ‘But I’ll swear by anything you like I never signed it. Let’s have a closer squint.’


  He pulled a large magnifying glass out of a drawer, and examined the signature minutely. Kee sighed with exasperation. Who did the idiot think he was - Sherlock Holmes? ‘Look, I’ll accept your word for it …’ he began.


  But Smythe was waxing enthusiastic. ‘There, see! Take a look at that loop on the Y! It’s not a single curve, it’s two. The pen’s not run straight on as it should. It’s stopped, and the fellow’s had to go back and join it on with another stroke. I’d never do that, you see. This is how I dash off the old autograph …’ He signed his name on a scrap of paper with a flourish. ‘Now these fellows couldn’t do that - probably traced my signature and then went over it in pen. But they couldn’t quite carry it through in one go.’ He straightened up. ‘Fascinating stuff, y’know.’


  No wonder we don’t cooperate with these clowns, Kee thought. He said: ‘The question is not whether it’s forged or not, but who did it. Who is in a position to get hold of your signature and a copy of a correct order form with a genuine stamp on it?’


  Smythe puffed at his pipe furiously. ‘Well now, the question we have to ask first, surely, is whether the paper and the stamp are genuine or not. First things first, you know, Inspector.’


  ‘They look real enough to me.’ Kee groaned inwardly, bracing himself for another session with the magnifying glass. But to his surprise Smythe picked up the paper and took it to the window.


  ‘There’s a watermark on all of these forms,’ he said, as he held it up. ‘Not many people know about that. Good Lord. Yes, well, that’s there all right.’ A little of his enthusiam seemed to be dented. ‘The other thing is, each individual sheet has a number. Printed in invisible ink at the bottom - my own invention, matter of fact. They’ll never have forged that, you know. Just add a few drops from this bottle and … Oh dear. Oh dear me.’


  ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘We only print these numbers on order forms for Intelligence. For this very reason, in fact.’ The man seemed distracted. He hunted around on his desk for his own order pad, looked at it, and sighed. ‘Yes. Look there, Inspector. The number on the top sheet is only one digit on from the one on this form of yours. That clinches it, I’m afraid. God knows how, but someone has managed to pinch a genuine order form off this very pad here on my desk.’


  Smythe sat down abruptly in his chair as though someone had hit him behind the knees. He stared at Kee across the litter of papers on his desk. The measure of his surprise was obvious from the fact that his pipe, which he had put down for a moment, was left to smoulder slowly in the ashtray until it began to go out.


  ‘So who could have done that?’ Kee asked.


  ‘I really have no idea.’


  Smythe might have no idea, but Kee had. There was already the damning evidence he had heard in Mountjoy. How had Brennan known what Radford looked like, and where he lived? ‘One of his own bloody detectives, that’s what,’ Brennan had said. ‘Not that I liked the fellow much.’ Ever since Kee and Radford had come to Dublin from Belfast, they had been acutely conscious that the very force they had come to command was penetrated by Collins’ agents. Only a very few men in G Division had seemed worthy of trust. Men like Davis, and the young detective Foster, who were always ready to volunteer for any assignment, type out any report. And now this.


  Kee asked, casually: ‘I don’t suppose any of my men has been to see you in the last few days?’


  Smythe thought. ‘Well, yes, now you come to mention it. One of your chaps called Davis. Very good sort for an Irishman, you know. Had some rather useful information. I say …’ Light began to dawn. ‘You’re not suggesting he could have had anything to do with this, are you?’


  ‘Was there any time at all when he was alone in your office?’


  Smythe had picked up his pipe again, but he paused in the act of opening a matchbox. A faint tinge of pink began to spread across his face. ‘Well, as a matter of fact, old chap, I’m awfully sorry to say this, but there was.’


  Michael Collins was vastly pleased to see Sean. The big man shook him fervently by the hand, punched him playfully on the shoulder, and seemed almost about to indulge in a wrestling match, before something of the reserve in Sean’s demeanour stopped him.


  ‘Well, Sean boy, it must have been a hard time indeed. Sit down now. I want to hear about what happened - all of it.’


  They were in the drawing room of a lodging house in Donnybrook. Sean sat down uneasily in one of the comfortable flowery armchairs, with Seamus Kelly grinning opposite him.


  ‘I don’t really want to talk about it, Mick,’ he said.


  ‘So you may not, but it’s necessary, I promise you. I didn’t go to all the trouble of getting you out of the cells of Brunswick Street and the Joy without expecting a soldier’s report, you know. We need to know everything we can. Did they hurt you badly?’


  For all his bluff, boisterous nature, Collins could be amazingly sensitive at times. His voice as he spoke the last words was gentle; as Sean looked up he thought he saw the shining of tears in his eyes.


  He shook his head. ‘Only on the first day. Kee hit me then - so did our man Davis. But it wasn’t that bad. Just a lot of questions, again and again, and no time to sleep.’


  Collins looked surprised and relieved. ‘That’s a wonder, then. Take me through it all, though, will you, Sean? From the beginning when you were arrested.’


  So Sean told him. The hardest thing was to explain why he had been in Merrion Square at all; Collins had known about Catherine, even met her once or twice, but the act of going to the house was pure foolishness. Sean tried to skate over the moment when they had let Catherine see him inside Brunswick Street, but even so, Collins became thoughtful. ‘They could have charged the girl along with you if they’d wanted, Sean boy,’ he said. ‘If they didn’t, it’s probably because of her father, or it could be that she told them what she knew. Either way, it’s best that you’re finished with her now. She’s not a risk that a soldier like you should be running, especially now that you’re out. If that girl looks behind her in the next few days she’ll probably see six shadows, and five of them’ll be working for the British and looking for you.’


  Sean understood Collins’ logic, but he could not bear it. Throughout the rest of the conversation only half his mind was on what he was saying; the other half replayed, again and again, the vision of Catherine entering the house in Nelson Street, the other man’s arm reaching familiarly round her shoulders …


  Perhaps I should tell him, Sean thought, as his story came to an end. Mick Collins has a big heart, he’ll understand. But even as he opened his mouth the front door slammed, and there were shouts and laughter in the corridor. Paddy Daly burst in, with Clancy and O’Reardan from the armoured car.


  ‘It’s in here they are, then! We fetched them for you, Michael! Sean Brennan and the Browning as well!’


  In the ensuing pandemonium of back-slapping, laughter, and celebration, there was no place for any sensitive consideration of Sean’s feelings towards Catherine. There was a moment when Collins and Daly, each trying to lift the other off the floor in a bearhug, collapsed together onto a delicate bow-legged wooden chair which promptly splintered into matchwood beneath them. For Sean, after the tension and silence of the prison cell, it was overpowering. After an hour or so Collins noticed this, and said: ‘You look tired, young Sean. What you need is a good night’s sleep. Seamus - take him up to meet the landlady. As for the rest of youse, clear off out of it now, and take care with the curfew. Can’t you see this row is making your uncle Patrick and me tired? And the pair of us with state business to discuss, as well!’


  The younger members of the group shuffled out, grinning widely. It was well known that Collins worked harder and made more noise than any other three men put together, and his changes of mood were equally sudden and disconcerting. When they had gone, Collins turned to business. He pulled a letter from his pocket. ‘I’ve had another of these, Paddy,’ he said. ‘I thought we might.’


  Daly took the letter and read it. It was handwritten this time, on embossed, printed notepaper.


  Schloss Hessel


  Altenkirchen


  Sauerland


  Dear Mr Collins,


  You will know very well that I was arrested and deported after failing to meet you in Dublin last week. Unfortunately it was impossible to fully disguise from the police my intentions, because of the guns and papers I then on my person had. I am most angry about this, since I had full trust in your orgqanization and was most badly betrayed.


  Nevertheless, the machinery we discussed is still in my possession, and I would like you to see it and if possible agree to buy. I am a man of determination and I hope that you also are such. I intend to return to Dublin and shall be as before in the Lambert Hotel resident for one day only, on 5th February. To stay longer, I dare not. If you or your representative can meet me there and arrange a secure place for negotiation, I shall be happy to make your acquaintance. If not, I shall be disappointed in you, as indeed my countryman Captain Spindler in 1916 was.


  Yours sincerely,


  Manfred von Hessel.


  ‘What do you think of it?’ Collins asked.


  Daly examined the letter carefully, as though the paper itself might give him some clue. He said: ‘How did it come?’


  ‘Intercepted in the post and passed to one of our boys on the North Wall. Here’s the envelope.’


  Daly examined that too. He grunted. ‘It seems genuine enough. But the man’s mad, to come back for a second try.’


  ‘Surely.’ Collins raised an eyebrow. ‘And so are you and I, to think of springing young Sean out of the Joy. But it worked.’


  ‘That’s different, Mick.’


  ‘Every action is different in some way or another. The man seems determined enough - what do you think?’


  Daly scratched his head, thinking back to the two meetings he had had with Hessel; one in the Lambert Hotel, the other escorting him to Brendan Road. ‘Sure he was an impressive man. Tall, hard sort of fellow. Would put up a good fight in a corner.’


  ‘He did that, you say, when the police came to Brendan Road.’


  Daly grinned. ‘There was a deal of banging and cursing, to be sure. He gave us time to get away - and he spotted the peelers first, from the window.’


  ‘So you wouldn’t say he was a fraud, then?’ Collins looked at him curiously, an odd half-smile on his face.


  Daly considered the question. ‘He didn’t act like it, surely. And he had two fine German army pistols to show you. I suppose the police have got them now.’


  ‘I suppose so.’ Collins pushed a lock of loose black hair away from his forehead, and drummed his fingers thoughtfully on the chair arm. ‘I’ve asked Dick Davis about that raid. He knew nothing about it before, and it was Kee and Radford who interrogated the German. Davis couldn’t get to see him. It seems Kee’s like that - he kept young Sean mostly to himself, too.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘So he’s a good detective. It doesn’t help us with Hessel. What I want to know is, do I see him, or not?’


  Daly pondered. It was not often that Michael Collins seemed uncertain, or asked his advice so directly. ‘I’d say no, Mick.’


  ‘Why? We could do with the guns, couldn’t we?’


  ‘We could, and that’s a fact. But look – he’s a known man, the police have arrested him, and he’s more or less told them his plans. They’ve only got to see him stepping ashore to set a man on to follow him. And there’s another thing. When Davis got that paper stamped by the Intelligence man in Dublin Castle, he was boasting about some kind of ‘German plot.’ Don’t you remember?’


  ‘I do that.’ Collins grinned and scratched his chin. ‘You mean this fellow could be something to do with it?’


  ‘He’s German, isn’t he?’


  ‘I know. And his countrymen have given us more help than any others in our generation. Remember Spindler and the Aud in 1916? He brought a shipload of guns all through the British blockade. If only the lads in Kerry had been in position when he was, we could have had a rising all over the country. The man’s right about that, at least.’


  Collins still had that provoking half-smile on his face. Daly felt as though Collins were playing with him, teasing him, holding something back. He felt annoyed, and protective, like a father with a wilful, brilliant child. He said: ‘And what if he’s just a spy, trying to lead the police to you?’


  Collins shrugged. ‘He didn’t behave like that in Brendan Road, you say. You even let him into my room with two pistols.’


  ‘True, but …’ I didn’t even check they weren’t loaded, Daly remembered with a rush of cold sweat. ‘But I don’t trust a man who avoids the police so easily, and then comes back.’


  ‘All the more credit to him, I’d say. If half our boys dared as much, we’d have had a republic years ago. Are you really telling me, Paddy Daly, that you can’t arrange a meeting for me with this fellow without a G man hanging round the corner? I know Radford was there last time, but we’ve taken care of him.’


  Daly was stung. ‘Sure we can do it, Mick. I can guard him with some of our best boys, and take him for a walk halfway round the city first. That way no one would get within a mile of you.’


  ‘Then do that.’ Collins was no longer asking for advice. His mind was made up. ‘It seems to me that if there’s a fellow with such nerve that he can come all the way back from Germany for a second try, the least I can do is see him. And if you think he’s a fraud, search him before you bring him in to me, will you? I only want to talk about guns, not see them demonstrated.’


  Daly grinned. After the rescue of Sean, everything seemed easy to him. He himself had captured a Browning machine gun today - perhaps the German would really bring them twenty Maxims. ‘All right then,’ he said. ‘Perhaps today was a lucky omen.’


  Collins grinned back. ‘Luck be damned. It’s all down to brilliance, guts, and good planning. Now, where shall we meet this fellow?’


  Davis was typing out a report when Kee came in. It was a result of all the paperwork he had presented Kee with early that morning, in order to ensure that Kee did not go up to the Joy too soon. It also created an impression of industriousness on his own part. Before Christmas he had thought Kee was highly impressed with him, but recently he had been less sure. He felt he was being deliberately excluded from things, and that worried him. This Ulsterman was far more paranoid than his dead colleague Radford. And after today’s escape, Davis thought, Kee would be livid. Possibly he would collapse and turn in on himself, give up because of the treachery all round him. If he did that it would be a great victory. But if he did not, and carried on as he had been, he would have to go, too.


  Davis felt a secret surge of excitement as Kee came in. It was like the thrill he had felt when he had said goodbye to Radford for the last time - casually, as though they would meet the next day, when all the time Davis had known they would not. It was like being the author of a play, he thought, sitting on stage and manipulating his characters while they spoke to him. Only Davis knew what had really happened today: everyone else, Kee included, was still guessing and reacting to the shock. Davis looked up, interested, to see what Kee’s reaction would be.


  Kee came in and sat on the desk opposite. He was disappointingly calm, Davis thought. He had expected histrionics, anger, frustration. Instead there was a grim, collected, withdrawn look to the man. He didn’t even speak for a half a minute. Davis glanced down at the paper, and typed a few more words. He realized that Foster had come in too, and was standing behind him.


  ‘Busy, Dick?’ Kee said at last.


  ‘I am that. All these reports.’ Davis lifted the pile of papers from his desk, to show how many pages were left.


  ‘You’re good at paperwork. I’ll say that for you.’ But there was something distinctly odd about the way he said it. Davis looked up, and an alarm bell began to ring in his mind. Why wasn’t Kee talking about Brennan’s escape?


  Kee took a paper from his pocket. ‘Seen that before, Dick?’


  Davis took it. It was the order for the release of Sean Brennan. His stomach fluttered. He passed it back. ‘No.’


  ‘You won’t have seen this either.’ Kee passed over a typewritten sheet, the transcript of the recorded conversations between Brennan and O’Rourke.


  Davis read it slowly. When he got to the remarks about one of his own bloody detectives his hand began to shake. He put the paper down carefully on the typewriter.


  ‘Brennan said this?’


  ‘He did.’


  ‘That’s dreadful.’ Davis decided to play it out to the end. Perhaps he was misinterpreting that look on Kee’s face. There were a dozen detectives in G Division. How could they possibly know it was him? He said: ‘It would explain why so many things go wrong.’


  ‘You’re right there, you bastard.’ Kee stood up, his big hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. ‘It would explain why so many detectives have died. Including Bill Radford.’


  That was when Davis got up. He stood up quickly, and in the same movement turned for the door, drawing his arm back to punch Foster in the stomach. But the big young man was ready for him. He seized Davis’s arm at the wrist, and forced the arm downwards and back so that it nearly cracked at the elbow. In a brief struggle, Davis’s head got cracked against the doorpost, and Kee and Foster managed to pin his arms behind him in handcuffs. Kee shoved him roughly back into his chair. He glared at Davis, panting.


   


  ‘If I had a rope, I’d hang you right now.’


  ‘But why, for God’s sake? You’re mad, both of you!’


  ‘Are we?’ Kee waved the order form in Davis’s face. ‘You know what this is, don’t you? I’ve just come from Captain Smythe, and he told me exactly how you got him out of his office and confirmed that the form came from his notepad. So you can forget about sitting there all sweet-faced with your typing. That’s why you came to me this morning with all those details, wasn’t it? To keep me busy while your friends got the bastard out!’


  A sudden impulse seized him. ‘I’ll bet you send copies of this to your murderous friends, too, don’t you?’ He ripped the report out of the typewriter, and riffled through the sheets. One carbon copy, two, three, four. Davis groaned. In a few minutes they would search him, too. And in his jacket pocket there were three neatly folded carbons of the other reports he had typed that afternoon. There was no escaping them, now.


  He looked past Kee, out of the window. It was the last one without bars which he was likely to see for a very long time.


  There were no windows at all in the cellar. Just a metal grille high in the wall which, presumably, provided some ventilation. But there was not much air. There was an unpleasant, musty, stuffy smell, and Catherine began to think that the oil lamp might be using up as much oxygen as she was.


  After Andrew had left she had tried hard to remove the chain from her ankle. It was not so very tight; there was no restriction on her circulation. With her boot off the chain hung down like an ugly anklet. She pointed her toe and forced the chain down, a millimetre at a time, until it was almost, almost over her heel.


  Almost, but not quite. The harder she pushed it, the more the links pressed into her skin. The pain became intense. And there was still a point beyond which it simply would not go.


  Infuriated, she pulled it back to where it hung loose again, massaged her aching ankle, and turned her attention to the pipe that ran along the wall. It was fastened to the wall by metal bolts every two or three feet. Perhaps they could be loosened. Certainly they were old and rusty, and looked as though they had been there for some time. But after ten minutes of ferociously pulling, tugging, and jerking the chain on it this way and that, Catherine gave up. The pipe was rock solid. It hadn’t moved a fraction of an inch in any direction. She was stuck.


  She sat back on the dusty, ancient sofa, and for the first time allowed herself to think of what had happened. She had been kidnapped, clearly, but why? Last night she had made love to the man, tonight he had locked her in a filthy cellar. The logic of it eluded her. She knew he was a British spy. So what? She hadn’t known where his house was, until he had shown her himself. She didn’t know what his plans were. She didn’t even have a photograph of him to give the Volunteers so that they could identify him.


  And in any case, she had not seriously intended to betray him. There had been enough killing, she wanted nothing more to do with it. Only last night she had taken him to her bed, and if he had behaved like a brute there, he had given her pleasure too. Did Andrew think she was such an unfeeling monster that she could make love to him one night, and then hand him over to be shot the next? The man must be mad to think that.


  Perhaps he was mad.


  She remembered his eyes, in that moment of appalling, earsplitting echoes after he had fired the gun. The eyes had been hard, cold, with an expression of delight in them too, of pleasure in what he had done. That was why she had obeyed him. Because in that moment she had truly believed he would shoot her next.


  She began to shiver, and wondered if she would freeze to death, starve, or suffocate from lack of air. If Andrew was really mad, perhaps he would leave her here for ever.


  Then he came in with a tray of food. It was not very appetizing: fried egg, bacon burnt at the edges, a slice of bread, a cup of tea. He set it on the sofa beside her.


  ‘I’m no great cook, I’m afraid. But it’s what I could find.’


  ‘Andrew. When are you going to set me free?’


  He considered the question, standing a yard or so in front of her, out of reach. ‘Maybe tomorrow evening, if all goes well.’


  ‘You mean you’re going to leave me here all night? But why, for heaven’s sake?’


  She thought he smiled, though his face was dark, shadowy. ‘I thought you liked the unexpected.’


  ‘I think you’re mad.’ It was a statement, not a challenge.


  ‘No. Just determined. I have a job to do, and you know enough to spoil it. As soon as it’s over you’ll be free, I promise.’


  ‘What are you talking about? What do I know?’


  Instead of answering, he glanced round the room and shivered. ‘It’s cold in here. You should eat your food while it’s hot. I’ll bring you down some blankets and pillows, and a bucket.’


  Then he was gone. She ignored the food. He returned a few minutes later with a pile of blankets and pillows which he dumped on the floor. He put a metal bucket there too, with a newspaper in it. All the time he stayed at a distance, just out of her reach.


   


  She asked: ‘What the hell do I need a bucket for?’


  ‘That’s not a very ladylike question. I’ll bring you a bowl of water in the morning, if you want to wash.’


  He really does mean it, she thought. Shivering, she sipped the tea. She realized he would go again in a minute and she didn’t want that. She tried to make her voice calmer, more friendly.


  ‘Andrew, I don’t understand anything at all about this. Can’t you at least have the decency to explain?’


  He sat down on one of the old trunks. To her anger, he seemed more amused than anything else; certainly not embarrassed.


  ‘It’s a bit of change from Killrath, isn’t it? My apologies, Catherine. I’d rather keep you in a bedroom upstairs, if I could. But then you’d scream, or throw something out of the window, and people would come. So this is the only place. No one knows you’re here, no one can hear you, and you can’t get out. Just resign yourself to it. I’ll bring you anything you need, within reason.’


  ‘What I need is to get out of here and go to see Sean Brennan. That’s what I came to Dublin for - you know that!’


  He stood up. ‘Yes. Even after last night all you can think of is Sean Brennan. Well, I’m sorry, Miss O’Connell-Gort, but that is exactly the reason why you have to stay here. At least you can share part of the little murderer’s fate, if not his presence.’ He picked up the oil lamp, and put it down within her reach, with a box of matches. ‘I should blow this thing out at night; it doesn’t feel full.’ Then he walked to the door and went out.


  ‘Andrew!’ But she heard the sound of the bolts being rammed home, and his feet climbing the stairs. ‘Come back, you pig,’ she whispered to herself.


  But he didn’t. Gloomily, she picked up the plate of rapidly cooling food, and began to eat.


  He’s right. This is what it is like for Sean, she thought.


  Sean dreamed about the hangman. He himself was standing on a trapdoor, his hands bound behind him, with a noose around his neck. There was a priest beside him, muttering prayers, who held out a crucifix for him to kiss. But Sean’s eyes were on the hangman who had a black hood over his head, with two slits in it for his eyes. The hangman stepped back, pulled a lever, and Sean fell through the trap. There was a sudden, terrible pain, then darkness, and then he was still in the room! His body was hanging there but he, Sean, was somewhere above, looking down at the little group of people who busied themselves around it.


  The hangman cut his body down, laid it in a coffin, and walked away, out of the prison, still wearing the black hood over his head. Sean followed him, watching. The hangman rode a bicycle at first, but no one took any special notice of him. He bought some fruit in a greengrocer’s and put it in the basket on the handlebars of his bike. He went into a pub and drank a pint of porter at the bar. Sean went up close to try to see his face, but all he could see was two grey cold eyes through the slits, and a line of froth where the mouth was, as if he somehow strained the porter through the cloth. It was very important for Sean to see the face but each time he came close the hangman waved his arm and Sean felt himself brushed away, like a troublesome, invisible fly.


  Then the hangman went out and this time he didn’t take his bike, he took a cab. The cab went along the North Circular Road and turned left and Sean became very agitated. He knew he was tossing and turning in his bed but he couldn’t wake up. The cab stopped outside the house in Nelson Street and the hangman got out, his black mask still over his face, the brown paper bag of fruit in his hand. Sean moaned and said: ‘No! No! Please no!’ but no one could hear him because he had no body or voice to shout with. The hangman knocked at the door and Catherine opened it. She was slim and naked and she smiled seductively at the hangman. He held out the bag of fruit and she took a red apple, and while she was biting it he bent forward and kissed her neck through his mask. Sean saw the hangman’s hairy hands slide down her back and stroke her thighs, and the other apples spilled out of the bag and bounced wildly down the steps. Then Sean woke up, sweating.


  There was a grey dawn light seeping through the window. There were white net curtains and a crucifix on the wall opposite with the body of Christ visible faintly against the dark wood. In the bed next to him Seamus Kelly was snoring gently. He could hear the rattle of a tram through the window, and the murmur of women’s voices somewhere downstairs.


  Sean realized he was free. He could get up if he liked and walk out of the room and no one would stop him. He could have a wash in a clean basin and walk down the garden to the privy on his own and read the newspaper and help the landlady wash the dishes if he chose. He could watch the hurling on Saturday or ride out to the country with Seamus to try to snare rabbits. Maybe Collins would send him to join a country unit and attack an RIC barracks.


  Before he did any of that he had to see Catherine.


  He tried to clear the dream out of his mind but bits of it began to come back. There was something about the hangman, the way he had walked, that was familiar. In his dream he had had the impression that if only he could get the hood off he would see a face he would recognize.


  But that was all nonsense. The truth was that he had seen Catherine visiting a house in Nelson Street. It was far too dangerous for Sean to try to contact her at the house in Merrion Square or even at the university, but if he kept an eye on the house in Nelson Street he might see her. He might even find out who the man was. He could ask the neighbours who owned the house.


  What he would say if he met her he had no idea. But whatever plans Collins or Daly might have for him, this was something he had to do first.


  He lay quietly for a while, watching the dawn light grow in the windows, and then he drifted off to sleep.


  33. Two Confessions


  ANDREW SPENT the night in a bedroom upstairs in Nelson Street. It was cold there too, and the sheets were damp. He remembered the heat of their bodies last night at Killrath, and wished he could think of some way of bringing Catherine upstairs to bed with him. But she would fight him every inch of the way, and probably try to escape or even kill him the moment he fell asleep. He could not risk that. Nor did he want it.


  In the past two weeks at Killrath he had felt his anger, his hatred for the Fenians, slipping away. He had thought almost entirely about Catherine, and scarcely about Collins at all. He remembered that moment last night after they had made love - a minute, an hour perhaps, he had no idea - in which he had just lain there, stroking her tousled hair, watching her sleeping face in the firelight and imagining her at Ardmore. He wanted to control her, but could not conceive of seriously hurting her. And when he had woken alone this morning he had wondered for a while who he was. His hatred of the Fenians had seemed to him distant, unimportant, beside the one marvellous thing that had happened.


  But in a few short minutes this morning she had told him that she loved Sean Brennan, and that she despised him for being a British spy. And Andrew’s anger had returned.


  Catherine had caused the anger but he did not direct it against her. He was convinced that she could be made to love him when her mind was cleared of this madness. He would have gone out and shot Sean Brennan himself had the government not arranged to have him hanged. And when Brennan was dead Catherine would forget. In the meantime, Andrew focused his rage upon Collins, the head of the IRB, the most important Fenian of them all. Collins’s men had burned Ardmore and taken Catherine from him. Andrew rejoiced in his anger and tamped it down inside him, nursing it so that it would last and flare when he needed it. Tomorrow or the next day he would meet Collins and then the man would just be a lump of clothes and meat on the floor.


  In the morning he took a bowl of warm water and a towel down to Catherine. He lit the oil lamp and looked at her. She lay on the sofa, hunched underneath the blankets, her button boots neatly on the concrete floor in front of her. She sat up, cold, grumpy, miserable, and rubbed her chained ankle, which was red with cold.


  This was not how he had wanted to treat her, but it was only for a day - she was tough enough to survive that. Anyway, she deserved it. He put the bowl of water on the floor, and asked: ‘Did you sleep well?’


  ‘That’s a damn stupid question. Of course I didn’t.’


  ‘I’m sorry about this. It’s not what I wanted to happen.’


  Catherine glared at him. He had an odd, irritating smile on his face. The cold had made her ache all over, right through to her bones. She said: ‘I suppose it’s just an accident then. You chained me up and fired a gun at me by mistake.’


  ‘I had to. You’ll be free by tonight, perhaps sooner.’


  ‘Why not free me now?’


  ‘I’ve got an appointment to keep first. And besides, I care for you. I want to keep us both out of danger.’


  She summoned up all her reserves of self-control. Despite his obvious madness, he had to be better company than stone walls. If she continued to insult him, he would just go away and leave her alone for hours and hours in the cold and the dark.


  ‘Look, Andrew,’ she said. ‘I think I deserve an explanation, don’t you?’ It sounded so reasonable, like a conversation over the supper table. But then look what those had led to, at Killrath. ‘Can’t you at least tell me why all this is happening’’


  He sat down on the chest. ‘I could. But you won’t like it.’


  ‘Please. Please tell me.’


  He nodded at the bowl. ‘The water’s getting cold. Aren’t you going to wash?’


  ‘In a minute. Not in front of you.’


  Silence. ‘Strange, isn’t it, that you can take all your clothes off in front of me one day, and be ashamed to wash when I’m here, the next.’


  The remark frightened her, almost more than anything else that had happened so far. It was the cold, distant way he said it. And the thought that he had a gun, and controlled her food and water, and could force her to wash in front of him, do anything he wanted, if he were mad and determined enough.


  She sat and watched him, and said nothing.


  He said: ‘I thought we should be married. I still hope we will, when this is over. I shall at least be richer then.’


  ‘Why richer?’


  ‘Your father promised me £10,000 to kill Michael Collins.’


  ‘My father? You are mad.’


  ‘No.’ He was watching her closely. That spirit he so admired was still there, then, unbroken. He hoped, at the end of it, she would be impressed, even understand. ‘I’ve got a document, signed by him, upstairs in a safe. That’s why I’ve got to keep you here. Just until Collins is dead. Later today, I expect.’


  ‘But what in the world has that got to do with me, Andrew?’


  ‘You know things about me that might spoil it. About von Hessel, for instance.’


  ‘Only that you helped arrest him.’


  Again that irritating, distant smile. ‘Not exactly. Let me tell you. As you say, you’ve a right to an explanation.’


  He told her, simply and clearly, what had happened in Brendan Road, and what he planned to do today. He showed her his gun and the knife he had decided to strap inside his left sleeve, along his forearm so he could draw it swiftly. All the time he watched her, carefully, wondering about the effect his words would have. Searching for the slightest sign that she might care about him.


  When he had finished there was a long silence.


  She said: ‘You’re a murderer, then.’


  ‘Call it that if you like. A soldier would be nearer the truth.’


  ‘That’s what Sean said. They’re going to hang him.’


  ‘Michael Collins’ll probably do the same to me, if I get this wrong. The world is a cruel place, Catherine.’


  ‘And you think that if I got out of here, I’d go straight to someone in Sinn Fein and tell them, just so that you’d be killed?’


  He nodded. He hadn’t frightened her, he saw. She was angry now, rather than afraid.


  ‘Well, you’re damn well right, Andrew Butler. I would!’


  He stood up. What else could I expect, he thought. But afterwards, what will she say then? He went to the door.


  ‘That’s what I thought. You have your wash, and I’ll bring your breakfast. Then you can sit here and wish me luck for the rest of the day.’


  Sir Jonathan telephoned Killrath at ten o’clock. He was sitting in his office at the Viceregal Lodge, looking out of the window at the deer in Phoenix Park. Some men were spreading hay from a cart under the trees, and the deer were coming out daintily to feed. It was a pleasant sight, which he had enjoyed on more than one morning when he had nothing better to do.


  Today, he knew, Andrew would be arriving at the Lambert Hotel to make contact with Collins. Later today or tomorrow he would hear the news. Either a sensational victory, with the main enemy of the state dead in the streets; or Andrew facing a similar fate; or, all too probably, another frustrating failure. With Andrew, he thought, at least that was less likely than with most men.


  Certainly the government needed a success, after yesterday’s fiasco at Mountjoy. He remembered the cries of the news vendors last night: ‘Read all about it! Sinn Feiner breaks out of Joy! Daring escape!’ This morning, as his chauffeur drove him in, he had seen a defiant perkiness in the faces on the pavement; he even thought he had heard a man on a street corner singing an instantly manufactured song - The Ballad of Sean Brennan, no less. That man Collins makes us all look fools, he thought. It’s insufferable.


  God knew what Catherine would do, when she heard. She would read about it in the newspapers this morning. But perhaps, just perhaps, the week at Killrath with Andrew Butler had begun to have the desired effect, and she would not care any more about this wretch Brennan. Sir Jonathan hoped so, but he did not think it likely. He decided to try to speak to his daughter, if he could.


  He picked up the telephone and asked the operator to connect him to Killrath House.


  The Lambert Hotel still made Paddy Daly nervous. Not nervous because he was afraid of anything that might happen there, but nervous because he felt out of place. The old-fashioned gentility of it, the profusion of potted plants, the frail, overdressed old ladies and gentlemen made him feel clumsy, a big Mick with hobnailed boots who was likely to break something at any moment.


  But perhaps that was the attraction of it from the German gunrunner’s point of view. No one would think of looking for him here. It showed a sense of discretion which was vital if they were not to be detected, especially after the police had arrested him once.


  If he was genuine, that is.


  Paddy had his doubts about that. Dick Davis’s remarks about the ‘German plot’ had begun to prey on his mind. If I were in British intelligence, he thought, what would I do? I might try and tempt Michael Collins to a meeting, where he could be shot or arrested. Well, the meeting place was all right. He should be able to lead the German there without any detectives following. He knew most of the G men by sight, and over the past year he had become an expert at losing them in the city streets.


  There was one other possibility that had occurred to him. Last time, at Brendan Road, he had let Hessel in to meet Collins with two automatic pistols in his bag. Daly had woken up sweating last night, as he realized that those pistols might not only have been loaded but intended for use. He had not thought of that at the time, when he had failed to check. The German had been too convincing. But then he himself had been convincing the other morning, in Mountjoy Prison: he could have shot the governor if he had wanted.


  This time, the German was going to meet Collins unarmed and well escorted. Daly had brought along one of his biggest men, Brendan O’Reardan, to make sure of that. The two of them waited uncomfortably in the foyer of the Lambert Hotel.


  The manager, a little bald-headed man in half-moon glasses and a pepper-and-salt suit, was dealing with an enquiry from two ladies about a laundry bill. A grey-haired woman, his wife perhaps, emerged from the office behind the counter. She peered at Daly and O’Reardan doubtfully. ‘If it’s a delivery, the door is round the side,’ she said.


  Daly took his cap off respectfully. ‘No, missus, we’ve come to see one of your guests. A Count von Hessel, it is.’


  She reached past her husband for the registration book. ‘Ah yes. He arrived this morning. Wheatcroft will show you up.’


  It was the same room as last time, Daly saw. Count von Hessel stood up as they were shown in. He had a newspaper in his hand, and was dressed, as before, in a well-cut, slightly crumpled English suit. He clicked his heels, bowed, and held out his hand.


  ‘Mr Daly, you are prompt.’


  ‘You said there was only today. This is one of my soldiers, Volunteer O’Reardan.’


  Andrew bowed again. ‘Mr Collins received my letter?’’


  ‘He did that. He wants to meet you.’


  ‘Good. When, and where?’


  ‘Now. We’ll take you.’


  ‘Right.’ Andrew went to the door and put on his coat.


  Kee had been up until three in the morning. He had managed to persuade the military to mount a dozen raids on suspected addresses all over the city, and he had been out on two himself. The night had been full of bright lights, the roaring of engines in sleeping streets, soldiers hammering on doors with rifle butts, little clusters of surly, terrified individuals clinging to each other as their homes were ransacked, the arrests of young men, the banshee screams of their wives or mothers .. .


  And no Sean Brennan.


  Five of the young men were still waiting in police cells for interrogation. None of them appeared to be anything but minor hangers-on of Sinn Fein. One had had a revolver in his bedroom, one a Lee Enfield beneath the floorboards. All had had some kind of subversive literature. All had been sullen and defiant: all would involve Kee in a great deal of paperwork and interrogation over the next few days. None, he was almost sure, had a connection with anything as important as the murder of Bill Radford.


  And if I’m not damned careful, Kee thought, half of them will bloody well escape in the next few days.


  His rage against Davis still shook him. After a hurried breakfast, he went to Brunswick Street where he spent twenty minutes on the phone pleading with an army brigadier for an increase in the number of roadblocks and army patrols throughout the day. The soldier said his men were young and tired. Kee thought: Since when has that been an excuse? Two years ago they’d have been woken every dawn by an artillery barrage. He had arranged to have another hundred copies of Brennan’s prison photograph printed and distributed by midday, and then wondered which addresses he could ask the army to search tonight.


  The trouble was, he didn’t know. Their information just wasn’t good enough. The only people with decent information in this city were the damned Shinners.


  He called for Foster, and stormed downstairs to the cells where Davis was kept.


  Davis had spent a long, cold, lonely night. He had spent most of it hunched on the corner of his bed furthest from the door, his knees clasped to his chin, shivering. He had lived so long with success he had come to believe himself invincible. He could point the finger at one of his colleagues and the man would die; he could bring Michael Collins right into G Division HQ; he could plant false information that would send soldiers chasing wild geese all over the city. He could set men free from Mountjoy.


  And now he had no power at all.


  It was the suddenness of the collapse that had shocked him. No hint of suspicion, nothing - just immediate, total arrest. And the contempt in the eyes of Kee and Foster.


  He wondered if Collins would try to get him out. They said Collins valued his men above anything - look at what he had done for Brennan. And last year he had travelled over to England to free de Valera from Lincoln Gaol, had spirited thirty over the walls of Mountjoy. But those men were Collins’s colleagues in Sinn Fein, in the Volunteer movement itself. Davis had none of the companionship, the sense of working in a team, that they had. Now, even if they got him out, his use as a spy was ended. Would any of them risk their lives for a man they had hardly seen?


  The cell door slammed open and Foster burst in. ‘On your feet, traitor!’ he yelled. ‘Stand to attention, damn you!’


  When he got up too slowly, Foster wrenched him upright, and a uniformed man came in to snap the handcuffs on behind his back.


  ‘That’s better. Now, along this corridor - march!’


  Davis knew the routine. He had used it himself. Deny your prisoner any chance of autonomy or self-respect, wake him up throughout the night so that he doesn’t sleep, break him down with continued, ferocious questioning. He could resist it, he thought. But he had never seen young Foster quite so incensed.


  In the interrogation room Kee sat, Davis stood. A uniformed man brought Kee a cup of tea. Kee sipped it, and stared at him.


  ‘You’re going to hang, Davis,’ Kee said.


  ‘Why? I haven’t killed anyone!’


  ‘You killed Bill Radford. You put the finger on him.’


  ‘You can’t prove that.’


  ‘I can. I’ve got a magnetic recording of Brennan saying it. And two witnesses who heard it - plus the prisoner he was speaking to. He’ll testify.’


  ‘They never said my name. I didn’t kill anyone.’


  ‘I didn’t kill anyone, sir!’ Foster bawled.


  Davis glared at the younger officer in disgust, then lowered his eyes. ‘I didn’t kill anyone, sir.’


  ‘Oh yes, you did,’ Kee said. ‘You’re a nasty, stinking little Judas, Davis. How much did they pay you?’


  ‘They didn’t pay me anything, sir.’


  ‘Don’t say you did it for idealism. An independent Ireland for the bog-trotters, ruled by murder. Is that what you want?’


  ‘Sir.’


  ‘Listen to me, Davis.’ Kee stood up. He gripped Davis’s ear and jerked it suddenly upwards, so that his head was tilted sideways on his neck. ‘You’ll hang all right, boy, just like that, if I say so. And richly you’d deserve it. But it all depends on the charge, as you know. Now you’re not a stupid man, even if you are a Judas. You know what I want. I want the men who killed my friend Bill Radford, and I’m not going to leave this city until I’ve found them. There were two men in Harcourt Street that night. One of them was Sean Brennan, the man who you helped escape. So what I need is the name of the other man, and an address where I can I find him. You tell me that, and I’ll drop the murder charge and just put you away for the other things. Understand?’


  He let go of Davis’s ear and sat back on the table, looking at him. Davis stared straight ahead.


  ‘I said, do you understand?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Yes what’’ Foster bawled.


  ‘Yes sir, I understand, sir.’


  ‘Right.’ Kee spoke softly. ‘I’’ve got two charge sheets here. One charges you with being an accomplice in the murder of a senior police officer. The other charges you with passing information to criminals, but it doesn’t mention murder at all. You’re going before a court with one of these today. Which will it be?’


  No answer. Kee spread the papers out on the desk, so that Davis could see. He took out a pen, and looked up. There was a faint sheen of sweat on Davis’s forehead. Kee said: ‘Don’t worry about your friends. They won’t ever know what you said. They won’t need to. Who was the other man?’


  Silence. Kee waited. ‘Think of the drop, Dick. That little shed at the back of Kilmainham. You’ve seen it. Early morning, a few weeks from now, you walk out there all alone, they put a hood over your head, a noose tightens round your throat. And you didn’t even do it, you didn’t pull the trigger.’ He paused. There was sweat on Davis’s forehead, he could see it. Little beads of sweat that grew on the pale skin. One grew too big and trickled down towards his eyebrows, gathering others as it went.


  Kee said: ‘They don’t care about you, Dick, you know. Nobody really cares about a traitor. A traitor has to care about himself. They’ll still be snoring in their beds, and you’ll be alone on that trapdoor. And you didn’t even pull the trigger. Who did it?’


  Davis’s lips moved. A word came out, a whisper. ‘Daly.’


  ‘Daly? First name?’


  Another whisper. ‘Patrick.’


  ‘Patrick Daly. He was the other man who killed Bill Radford?’


  Davis stopped staring past Kee at the wall, and his eyes looked at him for the first time. Kee saw how wide the eyes were, haunted. Davis gave a faint, almost imperceptible nod.


  Kee forced himself to smile. It was vital to engage the man’s sympathy at this point, make him feel valued, not scorned. ‘There. That wasn’t so hard, to save your life, was it? He won’t know, no one’ll ever know who told me. Now, where can I find them?’


  ‘I can’t tell you that. They move around all the time. I don’t know where they sleep.’


  ‘All right. Let’s try it another way. Have a look at this.’ He took a notebook out of his pocket. Davis recognized it as his own. ‘There are some telephone numbers in here. I can check them through the exchange but that’ll take time. What are they?’


  Davis looked at them. He didn’t speak.


  ‘Come on now, Dick.’ Kee held up the notebook so that he could see it clearly. ‘I’m a man of my word, you know that. But I can only keep a promise for the whole bargain, not half of it. It’s lonely on that dawn walk.’ He pointed to the number at the top of the list. ‘Let’s take that one first.’


  Davis licked his lips. His mouth felt dry, parched. There was an empty, aching feeling in his stomach. He thought of the man he had seen hung, standing straight to attention like this, his hands bound behind him, the black hood over his head. He remembered the obscenely stretched neck, the empty bowels afterwards.


  He looked at the telephone number again, and began to talk.


  34. Rats, Fire, and Rain


  CATHERINE HAD never been good at sitting still. Even as a student, when she was reading, she would twist a strand of hair around her finger, chew her pencil, or tap it on the table. Often she would get up and walk around with the book in her hands, trying to remember what she had read. She was a born fidget.


  Now she had no books and nowhere to go. She moved around on the sofa, trying to find a more comfortable position, but with the chain on her ankle only a limited number were possible. She had read the newspaper but it was a month old, it told her nothing about Sean. She had used the bucket and it stank, so she had moved it as far as she could from where she sat. Her dirty plate was on the floor too, together with a bottle of water and a cup.


  Apart from that there was nothing useful except some matches and the oil lamp, which he had topped up and relit. The lamp was both a curse and a blessing. It stood on the floor in front of her, spluttering and muttering sometimes as its flame threatened to go out. It gave out a yellowish light and a faint hint of warmth. But it also smoked, used up air, and gave her a headache.


  Halfway through the morning she blew it out. At first the darkness was a relief. She wrapped herself in her coat and the blankets and lay there, waiting for her eyes to accustom themselves to the gloom. There was just a faint suggestion, a hint of grey light which seeped through the grille on the opposite wall. It must provide some ventilation, then, she thought, some link with the outside world. She listened very hard and she could hear tiny, distant noises, like those of small people far away. She tried to identify them: feet on the pavement, a cart maybe, pulled by a horse, then another, then what might have been a car. And then, for long periods, nothing at all.


  Then there was a much bigger sound. A scrabbling, scratching sound, from the wall behind her. The sound was enormous. There’s someone in here, she thought, a man, a dog, a cat - what the hell is it? She had the box of matches in her hand; quickly she struck one, fumbled with the oil lamp, lit it, held it up.


  A rat stared back at her.


  It was quite a big rat, about a foot long, with a scaly tail twice that length behind it. Its eyes reflected the yellow flame of the lamp and its whiskers twitched. It sniffed at her nervously and bared its teeth. Then it resumed its exploration of her lavatory bucket.


  ‘Oh, my God,’ Catherine groaned. She put the lamp down on the sofa, picked up one of her boots, and flung it at the creature. The boot struck the rat’s back, and sailed away into the corner. The rat, startled, ran behind the sofa and disappeared. Catherine peered over the back of the sofa and saw the tip of its tail vanishing down a hole in the wall.


  She groaned again. No rat. No boot either.


  This won’t do, she told herself. I’ve got to get out of here, I can’t stand it. She tugged angrily at the chain, aggravating the sore places it had made on her ankle. I’m lucky the bloody rat didn’t come in and eat my toes in the night. Anyway I’ve got to get out to go and see Sean before he dies.


  ‘Sean!’ she yelled. ‘Sean! SEAAAN!’


  The scream echoed back at her in the cellar, making her headache worse. As the echoes died away, she listened, wondering if it had reached the ears of the distant people pattering on the pavement beyond the grille. At first she could not hear the footsteps at all, the sounds were so tiny in comparison. Then she heard them. There was no change, no evidence of interest in what was going on below the street. Why should there be? If their sounds were almost inaudible to her, they would never hear her, with the busy noise of the city street all around them. Andrew had fired a gun in here, confident that no one would hear it.


  She looked at the chain again. If only he had fastened the padlock one link further down, she could have managed it. If she tried very hard she could almost slip it over her heel, but not quite. Neither the chain nor her bones would give; the only thing that could be pressured was her skin and flesh, and after four efforts that was bruised and swollen now. It couldn’t be done.


  The only thing was to cut the chain, or undo the lock.


  She couldn’t cut the chain. But she might pick the lock.


  That was what burglars did, wasn’t it? They were experts at it - there was a magician called Houdini who could pick any lock in a few seconds. As soon as the idea came to her she cursed herself for not thinking of it sooner. She could have done it last night; she could have lain in wait for Andrew when he came down and smashed him over the head with something.


  Never mind that. How was it done?


  She examined the padlock and saw a slot with two indentations in, to fit the key. Inside there must be more ridges and grooves and - what were they called? Tumblers, was it? Wheels? Anyway, things that moved. The key must push them back somehow, like the bars that stuck out of a lock in a door, and then the hasp of the padlock could be pulled out smoothly and she would be free.


  Since she had no key she had to slide something into that slot and jiggle it about. What? She looked around and saw the knife and fork on the floor from her breakfast. She picked them up and tried. The knife blade was too wide; the tines of the fork might just go in if there weren’t four of them. She bent one of the tines back by pressing it on the floor and tried. It went in, for about an eighth of an inch, and then … stuck.


  That was no good. She tugged it out and threw it away. What else? A wire, a pin. She ran her hands through her hair but it was smooth and clear. No hairpins. No hatpin either, she hadn’t worn a hat. She searched her coat pockets: handkerchief, train ticket, purse - nothing useful in the purse. There must be something.


  She remembered the brooch on the front of her dress.


  She unfastened it. It was a big, heavy brooch of an Irish queen, Maeve, riding horseback. Her mother had given it to her long ago. There was a pin in the back about two inches long.


  She drew her ankle up to her knee, and bent to work.


  After half an hour she had got nowhere. Nothing had moved inside the lock. Her back and legs ached, and her head throbbed when she moved it. She sat back for a rest, exhausted.


  But there was nothing else to do. After a minute or two she moved the oil lamp closer, lifted her ankle, and began again.


  ‘Yesterday morning?’ Sir Jonathan said.


  Over the telephone, David Ferguson’s distant voice answered: ‘Yes, sir. By the morning train. I drove them to the station.’


  ‘Good Lord. I knew Major Butler was coming back, but I thought Catherine would stay on. It’s very strange.’


  ‘Yes, sir. It seemed a rather sudden decision. But I expect she’ll explain it when she sees you. Weren’t you home last night?’


  ‘Well, I . . . no, of course I wasn’t. Bit of a flap on here with escaped Sinn Feiners, I’m afraid. We’ll catch the beggars, though, don’t worry.’


  ‘Glad to hear it, sir.’


  ‘Yes. I say, David. Just one thing.’


  ‘Yes, sir?’


  Sir Jonathan cleared his throat. ‘Well, when Miss Catherine was down there, did you happen to get any impression whether she was, well, fond of Major Butler at all? I mean, you know, did they spend a lot of time together, that sort of thing?’


  The distant voice sounded hesitant. ‘It’s hard for me to say, sir, really. They certainly rode out together most days and talked. It’s hard to say with Miss Catherine. She’s very forceful, you know, sir. And I wasn’t with them a great deal myself.’


  ‘All right. Thanks, David. I’ll be in touch.’


  Sir Jonathan put the phone down. He shouldn’t have asked, really: it would show everyone what he was thinking. It didn’t sound very hopeful, but it was a good sign that they had spent some time with each other. And they must have been on fairly good terms, to take the train back together.


  But where on earth was Catherine now?


  He had covered up quickly to David, but in fact Sir Jonathan had been in Merrion Square last night. He had come home late, true, but he had seen his butler last night and this morning. It was inconceivable that the man would not have said something about Catherine’s surprise arrival, if she had been there. So she had come back to Dublin with Andrew, but she hadn’t come home.


  Sir Jonathan thought he ought to be appalled by this, but in fact he was not. By God, I ought to be grateful, Sir Jonathan thought. He’s probably taken her to a hotel, or to that house of his, wherever it is. Good luck to you, young man. Maybe you can tame her when I could not.


  The only thing that puzzled him was that Andrew should do this at the very moment when he was planning his attack on Collins. It was a hell of a risk, surely, to involve oneself in a love affair right in the middle of an operation like that. Andrew must have realized by now that the girl had sympathies with Sinn Fein. Or had he managed to cure her of that, too? he wondered.


  If he has, he’s a son-in-law after my own heart, he thought. He picked up the pile of intelligence reports from last night, and began to work his way through them, whistling tunelessly through his teeth. He felt more optimistic than he had done for months.


  Sean woke again because there was water trickling down his face. At first it came into his dreams - he was walking in the country when it began to rain, and then a waterfall poured over his head. But a moment later he woke up, and saw Michael Collins standing above him, squeezing drops of water out of a flannel.


  ‘Ah, it’s alive you are, is it? I was beginning to wonder, after all that high living at the King’s expense. As was the good widow Casey downstairs. Will you take a look at that clock, now?’


  Sean glanced at the clock on his bedside, and saw it was half past nine. ‘Oh,’ he grunted. It didn’t seem to matter to him.


  ‘Oh, is it?’ Collins flung the wet flannel in his face and laughed. ‘The wicked among us have had our breakfast and put in an hour’s work already. Not that I want you to do that, Sean, but you could at least eat what the good widow’s prepared before it rots.’


  ‘Yes, right.’ Sean had never been overfond of the big man’s practical jokes. But he was hardly in a position to complain. He swung his legs out of bed. ‘What are the orders for today?’


  ‘For you, just keep your face out of sight. The army have been waking up half the city looking for you in the night. Don’t go out at all if you don’t need to. Paddy says his nerves won’t stand two rescues in the same week.’


  ‘I’ll do that.’ Sean pulled off his shirt, poured some water from a ewer into a bowl, and began to wash. Then he turned round and said: ‘And thanks, Mr Collins. I should have said that last night. I didn’t think I’d ever see daylight again.’


  Collins ruffled his hair and punched him playfully on the chin. ‘Did you think we’d forget you? This country won’t have any more lonely martyrs, if I can help it.’


  Then he was gone. Sean dressed, went down to breakfast, and began to think of Catherine.


  Stay out of sight, Collins had said. The whole city is looking for you. If Sean went out and got himself captured again it would be an insult to the others who had risked their lives to set him free. And anyway Catherine didn’t want him, she had taken up with another man. To go looking for her would be a waste of time. Pure emotional self-indulgence.


  Seamus Kelly was in the same house. After breakfast they sat by the fire in the living room, reading the newspaper accounts of Sean’s escape. After a while Sean asked: ‘What else has been happening while I’ve been inside? Any new operations planned?’


  ‘Not that I know of,’ Kelly said. ‘The British are still cut up about the death of the police commissioner. They’ll be hopping mad now you’ve escaped. Paddy was hoping to have another crack at Lord French, but the old fool’s more or less imprisoned himself in the Viceregal Lodge since Ashtown. And I heard him talking to Collins about that German officer again over breakfast. They’re going to meet him in Clancy’s later today, they said.’


  Sean nodded. Somehow it all seemed a little distant to him. He would get back into it, of course, but just now, sitting here by the fire, he found his mind wandering. The flames reminded him of the fires in the room in the tenement. Catherine’s skin had been a warm, rose colour then, as she knelt before the blaze. Did she look the same for the man in Nelson Street, he wondered; did she turn and smile at him too, and lay her head along his thigh?


  There was something about that man. In his dream Sean had seen him as the hangman, but of course he was not that. He tried to remember what the man had looked like in that brief glimpse in Nelson Street. Sean had been looking at Catherine, but he had a vague impression of a tall figure in a long trenchcoat, with an upright, confident, military bearing. A man of her own class. The sort of man her father might choose.


  But there was something more to it than that. Sean imagined the man laughing at him, knowing he was there. Why? He had never seen Sean before. Yet there was something familiar about him, something he ought to remember. Sean had the feeling that if only the man had turned round he would have recognized the face. But in his own mind he could not picture what the face should be.


  Anyway, what did it matter? He sighed, got up and began to pace the room. It was bigger than his cell, much, but the table and chairs cluttered it. Kelly looked up. ‘Still feeling trapped?’


  Sean nodded. ‘I am that. You get to wondering what it’s like to walk the streets, when you’re shut up in there.’


  ‘I can believe it. But the streets are full of soldiers with your photo, Mick says.’


  ‘If they were up all night, they’ll be back in barracks sleeping, won’t they?’


  ‘Maybe. I don’t know. You’re not to risk it. Orders.’


  Sean sat down again, and picked up a paper. He had read most of it already. He wondered what the house in Nelson Street was like. There were back alleys around there, he might be able to break in. Or he could just knock on the front door, and she would open it, and he would say: ‘Hello, Catherine.’


  He got up and went to his room. Paddy Daly had given him a Webley revolver last night. It was not a gun he was used to. He practised loading it, spinning the rounds in the chamber, cocking it, easing the hammer gently down again. Then he put it in his pocket, walked downstairs, and went down the garden to the privy.


  When he had used the privy he unlatched the door at the end of the garden and walked through into the alley. Pulling his cap down low over his eyes, he set off briskly for Nelson Street.


  Just as Catherine was a fidget, she was also impatient. Normally if she could not master a task quickly, she would leave it and go on to something else. She might come back and try again and again, but she would not sit doggedly for hours. That was not her way. She needed new interests all the time.


  In the cellar, there was nothing new or interesting at all. Once the rat came back, and she crept towards it slowly and stabbed at it with the table knife. But the creature was too quick for her, and scurried away down its hole again. She spent a few minutes thinking how she might trap it next time, but could work out nothing practical. She used the bucket once, hating the squalor of it. She listened for the street noises, but there was no change there. Then she returned to the padlock.


  Once or twice, she had felt something move inside it. But if the hasp was a little bit looser, it was so little as to be almost imperceptible. The second time something moved, she was terrified that she might have moved the first thing back again. If Houdini can do this sort of thing in a few seconds, he must be a genius, she thought. But then he probably understands what’s inside the damn locks. Catherine hadn’t got a clue.


  Her leg had pins and needles from being stuck for so long in the same position, and her head throbbed unmercifully from the fumes of the oil lamp. A little longer, she told herself. Just a little longer, then I’ll give up for a while and have a rest.


  A third thing moved. There was a definite click, and she could feel, now, a smooth line inside the lock where there had been resistance before. She tugged eagerly at the hasp. It jiggled. It was definitely looser. But it did not come out.


  She took a deep breath. Patience, she told herself. Keep plugging on. She poured herself half a cup of water from the bottle Andrew had left her, and sipped it appreciatively, in quiet celebration. Then she stretched her legs, to get rid of the pins and needles, and knocked the oil lamp over.


  She had stood it just beside her on the floor in front of the sofa, where it would give her the best light. The sofa had a ragged, tattered cover, which hung down to the floor in places, and when she knocked the light over the top came off, and oil spilt all over the sofa cover. Catherine didn’t see this, because the lamp had gone out, and it was immediately dark. She cursed, and struck a match to relight it.


  The fumes from the hot oil caught fire.


  Catherine screamed and leapt back, shielding her face with her hands. There was a sizzling, crackling sound from above her forehead, and she beat at her hair frantically with her hands to put out the flames. The sound stopped, but the sofa was blazing furiously. She hobbled away from it, as far along the cellar wall as the chain would allow her to go, but the sudden heat was nearly roasting her. The flames had not reached the end of the sofa yet, and she pushed at it, screaming and heaving to get it as far away from her as possible, out into the middle of the cellar.


  She retreated to the end of the chain and thought: If I’m not burnt alive I’ll be suffocated.


  The sofa was burning steadily now, and the room was filling with smoke. She tugged frantically at the hasp of the padlock, but although it was loose it did not move. Then she saw the brooch lying on the floor in front of her. She snatched it up.


  I’ve got to do it, she thought. There’s only a few minutes now and I’ve got to do it. Keep cool. Think like Houdini. Remember what the lock feels like inside.


  She sat down cross-legged on the floor, choking in the smoke, and slipped the pin of the brooch carefully inside the lock.


  Andrew, Daly and O’Reardan walked briskly through the busy streets. Daly walked by his side, O’Reardan a little behind and to the other side, Andrew noted. Clearly O’Reardan, the big man, was a bodyguard, there to make sure Andrew gave no trouble. A quick step to the rear, Andrew thought, a jab in his throat, a knife in his gut, and he’ll have failed in that task.


  But there was no call for anything like that yet. They walked down Henry Street, by the side of the General Post Office, and on to Mary Street. There were no soldiers but twice they passed tall, magnificently uniformed constables of the DMP without trouble; indeed, on the second occasion Andrew thought he saw the constable give Daly a brief nod, almost of recognition. And they say this is a civil matter that can be dealt with by the police, he thought.


  They stopped outside an unremarkable shop door in Mary Street. A sign in the window said Clancy’s Joiners and Decorators. Daly opened the door, a bell rang, and they stepped inside.


  The room was largely bare, with a counter opposite the door. Behind the counter sat a young woman, typing. There were certificates on the walls, testifying to the competence of various craftsmen, and a couple of upright chairs for customers to sit on.


  The young woman glanced at Daly, unsurprised.


  ‘Is Mick here yet?’ Daly asked.


  She nodded. ‘Upstairs.’


  ‘Good.’ Daly turned to Andrew. ‘That’s all in order, then, Mr Hessel. But first it’s my duty to make sure that visitors don’t go armed into the office of the Finance Minister. So would you just raise your hands while I go through your pockets, please?’


  Andrew glanced behind him at O’Reardan. To his dismay, he saw that the big man had already taken an automatic out of his pocket, and was pointing it calmly straight at him.


  ‘Clancy’s Joiners and Decorators,’ Kee said. He sat at the table, notebook in hand, looking at Davis who stood opposite him. Davis looked pale, slumped, broken. He was still sweating but there was no resistance left. He answered questions freely in a low, hoarse whisper. The telephone number of Clancy’s was the last one on the list in his notebook.


  Kee asked: ‘What sort of a place is that?’


  ‘It’s an office. They have planning meetings there, keep intelligence records, that sort of thing.’


  ‘Are there people there every day?’


  ‘During office hours, yes. It’s a place you can phone.’


  ‘Did you phone it, Dick ?’


  ‘Sometimes. Once or twice perhaps.’


  ‘What for?’


  ‘To tell them. Details of a raid, perhaps. Before we came.’


  Kee controlled his disgust. This information was the best he had had since he came to Dublin. ‘Does Collins go there?’


  A slight hesitation, quickly overcome. ‘Sometimes.’


  ‘And Daly? Brennan?’


  ‘They might do. I don’t know.’


  Davis was not looking at him. His eyes were fixed on the tabletop in front of him. Kee had seldom seen a man collapse so fast. He said: ‘Have you been there yourself?’


  Davis sighed, and nodded dully. ‘Once.’


  ‘One last question, Dick. Then you can go to your cell and sleep. Tell me about Clancy’s. What’s the place like inside?’


  Sean took a tram to Dorset Street. It was true, the streets were unusually full of soldiers. Twice he saw a section of Tommies standing some young men up against a wall, while an officer went through their pockets and examined their papers. Women and boys stood at a safe distance, catcalling or muttering amongst themselves. It was possible the soldiers might stop a tram and search everyone on that, Sean knew, but less likely. If they did, he would just have to shoot and make a break for it. If he was caught after slipping out like this he wouldn’t deserve to be rescued again. Better to die in a blaze of glory.


  There were no soldiers in Dorset Street where he got out. He crossed the road and walked quickly down Eccles Street to Nelson Street. It was quite busy - there were women pushing prams, others scrubbing their doorsteps or gossiping, and a number of carts, cars and bicycles. Not rich dwellings, but the sort of place a moderately prosperous doctor or lawyer might live in.


  Number 16 looked quiet, deserted. He went up the steps and rang the bell. It echoed away inside discouragingly. No one came. He rang again, then, looking round to see no one was watching, leaned forward and surreptitiously tried the door. It was locked.


  This is a waste of time, he thought. There’s no one here anyway, and even if there was, what would I say? But if I could get inside I could sit and wait for her. At least it would be safer than wandering around the streets.


  He went down the steps and walked slowly away down the road. A few houses further on there was a gap in the terrace, leading to some small mean dwellings behind the larger ones. He went down it, and saw an alley to his left, behind the houses in Nelson Street. He walked along it, counting the houses back again as he went.


  The smoke from the burning sofa was everywhere. It was thick and black and it scoured the back of her throat so that she coughed nonstop and wanted to be sick. She was dripping with sweat and coughing and despite the lurid flashes of light from the flames it was so dark that she couldn’t even see the bloody lock. But she had the pin of the brooch in the keyhole and even when she was coughing her fingers moved it back and forth, searching, more quickly and desperately than ever before.


  She felt as if her body were breaking up. Her lungs were choking and her eyes were streaming and her head was bursting but her fingers, they would never give up. They would go on picking and worrying at the lock when the rest of her was dead, like a chicken’s feet carrying its headless body round and round a yard.


  Something moved in the lock. Her fingers tugged at the hasp. It came loose.


  The fingers fumbled, not knowing what to do next. She had not planned further and now her brain was too full of the futile, rasping struggle for breath. It sent no messages. Her fingers were on their own.


  They pulled the hasp of the padlock free of the chain and dropped it. The chain slipped off her ankle. She moved her foot.


  A message got through to her brain. She began to crawl, coughing and choking, across the floor. She kept her head down below the worst of the smoke because she did not have the strength to stand up. She was breathing in great, shuddering gasps, again and again, faster and faster. Each breath brought in less and less air and more and more smoke, so her need became greater and her strength ebbed. She reached the door.


  Of course it was locked.


  She got up on her knees and tugged at the handle and nothing happened. She had not thought this far. She had no plans. She had thought if she ever got the chain off there would be time to plan out the next stage. Now there was no time at all.


  She rattled the door handle and then smashed both her fists against the door and screamed. There were no words to the scream and not much sound either because she had no breath and halfway through it ended in a fit of coughing and her lungs ached and her head was bursting so she gasped and drew in more smoke.


  Her fists hammered at the door all by themselves for a few seconds more. Then she slumped down at the foot of the door where there was a little, a very little draught of air that came in between the foot of the door and the floor.


  Each house seemed to have a different-sized wall behind it, with its own individual gate. Some were old, battered wooden ones, falling off their hinges, one or two were brightly painted, one or two were wrought iron.


  The back yard of number 16 was fairly primitive. There was an unpainted wooden door bolted on the inside, and a six-foot-high brick wall. As Sean tried the door, a man opened the door of a yard a little further on. Sean moved away from the door. The man went back into his yard, and came out wheeling a bicycle. He got on it and cycled away to the far end of the alley.


  Sean took a quick run at the wall, got his forearms on to the top, swung himself over, and dropped down the far side.


  No one there. Two dustbins, a shed for an outside privy and another for coal, a rusty old bicycle, a window and a door. No one was looking out of the window. He tried the door. It was locked.


  He glanced quickly up at the backs of the houses on either side. Some windows overlooked the yard but if he stood close up against the door like this people would have to lean out quite a way to see him. He couldn’t see anyone watching at the moment.


  I’ve got a right, he thought. I’ve got a right to know what sort of a man he is. He stood back from the door and kicked it, hard, with his hobnailed boot, just beside the door handle. The door shuddered, but did not open. He kicked it again, afraid of the attention the noise might attract. This time something gave. The lock rattled, but still held.


  The third kick burst it.


  He stepped into the kitchen. He shut the door and stood quite still, listening. His hand fingered the revolver in his pocket. A man he could cope with; a woman, a cook or maid, coming in flustered with a dustpan and brush in her hand, would be harder to manage.


  There was no sound at all.


  He stepped through the scullery into the hall. There were doors on each side. It was very quiet, dusty, with an empty feel to it. The hat and coat stand was bare. There were no umbrellas, no shoes, no letters or newspapers. He caught sight of himself in a mirror. A young man in a cloth cap, wide-eyed, scowling, nervous, with his right hand in a bulging coat pocket. A burglar, certainly. If I meet anyone, that’s what they’re bound to think.


  There was a smell of smoke, as though someone might be lighting a fire somewhere and the chimney wasn’t drawing. If there was a fire, someone must be here.


  If someone was here, sooner or later they would make a sound. He waited, listening. Then he heard it.


  It was not the sort of sound he expected. It sounded like a scream almost, as if someone were in pain or ill. And there was a muffled banging.


  It came from behind a door to his left. When he tried the door it was locked, but there was a key on the wall beside it. When he opened the door, there was a stairway leading down, and smoke floated out. The banging came again briefly, then stopped.


  Sean waved his arms in front of his face to clear the smoke, and went down the steps. He unbolted the door at the bottom.


  To be certain of success, Kee thought, I’ll need the army.


  He sat at his desk, sipping a cup of coffee, and thought of the detectives he could call up from G Division.


  Except for Foster, Kee did not think he trusted any of them. Those whom he had seen had taken the news of Davis’s arrest with shock, apparent concern and, most worrying of all, silence. Perhaps if he called a meeting now and told them they were going to raid Clancy’s, the whole bunch of them would walk out in a block and phone Collins. And it would only take one.


  Kee decided to use the army instead. He picked up the phone and rang Dublin Castle.


  He was put through to Colonel Sir Jonathan O’Connell-Gort. Even his daughter is a blasted Sinn Feiner, Kee thought. The whole town is riddled with them, like maggots in a mouldy cheese.


  Nonetheless, Sir Jonathan, it appeared, was duty coordinating officer for the day, and Kee had no actual doubts about the man’s loyalty. He explained what he wanted. Sir Jonathan responded briskly enough; in fact he sounded unusually cheerful.


  ‘Right-ho, old chap. I’ll get on to it right away. Usual thing - lorries front and back, you say, street cordoned off, and a section to go in with you?’


  ‘Yes, sir. And I don’t want any new recruits, either. The place could be empty but if my information’s right we might find half a dozen of them and they’ll be shooting to avoid arrest.’


  ‘I’ll see to it.’ Sir Jonathan seemed to hesitate as though a thought might have crossed his mind. But all he said was: ‘Sounds like an interesting show. I’ll try to get down there myself if you like, Inspector, make extra sure there are no cock-ups, what?’


  Cock-ups by whom? Kee wondered. But the man sounded too cheerful to be intentionally malicious, and Kee had no more objection to him than to any other army officer. They agreed a time and an assembly point, and then Kee put the phone down, yawned, and rasped his hand across his bristly chin.


  Perhaps I should smarten myself up, he thought. Can’t be showing Davis’s murderous friends any disrespect now, can we?


  He lurched to his feet and strode down the corridor to the washroom, in search of hot water and a razor.


  Sean was panicking. He wished desperately that he had studied the medical books more closely and that he could remember what to do, because he thought she was dying. And he blamed himself because he had nearly left her down there for good.


  When he had opened the door a vast cloud of black, choking smoke had poured out, and he had staggered backwards up the stairs, coughing wildly. He had already reached the door at the top and was just about to close it to keep the horrible smoke down there, when he had remembered the scream and the banging.


  Even then he had retreated into the hall to suck in clean air before he thought of returning. Then he had taken off his jacket, wrapped it round his head, and plunged back down the steps.


  He had trodden on the body, not seen it.


  He had felt something soft, moving feebly under his boot. He had picked it up and lugged it up the stairs, letting the legs bang all the way on the steps, and only when he had got it out and into the now smoke-filled hall had he looked and seen who it was.


  She had been lying slumped, face down on the floor. She was filthy, some of her hair seemed to be burnt, and her face was blackened by the smoke, but there was no doubt.


  He opened one of the doors off the hall, dragged her in there, and flung the windows open. Then he turned her over and wondered if she would live, and what he would do if she did not.


  She was breathing in a very strange way - great snoring gulps one minute, and then nothing at all, feebly, the next. He felt for the arterial pulse in her throat. Not steady, but something there, anyway. He tilted her head back, opened her mouth and felt inside with his finger to make sure her throat wasn’t blocked.


  She gagged, opened her eyes, and saw him.


  He took his fingers out. She closed her eyes, took another great shuddering breath, opened them again, and sat up.


  ‘Sean!’ she said. ‘Sean?’


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s me.’


  ‘Oh, my God, we’ve got to get out of this place! It’s on fire, Sean - quick, it’s on fire!’


  He looked round. There was not a lot of smoke in this room, and he could see no sign of flames coming into the hall. What worried him more was the thought that the smoke, blowing out of the windows, would attract attention. But far more important was the fact that he was here, with her, and she was alive.


  He said: ‘No rush, it’s all right for a minute or two. Was there anyone else down there with you?’


  ‘No. No, I was alone.’ She gathered her wits. Maybe the sofa had not set light to anything else yet. ‘Sean. Why are you here?’


  ‘I came to look for you.’


  ‘But … you’re in prison! You’re going to hang!’


  ‘Not if I can help it.’


  That wide, boyish grin, the smooth face, the stick-out ears - he was here, he was really here! She put her hand on his cheek to prove it. ‘But how? How did you get out?’


  ‘It’s the long story you want, is it? I think we may have to save that, Caitlin. We’ll be getting ourselves an audience.’


  He heard some shouts, and glanced outside. A group of boys were staring at the smoke floating out of the window, and a woman was coming down the steps of the house opposite.


  ‘Look,’ he said. ‘I came to find you, not the whole street. Where can we go?’


  ‘I don’t care where, but I want to get out of this house,’ she said. ‘He might come back, any time!’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Andrew, of course. Sean, you don’t know?’ She stared at him.


  Sean said, carefully: ‘I saw you come in here with a man. Yesterday. I didn’t know who it was.’


  ‘It was Andrew Butler. He locked me down there, the pig.’ She was struggling to make sense of Sean’s presence. ‘Sean. Why are you here if you didn’t know that?’


  ‘Just … I had to see you. Mick Collins would thrash me if he knew.’


  The mention of Collins triggered something else in her mind, but someone was hammering at the door. There were too many impressions crowding in on her. She said: ‘I don’t want to see these people. They may be friends of his. Is there a back way?’


  ‘It’s how I came in.’ He took her hand, led her out through the smoking hall, through the kitchen, and across the back yard to the door, which he unbolted. They were halfway down the alleyway before he noticed she had no boots on. One silk stocking was in shreds, and the ankle was grazed. ‘Where are your boots?’


  ‘I threw them at a rat.’ She grinned at him, her face all smudged with smoke, part of her hair crinkly where it had been burnt. My God, he thought. Mick Collins tells me to stay out of sight and here I am walking through the city with a barefoot girl in black make-up. He didn’t care. She wanted to come with him. He didn’t know why yet but it was more than he had ever expected.


  He said: ‘I could lend you my boots.’


  They looked down together at the big, hobnailed boots and laughed. He put his arms round her and kissed her, very gently, nervously on the lips, and she didn’t move away. Shakily, she stood on tiptoe and touched his nose with hers, and it was like that first moment in the tenement, the time when she had been quite naked and he had held her against his shaggy, rough outdoor clothes. He said: ‘I came to say I was sorry, Cathy.’


  ‘For what?’


  ‘For all of it. I shouldn’t have sent you away.’


  Over her shoulder he saw a group of boys in long trousers and noisy boots clattering by. One looked at him curiously and said: ‘There’s a fire in a house in Nelson Street, mister. Our Seamus has gone for the peelers. Will you help us put it out?’


  ‘I’ll be right there,’ Sean said. Then when they had gone he asked: ‘How are you going to get around town without boots ?’


  She shrugged. ‘The beggars do it.’


  They hurried away, through the maze of small, one-storey houses and down an alley into Blessington Street, and then down Mountjoy Street to a square with a church in it and a school on one corner. Sean had an idea. He turned left. ‘If we cross Dorset Street we can go to Parnell Square,’ he said. ‘At least you can get a wash there, and maybe find something for your feet.’


  ‘That would be nice,’ she said.


  Then she saw the soldiers.


  Andrew raised his hands and stood quietly. A small part of his mind wondered what a genuine customer might think if he walked into Clancy’s Joiners and Decorators now and saw O’Reardan lounging against the wall with his Mauser in his hand, Daly ransacking Andrew’s pockets, and the secretary, unconcerned, feeding another sheet of paper into her typewriter behind the counter. Sorry sir, be with you in a moment.


  Daly found the automatic in his coat pocket and took it out. ‘You won’t be needing that for negotiation, will you, Mr Hessel?’


  ‘I need it for protection,’ Andrew snapped. ‘If you remember, last time the police came. I do not wish to be arrested again!’


  ‘I’ll keep it for you.’ Daly slipped it into his own pocket and stood back. ‘All right. You can put your hands down now.’


  Andrew did so, still looking aggrieved, hiding the sigh of satisfaction that might give him away. Just a search of the pockets and a quick pat under the arms - Daly had not thought to feel along the insides of his arms, under the sleeve of his jacket. Without the gun things would be a little harder, but not impossible. If he struck first he would always be invincible. Andrew felt his anger rise, the adrenalin begin to flow as it always did before combat. Time had begun to slow down for him. He noticed everything in great detail: the way Daly turned to the door beside the counter, the brief smile the secretary gave him, the shrug with which O’Reardan uncocked his pistol and pushed on the safety catch before putting it back into his pocket.


  ‘Through here, Mr Hessel. Mr Collins has an office upstairs.’


  The soldiers were on Dorset Street, directly in between Catherine and Sean and Parnell Square. Two of them were searching some young men who had their hands raised high against a wall while other soldiers covered them with rifles. Passers-by glanced at the scene and hurried on, glad not to be troubled themselves.


  Catherine took Sean’s arm and turned him gently round.


  ‘Not that way,’ she said. ‘The soldiers are bound to notice me like this, and then they’ll look at you.’


  They hurried out of sight behind the school, where the children were just coming out to play, the boys in their knee-length trousers and little jackets, the girls in long dresses and petticoats. Catherine gripped Sean’s arm tightly. ‘Oh God, Sean, they won’t catch you again, will they?’


  He patted his pocket. ‘Not this time, Caitlin, not alive.’


  She remembered the gun Andrew had fired in the cellar. And the bombs at Ashtown and the policeman Sean had killed, half his face blown away by a bullet from a gun in that same pocket. ‘For God’s sake, it’s all violence and killing everywhere. Why can’t it stop?’


  She saw him watching her quietly and thought: Such a lovely, boyish face. Why does it freeze like stone sometimes? Is this how he looked when he shot the policeman?


  Sean said: ‘I thought you supported the movement, at least.’


  ‘I do. I did anyway, you know that. But I don’t want you caught by men like him. I’m sick of it - I want it to end now.’


  ‘Men like who?’


  ‘Butler. The man who chained me in the cellar.’


  ‘Chained you? Cathy, what do you mean?’


  Catherine was dazed. She realized that things had happened so fast she had explained nothing to Sean yet. ‘He chained me in the cellar so I couldn’t get out. Oh, heavens, Sean, I should have told you. He’s gone out to kill Collins today.’


  ‘Cathy, I don’t understand a word.’ He gripped her shoulders, held her against the playground wall. ‘What is all this about? Tell me.’


  She glanced quickly around the square, checking that they were out of sight of the soldiers. They were.


  She told him.


  To Sean it was as though the man he had seen in his dreams had become real and was stalking the city. The hangman, the man with the unseen face. He had nearly killed Catherine, he was out to murder Michael Collins. And he was posing as a German, von Hessel. He remembered the face, now, briefly. Outside the Lambert Hotel - the man he had lost. What had Kelly said this morning about the German? Collins was meeting him today, somewhere.


  Where? Kelly had said a place, surely.


  Clancy’s.


  ‘Come on.’ He took Catherine’s hand and began to run, away towards Dominick Street. ‘We’ve got to find a phone, quickly.’


  Or, failing that, he realized, Clancy’s itself was only ten minutes’ walk. Less if they ran.


  As he went through the door, Andrew noticed that O’Reardan stayed behind. O’Reardan would be a problem, then, if Andrew came down this way. But the man looked stolid, slow-thinking. When I come down I’ll be moving too fast for him, Andrew thought. Behind the door were two steps down into a short passageway, then a staircase and a corridor, leading out the back, no doubt, with two bicycles parked in it. He glanced along it swiftly before following Daly up the stairs.


  Time was moving very slowly and everything was very clear in his mind. Collins would be in a room at the top of the stairs. If Daly stayed outside the room and Collins was alone he could kill him immediately, with a swift thrust of the knife to the throat. If Daly came in or Collins was not alone then it would take a minute or so longer. He would have to think about movements and distances and the positions of all the people in the room, and he would begin the negotiation about the machine guns. He had a specification of the Maxim gun in his pocket - details of its range, its weight, its cooling system, the tripod, the estimated penetration of bullets at various distances - all in diagrams, with the text in German. He would show it to Collins, and Collins would say he did not understand the German. Andrew would move to his side to translate, whip the knife from his sleeve, and plunge it into Collins’s throat. Swift. Easy. A jab in, a tearing slash on the way out, and the artery would be cut, death inevitable. He should be able to deal with Daly and anyone else in the room before they had moved from their chairs.


  So Michael Collins had only a few more minutes to live.


  At the top of the stairs there was a landing with banisters over the stairwell, and two doors. Daly knocked at one.


  ‘Come in!’


  Daly opened the door for Andrew to walk past him into the room. He said: ‘Count von Hessel, Mick,’ and followed him in.


  On his first stride into the room, Andrew noticed several things. A burly dark-haired man sat behind a desk in the middle of the room, facing the door. Surely that must be Collins - the round, beefy face, the air of confidence and command, marked him out. There was a window about six feet behind him, which meant his face was slightly in shadow, and to the right of the window a small man sat at a desk facing the wall. And there was a third man lounging against the mantelpiece on Andrew’s right. There was a fire burning in the grate behind him.


  In his second stride Andrew noticed that the man by the fireplace had a Mauser pistol in his hand. And there was a revolver on top of a pile of papers on Collins’ desk. And Daly had come into the room behind him. Not so easy, then.


  He stopped in front of the desk, bowed, clicked his heels, and held out his hand. He said: ‘A great honour, Mr Collins.’


  To his surprise Collins did not stand up or shake his hand. Instead he drummed his fingers on the desk beside the revolver and said: ‘Good morning, Mr Butler.’


  How the hell does Collins know my name? Forget that, do something, this is all wrong, they know. Automatically, he said: ‘I beg your pardon, Mr Collins?’ And he would have moved then, snatched the revolver from Collins’ desk and blown his brains out with it, if he had not seen, over Collins’ shoulder, the eyes of the little man at the desk in the corner, watching him.


  The eyes, behind the round pebble-lensed spectacles, were huge. Like the eyes of a scientist, peering at him like at a microbe under a microscope. Inhuman, compelling eyes. The eyes of the civil servant in Dublin Castle, Harrison.


  Andrew’s brain froze. His hand stopped moving. His body didn’t know what to do. Harrison?


  He stood quite still while his brain failed to take it in. Then he realized that there was something horribly familiar about the third man standing in front of the fireplace, pointing the round black snout of the Mauser directly at Andrew’s heart. He had seen him before, too. Where? At Ardmore, that was it. He was the third man in the group who had come to Ardmore to demand money for the Loan; the man Andrew had expected to kill at the Blackwater Bridge along with Slaney and Rafferty. Davitt, he was called. The man whose place in the car had been taken by a young boy.


  Ten seconds had passed and Andrew’s brain was still frozen. Collins’ hand closed on the butt of the revolver. He glanced at the man by the fireplace. He asked: ‘Is that him?’


  ‘That’s the fellow,’ the man said. ‘That’s the bastard who murdered my little brother.’


  From behind Andrew, Daly said: ‘What’s happening, Mick?’


  Collins leaned back in his chair, the revolver held casually in his right hand. ‘Keep your eyes on him, Paddy. This isn’t a German count. This is a British spy. Andrew Butler, from Ardmore. He murdered Slaney, Rafferty and Frank Davitt’s baby brother.’


  Andrew said: ‘Ich verstehe nichts. Wer sind Sie?’


  Collins said: ‘Don’t trouble yourself with play-acting, Mr Butler. Here, perhaps you’d like to read this.’


  He picked up a sheet of paper from his desk and passed it over to Andrew. Andrew took it. At the bottom was the signature of Colonel Sir Jonathan O’Connell-Gort. Above that it said:


  In my capacity as commanding officer of Military Intelligence Dublin, I confirm that a reward of £10,000 will be paid to Major Andrew Butler in the event that any action of his is the main or substantial cause of the arrest of Michael Collins, dead or alive.


  It was the second copy of the contract that Sir Jonathan had signed in Dublin Castle. The one that was to be kept in Harrison’s safe, Andrew remembered. Even as he held it in his hand and read it, Andrew’s brain unfroze and his thoughts began to flow again. Any minute now they would kill him. But for the moment Collins held some more papers in his left hand and had the air of someone in control, who wanted to justify himself first. Collins held the revolver clumsily, not like a soldier. Daly was behind Andrew to the right. Harrison would be no problem. The first man to deal with was Davitt, who held the Mauser rock- steady, unwavering.


  Collins said: ‘You recognize that, Mr Butler, I suppose? Clear proof that the British government employs murderers?’


  Andrew looked up and saw Collins, Harrison and Davitt watching him closely. He realized suddenly how important the sheet of paper was to them. He scrumpled it into a ball and flung it past Davitt, into the fire.


  Collins rose to his feet, and yelled: ‘Frank! Get it out!’ Davitt turned, looked behind him, and lowered the muzzle of the gun. Andrew drew the knife from his left sleeve, stepped forward, and stabbed it into Davitt’s throat.


  As Davitt collapsed Andrew twisted the knife, turned and saw Collins two feet from him, raising the revolver. With his left hand Andrew grabbed Collins’ right wrist, pulling the hand with the revolver up and across Collins’s body, so that the gun was no longer pointing towards Andrew and Collins was pulled off balance and falling sideways towards him. With his right hand Andrew stabbed upwards with the knife, aiming to catch Collins under the ribs, below the heart.


  As he stabbed, Davitt’s legs, jerking in the throes of death, kicked Andrew behind the knee.


  Andrew fell with Collins on top of him. The knife snagged in the thick cloth of Collins’s jacket, and fell out of Andrew’s hand, on to the floor somewhere, out of reach. The revolver dropped out of Collins’ hand into the fire.


  Collins was a big man, heavy. Andrew wrenched himself sideways and reached for Collins’ throat, but at the same time Collins punched him in the ribs and a boot landed in Andrew’s back and he thought: There’s no time, it takes minutes to strangle a man and Daly will shoot me long before that. So he jabbed his fist into Collins’ face and rolled clear, turning fast, to see Daly with a gun in his hand thumbing back the safety catch.


  Andrew dived at him, catching him hard around the waist in a rugby tackle just as the gun fired above his head. He knocked Daly to the floor and grabbed his wrist before he could fire the gun again. For two or three seconds there was a tense, vicious struggle for the gun. Daly was a big strong man and wouldn’t let go, and Andrew was aware of Collins getting to his feet on the other side of the room. The little man Harrison was behind him, shaking, useless.


  Andrew jerked Daly’s arm right back, over his shoulder, and butted him in the face. Daly loosened his grip. Andrew dragged the gun out of his hand, stumbled to his feet, lifted it, aimed it at Collins, pulled the trigger and …


  The bloody thing misfired.


  Collins was on his feet, running towards Andrew, and before Andrew could pull the trigger again Collins was on him and they lurched, punching and wrestling for the gun, against the wall near the door. Collins was very powerful and Andrew could get no advantage. He saw himself being held in a bearhug until Daly was up and then the two of them would have him for sure.


  Collins reached behind him, dragged open the door and yelled: ‘O’Reardan!’ In the moment when Collins loosened his grip Andrew forced him back, heaving him out through the door on to the landing. They reeled against the banisters, Andrew drew his knee up into Collins’ stomach, and as the big man doubled up Andrew dragged his hand with the pistol free. Almost free. Collins grabbed for it again and the weight of his movement sent them both tumbling, off balance, down the stairs.


  Collins hit his head on something and slumped across Andrew, stunned. The gun was gone, lost, fallen out of sight. As Andrew dragged himself to his feet, the door from the shop opened and O’Reardan came through it, his Mauser in his hand. He was about five yards away from Andrew, halfway down the two steps leading into the shop. He glanced wildly along the passage, trying to take the scene in. ‘What’s happening?’ he said.


  Andrew lurched to his feet and stepped forward, holding out his hand and smiling. Davitt’s blood was dripping from his hand but he didn’t see it. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘We just fell down the stairs, that’s all.’


  Just one more step and I’ll have hold of that gun, Andrew thought. The man’s confused, he’ll do what he’s told. Pray God his gun works, and doesn’t jam like the other. ‘Put down the gun and give me a hand here, will you?’


  From the top of the stairs Daly yelled: ‘Shoot the bugger, Brendan!’


  O’Reardan backed away up the steps into the shop, waving the gun from side to side. ‘Don’t worry,’ Andrew said. ‘It’s all right now.’


  O’Reardan shot him in the face.


  In the telephone box on Dominick Street Sean had been speaking to the secretary at Clancy’s Joiners and Decorators. He told her he wanted to speak to Michael Collins, but she said he was in a meeting. ‘I don’t care!’ Sean said. ‘It’s urgent. Someone’s coming there to try to kill him! Get him, will you!’


  The secretary said: ‘All right,’ and then she screamed. Sean yelled: ‘Hello? Hello? What’s happening there?’ But there was no answer. Only a confused clattering over the crackle of the phone. And before that there had been a bang, like a gunshot.


  Sean put down the phone and said: ‘He’s there now. There’s a fight going on.’


  Catherine stared at him, aghast, her face still smudged with the black smoke of the fire. His face was frozen, distant. She knew what he was going to say. She gripped him tightly by the shoulders and said: ‘Stay here, Sean. You can’t go. It’ll be all over by the time you get there. You’ve done what you can.’


  He pushed her aside and opened the door. ‘It’s only in Mary Street. It’s just a few minutes.’ He was halfway out of the door.


  ‘Sean, please. Stay here with me!’


  He paused, looked in her eyes. ‘Wait for me outside. Or if not, meet me in Parnell Square tonight.’ There was a tension, a fear in his eyes, but a trace of that wide, boyish grin flickered for a second across his face, and he said: ‘I love you.’ He kissed her smudged nose and was away, sprinting down the street, his boots sparking on the cobbles as he ran.


  After a few seconds’ pause Catherine ran too, after him. Her bare feet hurt sometimes on the loose stones but she ignored the pain. Usually she could run fast but her breath came short and she had to stop and cough because of the smoke that was still in her lungs. But I have to go on, I can’t lose him now, she thought. She had tried to exorcize him and she had failed; he had come back from nowhere to save her life. For better or worse this was the only boy she loved and she couldn’t let him out of her sight now.


  Sean turned left into Parnell Street, dodging between trams, making a grocer’s delivery boy on a bicycle wobble wildly. Catherine followed. A group of soldiers passing in a lorry laughed and whistled. Catherine thought they must look like a pair of students on some prank, she madly chasing her boyfriend who had covered her with soot. If the soldiers thought it was all a game, so much the better.


  As they came down Jervis Street she realized it had started to rain. Thin cold rain that blurred her vision and bit at her face. Most of the people here were well-dressed, prosperous, struggling with umbrellas. Several of them turned to look at her and then glance ahead at Sean, and she thought: If I draw attention to him, that might be the worst of all.


  So she slowed to a walk, letting him get ahead. When he came to the end of Jervis Street he turned left. When she reached the corner half a minute later she saw the sign for Clancy’s twenty yards away on the opposite side of the road.


  Oh, God, don’t let Andrew be there, she thought. I don’t want Sean to murder anyone else now, not even him.


  Ever since Brendan Road, Kee had been determined that there would be no more failures with Sinn Feiners slipping out of the back entrance while he was raiding the front. This time, he took young Foster round to the back with him, to survey the scene. It was not easy, from Upper Abbey Street, to determine which were the most likely rear exits from buildings in Mary Street, but they located them at last. Kee left Foster there, and promised to direct a section of the troops round to him as soon as they arrived. The raid was not to begin until Foster had sent a messenger back to Kee, to confirm that they were in position.


  When they had discussed this, Kee walked back to Mary Street to watch the front door, and wait for the army lorries to arrive.


  Three minutes before he reached the front of the building, a woman came out of the front door. She glanced up and down the street, as though expecting someone to be waiting for her. When no one appeared, she went back inside, and came out almost immediately with four men, two of whom were pushing bicycles.


  One of the men was limping, and another had the beginnings of a black eye. The third was very small, with a briefcase and enormous pebble glasses. He and the man with the limp got on a tram with the woman. The other two mounted their bicycles and pedalled away swiftly into the crowds, pulling down their hats and turning up their collars to shield themselves against the rain.


  Catherine saw Sean open the door of Clancy’s and walk in. She sheltered in the doorway of a shop on the opposite side of the road, shivering, and waited for him to come out. She wondered if she should go in after him. But she didn’t want any part of it, not even revenge against Andrew, not any more. Sean had told her to wait outside and that was what she wanted to do.


  She was not in the habit of praying but she prayed now, swiftly and urgently and repetitively, that Sean would not meet Andrew in there and that he would come out alive and give up killing and still love her. Oh, please, God, I’ll even start going to church again and go to confession and light a hundred candles if only you’ll grant me that.


  She saw Kee before he saw her. He crossed the road, a sturdy determined figure with his thick neck and feet planted heavily on the ground, and stood for a moment staring at the door of Clancy’s. The rain dripped off his hat and he had his collar turned up against it, hiding half his face, but it was Kee all right, there was no doubt of that. And so Catherine knew God had not listened, and it was all going to go wrong.


  Kee glanced up and down the street impatiently as though he were waiting for something. She wondered if she could sneak across the road behind his back and go into Clancy’s and warn Sean, but there was no way Kee could fail to see her go in because he was watching the other side of the road all the time.


  Perhaps he would go away. Perhaps she could ring the number that Sean had rung and warn the people inside. But she could see no phone and she didn’t know the number. Perhaps she should wait until the moment Sean came out of the door and then spring on Kee and tear his eyes out.


  She was still dithering when the soldiers arrived. Two army lorries and an armoured car pulled up with a grinding of brakes about twenty yards down the road. Kee hurried across to meet them, and a moment later one of the army lorries drove away up the road and turned left. Kee came up the road with about a dozen soldiers, wearing tin hats and armed with rifles. It’s worse than an execution, Catherine thought. Sean’s in there and I’ve got to stop them somehow but there’s only me and all those men and I don’t know what to do.


  The soldiers stood on the pavement about five yards from the door as though they were thinking of checking passers-by but Catherine was sure they had not come for that. Kee stood looking at his watch and Catherine saw a single soldier running down the road towards them from the right, where the lorry had gone.


  It was at that moment that Sean came out. He stood in the doorway of Clancy’s, glancing up and down the street, and Kee saw him immediately. Catherine started to run. She sprinted straight out into the street between two bicycles and dodged behind a tram but it was always, always going to be too late. She saw Kee shout something to Sean and Sean hesitate and then put his hand in his pocket and start to pull out his gun no don’t do that please Sean! and long before the gun was even half out of his pocket Kee had raised a revolver and three of the soldiers had raised their rifles and before she even heard the bangs she saw Sean jerk and twitch like a marionette and then slump down head lolling on the pavement with his back against the door.


  She reached him and had his head in her arms but it was far, far too late. He opened his eyes once so perhaps he saw her but then all the life was gone from them and blood dribbled out of his mouth and down his chest where it soaked into his shirt with the rain.


  Kee gave an order and the soldiers surged past, stepping over his body with their big boots, hurrying into the building.


  Catherine could never remember much of the sequence of events after that but after a time she saw two bodies being carried out on a stretcher into the drumming rain. One of them was Andrew’s. She didn’t know if the body was dead or not, but it meant nothing to her, it wasn’t Sean.


  A while later her father was there, she didn’t know how. He put his coat around her shoulders and led her away and she didn’t resist. She didn’t think she would resist anything ever again, not any more.


  35. On O’Connell Bridge


  DALY PACED up and down the drawing room of the big Georgian house. He was furious. For once not even Michael Collins could overawe him.


  ‘If you’d just told me, Mick!’ he was saying. ‘I could have had the knife off him and handcuffed him before he ever came upstairs. Why didn’t you say?’


  Collins looked up wearily from where he sat on the edge of a chair, his head in his hands. The room was a wreck. He had already smashed a chair and a row of ornaments against the wall in his rage and grief. His friends were used to these outbursts, but today it seemed childish, futile, even to himself.


  He said: ‘I asked you to search him, now, Paddy, didn’t I?’


  ‘Yes, but not for a bloody knife! And you knew he was an assassin all along!’


  ‘Oh yes, I knew.’ Collins drummed his fists on his knees as though he would break them. Then he stood up suddenly and put his hand on Daly’s shoulder. ‘It’s not your fault, Paddy, it’s all mine. I underestimated the man, and I wanted to see him and surprise him for myself. That’s why Frank Davitt died.’


  ‘But what was the point of it all anyway?’


  ‘The point?’ Collins sighed. ‘There were two points, really. The first was to get justice for those three boys who died down in County Waterford. You knew about that, surely?’ Collins explained briefly what had happened. ‘The other papers that Harrison brought me - they were copies of the RIC investigation into the murders. I asked Frank Davitt to be there just to provide the final proof that Butler was the man they spoke to, and to give him the satisfaction of knowing that justice was to be done. I won’t have our boys being murdered by the bloody British, damn them! That’s what it’s all about. And now all I do is get Frank killed as well. I wish it had been me.’


  ‘It damn near was you,’ Daly said softly. ‘That’s my job, Mick, remember? To keep you alive.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Paddy. I’ll tell you next time.’


  ‘If you don’t, I’ll go back to Connaught and spend my time fishing. What was the the second point?’


  ‘The second point? To prove beyond any doubt that the government is employing murderers against us. We had the evidence which the RIC had collected about the killings near Ardmore, we had Frank Davitt as a witness, and we had that document offering a reward for me dead or alive. So we would have had a brief trial, executed him, and passed on the lot to the newspapers. Can you imagine what they would have made of all that?’


  ‘What do you mean, would have? Can’t you still do it?’


  ‘I don’t think so, Paddy. The whole key to it was that contract he threw in the fire. We would have said we’d found it on him, you see. Without that, they can deny the whole thing, and we’d just blow Harrison’s cover to no purpose. And before you say anything, Paddy Daly, no, you were not supposed to know about Harrison.’


  ‘So who is he then?’


  Collins flopped down on a sofa, exhausted, his arms sprawled along the back, his boots up on the cushions. ‘Harrison, Mr Daly, is a top-level British civil servant who, since 1916, has been convinced of the justice of our cause and is devoted to furthering it in any way he can. Post-imperial guilt, they call it.’


  ‘So what does he do? Pass you minutes of Cabinet meetings, that sort of thing?’


  Collins grinned faintly. ‘Sometimes. More often, as in this case, he helps by persuading French and his top brass to take the worst possible course of action. Such as employing assassins to murder me, for instance.’


  Daly scowled. ‘Sounds like a very good course of action from their point of view.’


  ‘Only if it works, Paddy. Not if we can expose it.’


  Daly’s frown deepened. ‘But what about the first time, Mick - in Brendan Road? Did you know about Butler then?’


  ‘Well, now. I did that, but G Division got to him first. You remember I was late for the meeting? I’d been with Harrison that morning. He’d only just found out that Butler was impersonating a German - we hadn’t expected that. I rang to ask you to keep Hessel waiting upstairs, remember, so that you and I could have a word first. I was going to tell you then.’


  ‘I wish you had, Mick.’


  ‘So do I, now. But when he was arrested I wanted you to keep up the contact with him in case he came back. You did well the other day at the Joy, Paddy, but they’d never take you on as an actor at the Abbey Theatre, would they now? If you’d known who he was you’d have shot the man before he opened his mouth.’


  The front door slammed, and there were loud, excited voices in the hall. Seamus Kelly came in, his face red with the cold and the rain, his eyes wide, staring, distraught.


  ‘What is it now?’ Collins asked.


  ‘Sean!’ Seamus’s voice was high, wild, unsteady with emotion. ‘They shot Sean Brennan! Half an hour ago outside Clancy’s!’


  ‘But … what in the world was he doing there? I ordered him to stay inside with you, blast you!’


  ‘Yes, I know, but …’ Seamus told the story of the morning, the way Sean had suddenly disappeared. When Seamus had realized Sean had gone, he had begun his own fruitless search of the city. He had been coming to Clancy’s to tell Collins he couldn’t find him when the police and soldiers arrived. ‘It was that other Ulsterman who did it. I saw him. I forget the name.’


  ‘Holy Mary, Mother of God!’ Collins’s face was white, strained, intense as that of a ghost. ‘Sean Brennan as well!’


  Daly walked past him and put on his coat. This at least was something he could deal with. ‘Kee, they call the man,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Detective Inspector Kee.’


  In his office in Brunswick Street, Kee slumped in his chair and picked up the telephone.


  He was exhausted. The events of the last twenty-four hours - the arrest of Davis, the shambles he had found inside Clancy’s, the confusion, the unanswered questions - would have been enough to shatter any man. But in addition he had had to cope with the combined guilt and elation he had felt at shooting down Sean Brennan on the pavement in Mary Street.


  Elation, because he had fulfilled half of his promise to Bill Radford. Brennan was dead - he had lived by the gun and died by it, shot down on the street in exactly the same way as he had shot down Bill. An eye for an eye, a life for a life. He would never escape or laugh about it again with his perky, choirboy smile.


  But Kee felt guilt too, because although Brennan had drawn his gun Kee would have shot him anyway, even if he had been unarmed. Before the raid he had cocked his revolver, and as soon as he had seen the boy come out of the door he had taken it out of his pocket and aimed it. He had fired the first shot. The soldiers’ rifles had fired the rest, sending the boy jerking and twitching back into the doorway, because Kee had started it. A year ago, a few months ago, Kee would have waited and tried to arrest the boy, but today he had not cared. A red rage had seized him and when he had seen the boy fall he had felt a savage, vengeful delight. Part of him still felt that. Another part felt that he had no right, any longer, to be a policeman.


  The voice on the telephone answered and he gave the number of his small terraced house in Belfast. The phone began to ring - a tinny, unreal sound, infinitely far away. He thought how it would be if he walked down those streets near his home. The yellow gaslight, the sound of his boots on the cobbles, the hard clear tones of the Belfast accent all around him. And when he opened the door, the smell of warm stew or fresh bread, the smiling face of his wife, his daughter and the three boys helping to set the table, bowing their heads around it to listen to him say grace.


  The ringing stopped, a voice said: ‘Hello. Belfast 358.’


  ‘Hello, Mary.’ Although he rang every few days, when it came down to it Kee could never think of very much to say. He never had that problem when he was with her.


  ‘Tom? Oh Tom, I hoped you’d ring today. It’s Ruth’s ninth birthday.’


  ‘Is it? Yes, of course.’ And I’d forgotten, Kee thought. What’s happening to me? ‘Let me talk to her, will you?’


  There was a pause, a few crackles, and then a little girl’s voice came on the line. ‘Daddy? When are you coming home?’


  ‘Oh, in a few days, my dear. Just a week or two, perhaps.’ It would be longer than that, Kee knew. First there was this man Daly to find, so that he could keep the rest of his promise to Bill. Then there was the prosecution of Davis, and all the details from today, before he could even think of asking for a transfer home. He sighed, and looked out of the window, where the winter rain was sweeping in. He would have a foul, lonely walk back to the Standard Hotel. But there was no hurry about that.


  He smiled, and said: ‘Tell me about your birthday now, Ruthie. What did you do?’


  When he had taken his daughter home, Sir Jonathan went to Brunswick Street and the hospital. He stayed there some time, and then returned to the Viceregal Lodge. As he walked down the ornate corridor with his riding boots clicking on the marble floor, Sir Jonathan remembered how often he had come to knock on this door before. Half a dozen times, perhaps, since the attempt on Lord French’s life. And each time he had felt a curious excitement and companionship, as though only Harrison in all the world understood. He straightened his back, and walked faster.


  He met Harrison in his grand room on the second floor. The curtains were drawn against the evening rain, and a fire crackled busily in the grate. Harrison was working quietly at his desk, his big eyes scanning the paperwork before him. He looked up calmly as Sir Jonathan entered.


  ‘I’ve heard the news already,’ he said. ‘Butler got very close, I understand. A pity. He was a brave man.’


  ‘Yes.’ Sir Jonathan chose his words carefully. ‘But I haven’t got all the information. The police don’t seem to know who was there.’


  Harrison folded a letter in front of him carefully, and put it in an envelope as if the operation were some kind of scientific experiment. ‘The police are useless,’ he said. His voice was quiet, almost a whisper, like an old man’s. ‘The only way we can ever defeat these people is by using their own methods.’


  ‘You said that before,’ Sir Jonathan said. ‘I’m not so sure now. There are some things no one should do.’


  The big eyes looked up at him over the envelope, considering him curiously. There was a patronizing smile on the man’s lips, Sir Jonathan noted; not the slightest sign of nerves.


  ‘Come, come, Colonel,’ Harrison said. ‘The man Butler was a hero. He only killed a few bog Irishmen – that’s nothing to be ashamed of. We should recruit more men like him.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ Sir Jonathan said. He felt he was holding himself unnaturally stiff, like a man on parade ground. But it was the only way he could contain his feelings. He said, slowly: ‘If we do, I shall ask Major Butler to help us train them.’


  There was a silence. Harrison did not move for some time. Then, very gently, he put the paper knife down on the envelope in front of him. As the soft fingers moved away from it, Sir Jonathan saw them tremble slightly.


  Harrison’s voice was even more of a whisper than before. He said: ‘I don’t understand you, Colonel. Major Butler is dead.’


  ‘I imagine that is what the Shinners think, certainly,’ Sir Jonathan answered. ‘But if you had got your information from the hospital, you would know that the bullet entered his cheek, just below his left eye, and came out lower down through the back of the neck. It seems to have been fired from above. He may lose the sight of the eye, but it missed the brain. I have just spent some time with him in hospital.’


  ‘And?’


  ‘And for a few moments he was conscious and able to talk. He mentioned you, Mr Harrison.’


  Harrison pushed his chair back and got to his feet. He stood there, a short, ineffectual figure in the grand room, framed in the window with the fine view of Phoenix Park behind. Now he had got up, he seemed uncertain where to go.


  Sir Jonathan strode briskly to the door behind him, and opened it. There were two uniformed military policemen in the corridor outside. Sir Jonathan pointed to Harrison.


  ‘That’s your man, Sergeant,’ he said. ‘It’s a hanging matter, so guard him well.’


  For Andrew the nurses were like angels. Their faces were soft and kind and they had beautiful crisp white caps with high wings on either side. He could see only dimly through one eye, but he always searched their faces anxiously to see if one might look like Catherine. But in fact it didn’t matter, because they brought her to him anyway, in a bottle.


  They tilted up his head very gently on the pillow and fed him with a spoon from the bottle, and then Catherine would come.


  She came to him in his house at Ardmore. The house had been rebuilt and gleamed with new yellow stone, and she walked with him in the early morning across the lawn by the pond, while the southwest breeze blew the mist curling up from the sea, and the tops of the hills came clear. She held his hand and walked with him into the stables, where they talked to the grooms and stroked the noses of the young racehorses he had bred.


  Then, without any change of time, they were in his mother’s bedroom with the Chinese carpet and silken dragons writhing over the bedspread as they had done when he was a child. But he was not a child now and Catherine was his wife, as he had wanted her to be. She lay on the bedspread with her head propped on her elbow, her short bobbed hair hanging loose as she smiled at him, her body quite smooth and naked with the small brown nipples erect as he remembered them. There was a bulge in her stomach that had not been there before, but as he came closer to touch it his eyes became bad again, and he lost sight of her altogether because of the pain in his face.


  It was worse than the pain he had had in the war. It was as though the side of his face were being crushed with giant pincers, and a spike thrust in his eye. The medicine the nurses gave him took it away for a while, but when it came back he could only turn his head feebly from side to side to try to escape, and stare grimly at the cracks in the ceiling. But it brought him back to reality.


  The reality was that he had failed and Collins had won. There would be no money now and no rebuilt Ardmore. If he lived, his face would be uglier than ever before. A target for every Sinn Feiner in the land. An object of revulsion for every woman.


  Sir Jonathan had spoken of taking Catherine home, so she must have escaped from the cellar. Andrew was glad of that, he had never meant to starve her. He wondered if she had got to see her young Sinn Feiner, and when the boy would be hanged. When the boy was dead at last, she might come to her senses, and forget him.


  And then? Would she would want to marry a one-eyed cripple with no home or money or job and a broken face? A man who believed in an Ireland she had rejected and which didn’t exist any more? A man who was prepared to murder again and again for it until he was shot in his turn?


  It hardly seemed likely. But everything about the girl was unpredictable. It was that which gave him hope. Andrew turned his head from side to side, gripped by the pincers of pain, and stared at the cracked hospital ceiling with his one remaining eye. If he stared at it hard enough, he thought, he might see the vision of her face, smiling at him again as she had done in the bed at Killrath.


  He had to believe in her. There was no other reason to live.


  When her father told her Andrew was alive, Catherine left the house. She couldn’t bear it. She didn’t want to know. The words of a poem kept running through her mind and they were the only thing she had left to hold on to now.


  The poem was about Christ, but Catherine did not think of it like that. It had been written by Joseph Plunkett in 1916, on the day before he had been shot as a traitor in Kilmainham Gaol. He had given it to his wife Grace, whom he had married the morning before his death, in his cell. As Catherine walked alone through the rainy streets, the lines echoed in her mind:


  I see His blood upon the rose


  And in the stars the glory of His eyes.


  His body gleams amid eternal snows


  His tears fall from the skies.


  Catherine had stopped going to church during the war, and she was not sure if she could believe in any God after what the world had been through since her childhood. Her prayer this afternoon had sprung more from desperation than belief. Certainly she did not believe in a God who was all-powerful or all-loving. But there must still be some spirit in the universe, responsible for what happened and how people lived and felt. Catherine believed that spirit must be made up of the best and worst actions that people did; the things they gave their lives for and were remembered by.


  Surely that was what Grace Plunkett must have thought when she read the poem that her husband of less than a day had written. Not just that Christ was in the stars and the rain and the snow, but that the spirit of her dead husband was in them also. And that he was part of the spirit of the nation because of the nobility of the way he had lived and what he had done.


  Catherine wanted to believe all that of Sean. She walked in the icy winter rain along Bachelor’s Walk towards the Customs House, and watched the black water of the river glitter in gaslight. It was very late, but she could not stay at home. Only the cold and the rain and the wind were bearable. She thought of all the things she and Sean had done together, and wondered whether he had really loved her as he had said this morning.


  And she wondered whether Sean’s deeds could be thought of as noble in the way that Plunkett’s were, and if he would be remembered as a hero one day in Ireland, and whether that memory would make the world a better place or a worse one.


  His body gleams amid eternal snows


  His tears fall from the skies.


  She had nothing else but the rain to remember him by, not even a lock of hair or a photograph. She stood alone upon O’Connell Bridge until midnight, letting the sleet drive into her face until the bones of her cheeks were quite numb.
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  1


  “LET ME loosen it.”


  “No, Rob. I...” She turned her head slightly but his hand followed, touching her cheek and the ribbons of her white bonnet.


  “It’s a warm day, you know. Let the breeze cool you.”


  The girl sat on the grass at the top of the hayfield, her back arched, her head thrown back slightly to catch the soft summer breeze. The young man knelt beside her, caressing the neck which her posture showed to such advantage. The horses which had brought them here – a dark bay hunter and a chestnut pony – grazed peacefully behind them, near the wood which, the young lovers hoped, shielded them from prying eyes.


  His fingers began to undo the ribbons below her chin. The fingers were careful, rather awkward with the knot, and as she sat still letting him do it Ann felt the blood rush into her face. I am a fool, she thought, I am being used. Then the ribbons came free and Robert smiled at her, his lean freckled face a few inches from hers. The corners of his brown eyes crinkled with amusement.


  “So now ... what do we see?” He lifted the bonnet off her head and embarrassment overcame her. Not being a girl who spent hours dressing, that morning she had simply wound her hair loosely round her head, pushed a pin through it, and tied the bonnet on top. She lifted her hands and felt loose wisps of hair everywhere.


  “No. Let me.” He reached out a hand, to help.


  “‘Tis all right.” She ducked out of his reach. “There’s a pin, here ... somewhere.” She found it, pulled it out, and felt the long thick auburn locks tumble around her shoulders. She shook them free, combed them roughly straight with her fingers, and looked back at him, half-amused, half-ashamed.


  “So. This is the real Ann Carter. A model of high fashion indeed!” He lifted a long tress and let the breeze blow it back. “Do I embarrass you? I’m sorry. It’s beautiful, Ann - you should always wear it like this!”


  “So you could laugh at me.”


  “No. Not laugh at you. Never. It’s more that I mock myself, for being unworthy. Ann, when I am with you, you seem so good, so beautiful, I feel sometimes I have died, and am in Heaven with the angels.”


  She knew his words were blasphemous as well as foolish. Courtier’s words, nonsense - the sort of talk that charmed and frightened her at the same time. No-one in her family would speak like that. But then, that was the thrill of being with him: to dare to play foolish, dangerous games, to say things that should not be said. To let him loosen her hair, call her an angel.


  “And then, to prove it is not so ... “ He bent forward and kissed her. It was the first time that day; in fact, only the fifth time ever. For a moment she responded, just her lips touching his; then, as his arm reached round her waist, she twisted away swiftly and firmly before any more could come of it.


  “If we are in Heaven, Rob, then we must behave like the angels. Sit here beside me and listen to the heavenly music - of the larks, up above us, there!”


  He sat down and she leant back against him, partly to avoid the kiss. But his arm came around her, brushing her breast, and they both thrilled to the unacknowledged touch. For a while they said nothing, listening to the larksong overhead, and the sound of their horses grazing nearby. Ann’s bonnet lay on the grass beside them, and the sinful breeze blew freely through her hair.


  “Perhaps you are right - perhaps we are in Heaven, and do not know it,” she murmured thoughtfully. “I think Heaven must be full of times like this, when we do nothing, and yet are happy. The Saints must live like this.”


  Robert laughed, looking down the valley to the fields far below. “And those sheep, and those yeomen down there - are they in Heaven too?”


  Ann smiled, following his gaze.


  “Those sheep? Oh, they are the holy lambs of God, don’t you see? Poor dumb creatures that never know the temptations of evil, and are happy in their innocence! And the yeomen - they are making hay for the Lord’s granary. Then up there, look - the larks! They are the angels - that’s why their song’s too high and pure for us to ever understand. Listen.”


  She moved away from him and leant back on her elbows, her head back, her auburn hair tumbling over her shoulders, trying to see as well hear the lark that was singing so tumultuously overhead. She found it, lost it, found it again; and then deliberately unfocussed her eyes and let them wander in the depths of the endless blue sky - nothing but blue above her, near and far and forever, until it seemed that her soul was floating out of her body, into the boundless blue of the heavens.


  “But there are joys on earth as well.”


  He bent over her, and she could no longer see the sky. He kissed her neck, softly, under her ear, and then suddenly he was kissing her full on the lips, her head arched backwards, his hand stroking her hair.


  And this time they kissed for a long, long moment, her lips parted, his tongue exploring, in a way she had not known before. She felt her body go limp and fluid, all concentrated in the kiss, as he laid her back gently on the grass, and a thrill went through her as his hand found her breast once again, and slowly, with infinite daring, began to slip inside the bodice. For a long age she lay there, at once completely relaxed and trembling with life, in every moment of time and utterly lost to it; then his thigh began to press on hers, and his hand move down to fumble with her skirts, and slowly, she returned to herself.


  “No, Rob.” She pulled her face away from his and smiled up at him in gentle reproach. But his face, darkening with disappointment, looked so comic and solemn, like a young preacher rather than a cavalier, that she burst out laughing, and then on a sudden impulse pushed him off and rolled him over. Surprised, he fought back, but she was a strong girl and when she had the advantage he found he could not throw her off without hurting her. She held him down, startled and a little scared by her own triumph.


  He did not look amused.


  “What sort of minx’s trick is this? Are you to play the man because you dare not play the woman?”


  “A man, Rob?” The effort of holding his arms down swung her full breasts before his face, and his eyes followed them hungrily. Teasing, she broadened her accent to sound like a proper Devon milkmaid. “No man, squire. But us country maids must save us honour, bein’ as ‘ow there bain’t no gentlemen around to save it for us!”


  “Your honour, indeed!” With a great heave he forced her off, and sat up, brushing the grass off his coat. “Where’s your precious honour in forever leading a man on, and then turning him away, as you do?”


  She was surprised and hurt by the bitter tone in his voice. “Rob, that’s not fair, now! ‘Twas you that come after me outside Beer, and asked to meet again. My father would whip me if he even knew I was with you! You can hardly expect me to - to couple with you here, in full view of the whole county!”


  She gestured down the valley. The wood behind them hid them from the road, but the view in front of them was open. They were sitting in a field of uncut hay at the brow of Colyton Hill, looking down the valley of the river Axe where it meandered its last lazy mile to the sea. Far below them, the methodical ant-like figures of haymakers cut their swathes steadily, their backs burnt brown in the sun. Beyond them, the sea glittered and sparkled in the mid-afternoon sunlight, and two small fishing luggers rocked lazily in the swell. Ann and Robert were out of sight of Colyton, and too far away from the haymakers to be recognised by them even if they were noticed, but nonetheless it was a huge risk for Ann to be alone even talking to a man like Rob, never mind going any further.


  The whole affair was a close secret, which tormented her with guilt as much as it thrilled her with her own daring. She had seen Rob every year of her life, riding through the village with his father, or occasionally attending their church instead of the chapel at Shute Manor. But the first time she had spoken to him was last month, when he had stopped to help her with her pony, which had gone lame. After that, they had met again, apparently by accident at first; or so each would have claimed, had they been asked. But they both took care that such accidents should occur well away from the Puritan folk of Ann’s village; and Ann had spoken of him to no-one in her family.


  One day soon she would be found out, she knew that. Ann trembled at her own daring as she remembered the dreadful sermon old Israel Fuller had preached, at a dissenters’ meeting only last year, about the ‘promiscuous sin and palpable flirtation’ of that ‘horrid Jezebel in our very midst’ who had turned out to be poor Susannah Wilson, whom Israel had caught kissing Jonathan Hoskins in the hayfield one evening. Susannah had had to parade before the whole congregation with her hair cropped, dressed in a white sheet, to acknowledge her guilt. Ann remembered how she had trembled that day; she had not dared to speak to Susannah for months afterwards. Yet Susannah had sinned no more than Ann had this very afternoon.


  At least Jonathan, the boy Susannah had been with, was a sober Puritan dissenter, not the son of a rich Tory lord like Robert Pole. Robert claimed to be no more than a high Anglican, a staunch supporter of the established church, which was all he was, so far as Ann could tell. But she knew that for the fierce Presbyterians and Baptists of her own village, there had never been much difference between an Anglican and a Papist; and none at all since the beginning of this year of 1685, when King Charles had died, and his brother James the Second, an open and avowed Catholic, had become King and Supreme Governor of the Church of England.


  But what concerned young Ann Carter today was neither religion nor politics; it was rather a subtle sense of urgency, of increased seriousness below Robert’s surface gallantry, which she had noticed ever since they had met this afternoon. It was as though for him the initial period of deliciously secret, light-hearted wooing were over, and now he was determined to press her further, perhaps to seduce her in earnest.


  She wondered uneasily if perhaps she had already gone too far. He was nearly five years older than her - that was part of his attraction. But it also added to the danger. She was quite alone and defenceless here. He must have known girls in London who were less strictly brought up than she was - perhaps he expected her to be the same? Yet surely he must know - even while he flattered her by trying - that any serious attempt at seduction was impossible? Or did he?


  She tried to keep her voice light and easy as she spoke again, on that same plane of gentle banter which she so enjoyed with him, because it was so different from the plodding solemnity of most of the young men she knew.


  “So is it your birthday today, my lord, when you can have whatever you want?”


  “I don’t mean just today,” said Robert angrily. “It’s every day, every time we meet. Your everlasting country virtue! Why, in London ...”


  “Yes, say it then! In London you could have had dozens of girls with less trouble. That’s what you mean, isn’t it? Well, why didn’t you? Perhaps you did?”


  Robert flushed, and looked ashamed, suddenly younger than his 23 years - like a schoolboy reminded of a whipping. In the short time she had known him there had been several moments like this; when she sensed some pain beneath the surface, that he wanted her to cure. She wondered if she changed in the same way for him; sometimes she felt shy and awkward as a little girl in his presence, at other times like a mother or elder sister.


  But then, if there had been older women in London, how could they have resisted him when he needed them so much? Perhaps they had not; that was the trouble now.


  “You don’t understand, Annie. It was not ... like that, not exactly. A man can have a gay time with such women, true, but ...”


  “Yes, but ...?” She raised her eyebrows, and shivered inside with guilty delight at the phrase. ‘A gay time’ indeed! What would her father or Israel Fuller say, if they heard a man speak to her like that?


  “But such things are not love. The sort of woman a man meets in London, they are just for the present, for the pleasure of a moment. One says things, but everyone knows they are only a game. Annie, it’s different with you. You’re beautiful, but you don’t play these games. You’re ... you’re real to me, somehow. You know that poem I told you of, the one that begins


  An Age in her Embraces past,


  Would seem a Winter’s day.


  Well, it’s pretty speech, I know, but it means something to me. Time does seem to fly in a winged chariot when we’re together, and limp in leaden boots when we’re apart. It’s as though I have a portrait - a miniature of you in my mind whereever I go. “


  “Oh, Rob ... “ She had not expected this. But the earnest sincerity in the pale brown eyes and bony freckled face made her think that he really did mean it; it was not just part of the role of the sophisticated gallant he so often adopted. As she stared at him, lips parted in surprise, she felt how she had longed for him to say something like that, and how easy it would be to fall into his mood and accept his declaration of love for what it was. But she dared not; it would destroy the delicate game they were playing, which let them meet without hurting each other, without any dangerous results.


  And then, what if he did not mean it? Perhaps the look of secret pain in his eyes was just part of the game he was playing with her - a trick to make her feel sorry for him. She drew her head back with a jolt, feeling herself blush as she did so.


  “That ... was prettily spoken, Rob. You must have made many conquests in London, if you spoke so to your ladies there.”


  As the blood coloured her cheeks, it flooded his with anger.


  “How can you say that? I never spoke so to any woman before! You are cruel, just as I said! You lead me on and laugh at me!”


  “No, Rob, I don’t laugh at you. But don’t you rather laugh at me? You ride back to your fine manor house at Shute, and your soldier friends in London, and tell them of your conquest of a country maid - your fair shepherdess who lifted her skirts for you in a sheepfield for the price of a few fine words, like those ladies of London, who are just for the pleasure of a moment! Even the words you use are not your own, but borrowed from some cavalier poet with fine clothes and waxed moustaches ...”


  She stopped, the confusion of her emotions ending in a sudden storm of tears. And after the tears, remorse, stepping shyly like sunlight after rain. Robert held his tongue and waited. He had seen such bursts of temper before, though he did not understand the reasons for them. If only what she said were true, he thought, he could go and leave her now.


  “The meaning was my own, Ann, even if the words were borrowed,” he said at last, quietly.


  “I know, Rob, I’m sorry.”


  “Then, in the Lord’s name, why do you turn against me? Do I disgust you in some way? Am I not good enough for you?”


  Ann did not answer at first. She looked away from him, across the warm valley to the river, where a small merchant ship was drifting slowly down to the sea. She knew it had to end soon, so perhaps it was best now. The last few weeks had been a wonderful and frightening time for her. It had been wonderful to be admired and courted by a man like Robert Pole, even in secret. When she was with him she felt herself thrill and blossom into life in a way she had never known before; and his stories of London and Holland, the army and the court, and the Italian songs and music played there, had given her a glimpse of a life more varied and exciting than she could ever hope for in Colyton.


  But this made it frightening too, because when she was with Robert she felt herself far away from her staunch Puritan family and upbringing. It was like a dream she sometimes had, in which she was flying, and watched the world of real life from above, going on steadily below without noticing her absence. And like a dream these few weeks had had their own time, in which an afternoon could seem eternal, in time and yet out of it altogether, at the centre of life and yet detached from it. The dream was timeless because it had no past, and no future either, like a bubble floating in air.


  So Ann always knew that sooner or later she would fall, suddenly, sickeningly, down to earth, back into the stern reality of her old life. Perhaps now was the time.


  She turned back to Robert, her voice calm and serious.


  “No, Rob, you don’t disgust me, and yes, you are good enough for me. But I am not good enough for you.”


  “I think I should be the judge of that, not you.” He laughed, and lifted her chin with his finger, pretending to scrutinise her carefully, like a horse he was thinking of buying. “And I say: a little skittish perhaps, and moody, but then I like spirit - you’ll do.”


  She laughed with him, tempted to let the moment pass.


  “Thank ‘ee, my lord, I’m sure. But Rob, ‘tis true, really. Don’t you ever think of it? You’re far too good for me.”


  “I told you ...”


  “Listen, Rob.” The pain in her voice stopped him. “I think - I do believe what you said just now, but ...”


  “But you don’t feel the same.”


  “No! No; ‘tis no matter how I feel, Rob. It isn’t that at all. It’s - it’s what we are that matters, not what we feel. And what we are is going to keep us apart.”


  “What we are is Adam and maiden, man and woman. I don’t see how that should keep us apart - it never did before. Or should I pluck you an apple, first?”


  He bent to kiss her again, but she gave him a brief peck on the lips, and pushed him back.


  “What you are, sir, is Robert Pole, captain in Lord Oxford’s Horse, second son of Sir Courtenay Pole, Lord of Shute Manor and landlord of half this valley. And what I am is plain Ann Carter, eldest daughter of Adam Carter, cloth merchant of Colyton village. No more.”


  “So? I am only Sir Courtenay’s second son, not the first. I shall never be Lord of Shute Manor - my brother will. All I shall inherit is a small house in Chelsea, enough to maintain four or five servants, and my regimental pay. There is no such great gulf as you imagine.”


  “Is there not, Rob?” She paused for a moment, watching his face, to see if he knew how absurd he sounded. But he did not, and so she continued, to hurt him. “Even so, there is another difference. I ... am soon to be betrothed - to Tom Goodchild.”


  “Tom Goodchild! Has he been with you?” Robert flushed, and stood up angrily. “Why, I’ll thrash the cur! I’ll kick him round the village with his own shoes, or stick a rapier in him, like the duke of Monmouth did to the watchman at Whetstone Park, for coming between him and a girl! I’ll ...”


  “No, Rob, no! You mustn’t touch him - you shan’t go near him! You don’t mean it, do you? Promise me!”


  “Betrothed! You betrothed to some poor clod of a shoemaker? A fine fool you make me look! When did this happen?”


  “It hasn’t happened, Rob. I’m not betrothed. It’s just that our families have been agreed for some time - if we’re willing, that is.”


  “If you’re willing! And are you?”


  She looked at him sadly. His pride was hurt so much by this silly thing that was no threat to him at all. In another situation she would have been amused. In this dreamtime of the last few weeks, she had learnt much of his world, but he had learnt nothing at all of hers.


  “That’s not the point, Rob. It’s a matter of who we are. Listen. You would like to - to love me as Adam loved Eve, wouldn’t you? Here, now, this afternoon?”


  “That was my idea. At the least it would be a better way to pass the time than talking of shoemakers.”


  “And, Rob, I’d rather have you for my Adam than any shoemaker. But what would happen afterwards?”


  “Why, nothing. We’d ride home again and ...”


  “And we’d meet again and couple again, and then one day you’d tire of your country maid, and ride back to London to tell stories of me to your regiment.”


  “I wouldn’t tire of you, Annie. It’s not fair to say it.” He knelt down beside her again, his voice low and earnest; it broke her heart to disbelieve him.


  “You would if I were with child.”


  She paused. For once he had no answer to fill the silence.


  “What would you do, Rob, if I were with child?” It was the one question Ann had to know the answer to, in the end; and there was only one magic, impossible answer that could stop her falling, hopelessly, out of her dream and down to the ordinary earth of village life.


  “I would take you to London with me. You could not stay here, of course - I would set you up in a house there, with a maid of your own. I could introduce you to some women I know there, and I could show you the city. We could have a fine time.” The answer came quickly, eagerly. She was surprised at his confidence, at the fact that he had thought of the possibility at all.


  It was not the answer she needed.


  “Until you found someone else to marry.”


  He opened his mouth to protest, but she stopped him. “Rob, I should be a fallen woman - a whore, a painted harlot, abandoned in London. Fallen from grace into a sink of iniquity, as the Reverend Fuller would say. How would you feel about me when you had found a pretty little wife to be Lady Pole in your house in Chelsea; would you think of poor Ann wandering the streets of London with a brace of children, looking for a new lover because she dare not return home to be the disgrace of her family? My father and mother would die of shame! Have you thought of them at all? You have never even met them!”


  “Annie, stop! What is this strange fantasy?” He was shocked, amazed at her response. He put his hand on her shoulder to calm her; she did not push it off, nor did she respond to it. It lay there uneasy, unwelcome, like the sudden silence between them.


  “Annie, you are speaking of a life you do not know. I should not abandon you in London, to be a whore! London is no sink of iniquity, as your Puritan preachers say. You would not be despised for being my mistress. Life is not simple and closed there, as it is here. There are ... bad things, of course, terrible things, but there are so many ways for a man to live, and think - and for a woman, too! Why, there are many women who live openly as men’s mistresses, and are more honoured than despised for it, as they would be here. And the actresses, as I told you, are like queens almost, with a dozen men paying court to them on bended knee after each performance! Nell Gwynne, indeed, was nearer the old king than the real queen was!”


  He paused. His words had not cheered her. Her pale green eyes stared at him bleakly, her rich auburn hair swinging forward loosely around her face. To Ann it no longer felt exciting to have it loose, but only naked, shameful. The wind drifted a wisp of it irritatingly across her lips.


  “And what should I do, Rob, when you went to pay court to these actresses?”


  “Why should I do that? I should have a hard enough time of it, to keep you to myself. As I told you before, there are no women in London to compare with you, for me. I’d fight the first man who said otherwise, or send him to you to beg pardon, on bended knee! Charles Riley did the same, to a fellow who slighted his girl last Christmas, and her beauty is only a matter of patches and powder; she would look like a ghost beside you!” He laughed at the memory.


  “You wouldn’t need to fight them, if it were true,” she murmured. “And should I not upset Charles Riley’s girl, anyway, if she is to be thought of as queen?”


  “Oh, we could come to some arrangement; he could agree to call her a princess only, perhaps?” Robert laughed, delighted at the picture he was conjuring up. “You should have such a fine time, Ann, so much better than the way you live now. We could go to the theatre thrice a week, to see all the plays and dances; and have our friends round at night, to sing and talk and play. And you should have a proper singing master, to train your voice with the best of them. In the summer, as now, we could make up a party to hire a boat and row up the river, singing and playing music - ‘tis lovely in the long evenings, the sound is so clear, in the dusk, and sometimes fellows sing with you as you pass under the bridges. Do you remember the fellow I told you of, with the new fast ship that he calls a yacht, after the one King Charles modelled on the Dutch vessel? We might get him to take us aboard on a race down the Thames, or even across to Holland - you should see what a ship can really do!”


  He paused, and she smiled sadly, thinking of how she loved him when his freckled face lit up with this eager, boyish enthusiasm; and how completely he had missed the point.


  “And to have all this, what should I do?”


  He stroked her cheek, marvelling at what the faint smile did to her smooth skin.


  “Leave your shoemaker, at least.” He leant forward to kiss her, and for a moment she responded, exhausted by the effort of trying to point out problems she herself did not want to think about to a person who did not notice them. Then she pushed him slowly away.


  “I know the type of fellows you mean,” he went on. “They pick up a girl for a week or two, and then send her packing back to her mother when they dislike the tone of her voice, or see a spot on her neck that disgusts them. I am no such heartless philanderer, Ann. If you were my mistress in London, I should honour you as such.”


  “Oh, Rob.” She shook her head, her eyes filled with tears. What should she do with such a proposal, that offered everything, except what all proposals should offer, marriage? She did not know what to say. It was as though to him it was so obvious that marriage for the second son of a Tory landlord would be a business transaction with someone of his own class, that it was quite unnecessary to mention it when talking to her. Perhaps she should feel insulted; but how could she, when he seemed so sincere? But then – of all the girls who believed their lovers to be sincere, how many had been betrayed?


  “Rob, I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure ...”


  “Then say nothing. We’ve had enough serious talk for one afternoon, and I needn’t return to London for two weeks yet. We will meet again, and talk further. And I can’t send you home too serious to your mother, or she will think you have lost your heart to a lobster in Beer, and forbid all fishing trips in future, for fear your children will be born shellbacked like the king’s pikemen, with great claws to maul the enemy!”


  She laughed; she could not help it, though the joke was about children, the one thing she could not avoid, if she went with him. But he put his arm round her, and she laughed much longer than the poor joke warranted; for she was laughing with relief that the dream, from which she had thought she had fallen, had not ended after all.


  She had tried to return to the real world, but it would not have her; she had confronted him with all the real and sensible objections, and still the absurd, deliciously tantalising idea that she might be his mistress and go to London was faintly, ridiculously possible.


  One day, very soon, she would have to decide. But today she had tried, and failed, and so, oddly, was still free.


  She had reached a moment in her life when she was young and beautiful; every step away from this moment was likely to lead to a trap of some sort, to complications, ugliness and compromise. And so she laughed, until Robert was not sure whether she was laughing or crying, and lifted her head to see; and was overwhelmed with such a mixture of kisses and tears that he was more puzzled than before.


  In his confusion he managed to frown and smile at once in the way that so endeared him to her. He held her close, at once loving her more and understanding her less than ever.


  2


  THEY WALKED their horses to the end of the ridge, and then Robert mounted and rode down the western side of it, out of sight of Colyton. As he rode away a couple of boys from the town ran out of the woods with their dog. Ann flushed because they might have seen her and Robert together; but they said nothing, and ran off down the hill towards the road.


  Ann stayed a moment longer, admiring the view before descending into the valley. She breathed deeply, savouring the salt sea breeze which caressed her face and lifted her long, loose hair from her shoulders. Then, reluctantly, she began to wind it up and put on her bonnet before climbing into the saddle. The sun was low in the sky behind her, and as she fiddled with the pin she could see the long shadows of herself and her pony stretching homeward on the grass before them. Below her, the smoke of the cooking fires drifted over the roofs of Colyton. She felt how small and insignificant the little town looked from up here, and yet how large and all-enveloping it seemed when she was in it.


  She wondered if it was tact or fear that had prompted Robert to return to Shute by the long, circuitous route to the north and west, instead of riding directly through the town. Whichever it was she was glad of it, for he was not popular there, and it would have been hard to disclaim meeting him had she returned by the same road. And from that, gossip might spread like a plague.


  For although she thought of Colyton as a town, it was like a village in the way that its 1500-odd inhabitants knew the intimate details of each other’s lives from the cradle to the grave. A secret such as hers, once out, would be common knowledge in a day, muttered busily over back fences by wrinkled, toothless grandmothers, whispered in hushed delight among a shocked flurry of girls around the pump. Only she, and her parents, might not know folk knew, until the knock on the door by the stern hand of the preacher.


  Up here, in the clean air of the country, she felt safe. For the eyes of Colyton looked inwards, with a town’s blindness to the world outside. Most of the inhabitants of the little houses clustered around the striking eminence of their church quite literally could not see any more from their windows than their neighbours’ houses across the way; but their indifference to the country spread further than that. Though there were farms on the outskirts, and a miller and a butcher and blacksmith and common labourers, most of the folk of the little town did work that brought the country to them, not them to the country. They bought their raw materials, leather and wool, from the country; but it was in their own homes and shops that they made it into goods for sale. The town was peopled by craftsmen. There were tanners, saddlers, glovemakers, shoemakers – all the variety of leatherworkers who transformed the skin of cows, goats and pigs into jackets, harness, gloves and footwear all kinds, from the supple leather thighboots that Robert wore for riding, to the ordinary everyday shoes of the working poor. There were woolworkers too, transforming the wool as it came into the town from the smooth hills around the valley, in all the complex operations that took it from the sheep’s back to the man’s – the outworkers who combed and carded the fleeces, and spun them into thread on the hundreds of spinning wheels around the town; the weavers who worked the thread at the great looms in their own homes; the fullers who pressed and cleansed the cloth between the great rollers of their fulling mills by the river; the dyers who dyed it and chopped it into rolls to sell to the tailors, who cut it and stitched it to fit their customers’ backs.


  At the beginning and end of this process came the merchants, like Adam Carter, Ann’s father. He was only a small merchant; to the grander men of the great cloth trading towns of Exeter and Taunton he was no more than an errand-boy, the humble carrier his name implied. But he was necessary too, a vital cog in the great machine of the commonwealth. Throughout the year cloth was carried on the backs of his old, long-suffering pack-horses to the tailors and merchants of the larger towns of the West; and he would return with bales of wool from the outlying farms, or luxury ironware and other items not made in Colyton. He earned his profit by the exercise of his own legs, and the good name he had among those who knew him.


  Thus he saw more people and places than men who spent all their lives in one town. Strong Puritan though he was, he knew that opinions were not everywhere the same.


  From where she watched, Ann might have seen the tiny figures of her father and brother and their line of pack-horses returning along the road from Honiton, had they not been obscured by a line of trees. But this would not have worried her. Even if she had known the two little boys and their dog had entered the river at the ford by Heathayne Farm, and were splashing downstream towards the bridge which Adam would have to cross, she would not have worried overmuch. Boys of that age were more interested in fishing and fighting than talk, and her father had usually more on his mind than the chatter of children. So, after a deep breath and a last look over the wide, saucer-shaped valley towards the sea, she nudged her pony easily down the slope towards the town.


  Adam and Simon had been away for three days, and were glad to be nearing home. They trudged steadily down the dusty road from the north, each leading two horses heavily laden with bales of wool. Every few minutes they had to pull the animals’ heads away from the rich grass which they longed to crop in the middle of the road, and the tall cow parsley and foxgloves at the roadside.


  It was easy to see that they were father and son. They shared the same lean, spare frame, straight short hair and restless hazel eyes, and a solemn, earnest look that their faces habitually relaxed into in repose. Adam’s face was deeply lined and wrinkled by the weather, and as he walked he held himself straight, as short men often do, giving the impression of a man whose strength was only gained by constant physical exertion.


  Simon was still very much a boy beside his father, for all his seventeen years. He was slightly built, hardly taller than his sister, with little suggestion yet of the hard, sinewy strength of his father. Ann had inherited the stronger, athletic build of her mother’s family, so that for most of their childhood she had been able to dominate her younger brother physically. As he grew older he had come to resent this intensely, as though it were a slight on his manhood; and so, in contrast to her relaxed, sometimes mocking manner, he had been forced to seek his own personality in a stubborn, religious earnestness quite alien to the rest of the family.


  It was this fanaticism of Simon’s that was occupying Adam’s mind now. In Taunton they had heard of yet another raid by rich Anglicans on a dissenting family’s house, and for much of the afternoon they had been discussing this news. Simon was still bitter about it.


  “It is a mockery, to think of sitting in church with such men, after what we have heard now,” he insisted, his young, slightly nasal voice pitched high to carry to his father as he trudged a dozen paces ahead.


  For many years it had been compulsory for everyone to attend services in the church of England, and take communion there once a month, whatever they thought of the vicar’s doctrines. The young vicar of Colyton, William Salter, was a loyal Anglican disliked by nearly all his puritan congregation. After the compulsory service each Sunday, most of them trooped away to meet for true worship in Israel Fuller’s secret conventicle in the hills.


  Adam sighed, turning his head slightly to speak over his shoulder. “And how is that different from before? It has always been a mockery for us to go to church against our will. But we go for all that, to keep the peace. There are virtues in peace, too, you know.”


  “Grandfather didn’t think so! He would never have stood for it - in his day we would have had our own preacher in the church, instead of that blasphemer Salter! Then such men would have heard the wickedness of their sins from the pulpit, instead of being praised there, as they more likely will be!”


  “You’ll hear ‘em damned for it, clear enough, in the conventicle.” Not for the first time Adam turned his face resolutely forward, hoping his son would let the matter rest. He knew, better than Simon, the truth of what had happened in the boy’s grandfather’s time, and how near such times were to coming again. Every year he cleaned and oiled his father’s musket, and put it back on the cellar wall where it had hung since the siege of Lyme in the Civil War. Adam had been a boy in Cromwell’s time, when the Anglican vicar had been ejected from the church in Colyton, and the dissenters had appointed their own man, John Wilkins, instead. The Restoration had changed the vicar, but not the views of his congregation.


  “If there still is a conventicle. If we don’t strike back soon, they’ll find it and burn it down, like they did in Taunton!” Simon’s insistent, bitter whine pursued his silent father.


  But what the boy said was true enough. Secret worship in a conventicle was becoming a dangerous thing. Only last year the dissenting cloth workers in Taunton had had their meeting houses burnt down by their mayor, Stephen Timewell, and had been thrown into jail until they swore the oath of allegiance. With a new Catholic King, James II, many feared that this was only the first of a holocaust of such fires that would sweep across England as they had done under the last Catholic monarch, Bloody Mary. The battered, dog-eared, well-thumbed copy of Foxe’s Boke of Martyrs on Adam’s shelf, which told of Queen Mary’s record of burning men and women at the stake, had belonged to his father and grandfather before him; and Simon had read it with the same fascinated horror that Adam remembered from his own youth.


  At least while Charles II had been King, Adam thought, there had been some sort of balance. But the coronation of his openly Catholic brother James presented a terrible threat to all such dissenting communities, for whom the pomp and surplices of the Church of England were unbearable. Simon’s scorn for the Anglican church only reflected the spirit of the community from which he came. The new vicar of Colyton, William Salter, was only a young man in his early twenties. Since his appointment a few months ago, the dissenting preacher, Israel Fuller, had begun holding informal meetings and Bible readings in the village churchyard itself, as a deliberate challenge to the young vicar’s authority. So far the vicar had done nothing, for Israel was a formidable man, with a terrifying insight into the weaknesses of others and an encyclopaedic knowledge of the scriptures. But some conflict would come soon, and the thought of it was unwelcome to Adam.


  God knew, he did not wish for strife; he had enough trouble in his own family. He paused in his stride, letting his horses snatch a mouthful of grass until Simon came up with him. Adam’s voice, when he spoke, was dry, quiet, reasonable.


  “Nonetheless, Simon, it is for those of your age especially to remember how easy it is to make a show of one’s anger to no purpose, other than inflaming the rage of authorities. Think how little was achieved by our brethren in Taunton against the mayor, despite all their furious protestations. Without a proper organization ....”


  “So you would have us turn the other cheek, and bid them strike again!” Simon glared at his father scornfully. “But father , how much longer ...”


  “If such forbearance was good enough for the Son of God, then surely it may suffice for a son of mine!” Adam stared his son down, closer than he realised to being in the grip of rage himself. “If plain insolence is to be the result of my taking you with me to learn your trade, I shall be forced to conclude that you are still a child, not fit to be abroad in the world of men!”


  “I ... I’m sorry, father. I did not mean ...” Simon looked down, abashed, with a muttered apology; but not before Adam had seen that momentary spark in his son’s eyes that he knew every father must see sometime - the spark of the growing man who will not be rebuked any more, but must decide what he does for himself. And though this time Simon gave ground, the moment of defiance shocked his father, so that the rebuke came harsher, without forgiveness.


  “I know full well what you meant, Simon, and I have heard enough of it for one afternoon! Now let us finish the rest of our journey in peace, so that we at least reach home with a semblance of Christian harmony.”


  Simon said nothing, and fell behind obediently. But as Adam trudged silently ahead, leading his string of weary horses the last dusty mile to the town, he felt his son’s defiant eyes boring into his back, and knew that the incident was not over. Though he held himself straight and vigorous as ever, he felt a weakness tremble through his limbs that was nothing to do with weariness, and an apprehension that grew with every step he took nearer home.


  For Adam Carter had suffered most of his life from two secret fears, which had etched deep lines into his soul as well as his face. And the more the present talk of strife and rebellion grew, the more likely his fears were to be discovered.


  The first fear was, that he was a coward.


  Twenty years ago, he had been in Taunton for the fair with his younger brother Roger. They had fallen in with a recruiting sergeant come to enrol soldiers for Cromwell’s war against the Dutch. Adam, drunk with the ale the man had bought, had taken the shilling and given his name, glorying in the thought of adventure. But that night, as the beer wore off, he had been visited by horrible nightmares of himself crawling slowly home across Holland, legless and bleeding from the stumps like a Civil War cripple he had once seen in Lyme. He had woken, sweating, such a pitiable wreck that his brother Roger, who shared his room, had agreed to answer to Adam’s name and go instead. Yet Roger, unlike Adam, was betrothed to be married. So Adam had stayed at home, feeling like an imposter, and tried guiltily to comfort his brother’s betrothed, Ruth, with tales of the glory that would come to her when Roger returned home a hero.


  And then the news had come back that Roger had died of an infected wound.


  Ever since then Adam had despised himself for a coward. Whenever he heard older men speaking of the great deeds of the men of Taunton and Lyme in the Civil War, or of Cromwell’s fights against the Spaniards and Irish, he sat silent, wondering if he himself would have dared to fight at all. Sometimes he looked at his father’s old musket, and tried to imagine using it; but usually his hands began to sweat and he found himself praying for peace instead - peace at any price. But often - increasingly often now - he felt that such prayers were not heard; or worse than that, were heard and despised by God.


  This was his second fear, that had grown from the first, and which obsessed him more and more. Adam feared that he might be damned. The Calvinist doctrine of the Presbyterians was clear and uncompromising on this: there were the Elect, who would be saved and sit on the right hand of the Lord, and the damned, who would burn in Hell. It was assumed that the Elect could be seen by their open worship of the true religion, and the godly prosperity the Lord would help them achieve in worldly affairs; but these were only appearances, and if one was damned in spite of them, nothing could be done. The damned were predestined to Hell.


  It was not a fear that one could share or discuss. He worshipped regularly, led his family in prayer and Bible-reading, prospered in his worldly affairs - no-one would suspect the lonely desolation in his heart. And yet at times that desolation would have swamped him entirely had it not been for one private vow he had made - to himself, since God would not hear him - which was, that whatever happened to him, his family should never suffer by it. He was still a Christian, though damned. He did not see how they could hold up their heads in the tight little religious community of Colyton, if their father should proclaim his damnation by turning to drink or dissipation, or in any way neglecting to perform the duties of a godly Puritan husband and father.


  So he carried on, prospering steadily and earning the respect of his neighbours - even of Ruth, his brother Roger’s former betrothed, who had married his friend, John Spragg. Sometimes Adam forgot his fears for days, even weeks on end. It was easy in times of peace. But recently, the talk of war and rebellion had returned, worse than ever; nearly every week there was a new rumour, like the one they had heard today. Then his fear of cowardice returned. If a war came, he would be despised, and would despise himself, if he feared to fight alongside his friends. He thought about it nearly every day. And always there was that disrespectful, challenging spark in his son’s eyes, peering into his very soul ...


  Once or twice, in the last few months, he had caught himself being unusually irritable with Ann or Simon, and seen his wife looking at him strangely. He had explained himself by saying that the children were going through a particularly difficult time, which was true enough; but afterwards he had sat alone in his chair by the fire, wondering if he were breaking his vow, and showing his despair. Or if, perhaps, he was losing control of himself because God had lost interest in him.


  One of the horses stopped, and snorted angrily as a dog came running up onto the road from under the bridge of the river Coly. It stood there in the dust, shaking its fur until the water sprayed off it making a fan in the evening sunlight like the tail of a peacock. Then it came up to Adam, enthusiastically wagging its tail. Two little boys came noisily out of the stream after it.


  “Good day, Mr Carter! Sorry ‘bout Methuselah! Come here, Methuselah, you stupid beast! You’m scarin’ they ‘orses!” One boy grabbed the dog by its collar and lugged it protestingly aside. Adam calmed the horse, and smiled, grateful for the interruption to his thoughts.


  “What you been doing down there, boys? Swimming?”


  “No; fishing, s’posed to be. But there’s not much chance of catching anything with a dog like this around. He tries to jump in and bite ‘em!”


  “‘Tis useless taking a dog fishing,” agreed Adam. “You should send him after rabbits.”


  “We did, afore,” said the other boy. “Up over Colyton Hill, yonder. Seed your daughter Ann, Mr Carter, with young lord Pole from Shute House. Proper fine horse he were riding. Didn’t get no coneys though.”


  “My Ann? With Robert Pole? What were they doing?”


  “Just talking, Mr Carter, nothing more. We didn’t see ‘em long. Hey! Come back here, you stupid cur!” The dog dashed off under the bridge, and the boys ran after it, laughing and trying to push each other into the water.


  Adam stood for a moment, thinking, while Simon came up to him with the other horses.


  “That devil Pole talking to Ann? What would he be wanting with her?”


  “Talking to a pretty girl, I expect. No more’n that.” Adam’s voice was quiet, almost sleepy after the sharp bitterness of his son’s, betraying none of the anxiety of his thoughts.


  “Then he can talk to other girls than Ann, can’t he? Didn’t I say he’d be treating us in Colyton like he did them in Farway, next? When’s he going to raid our house? She should have spit in his eye!”


  “She probably doesn’t know that story yet, Simon, no more than we know what she said. Why don’t you keep your temper till we find out?”


  Once more he frowned at the thin, intense face of the boy, and then pulled the lead horse’s head out of the grass and tramped forward over the bridge, leaving Simon to follow him.


  Adam felt even less calm inside than before. The thought of Ann talking to Robert Pole fitted disturbingly well into the puzzle that he and his wife Mary had been trying to solve over the last few weeks. It was not only Simon’s growing defiance that was threatening to disturb that ‘semblance of Christian harmony’ which he and his wife tried so hard to preserve. Always volatile, Ann’s moods recently had changed from hour to hour like a March day - now snow, now wind, now sun - reflecting some turmoil in her emotions that her parents could not fathom. At one moment as distant as a stranger, the next she was as embarrassingly close as a foundling, needing more love and attention than the two-year-old Oliver. And then there was the outward vanity of this new interest in clothes, and curling her hair. Adam was a kind, easy-going man compared to most, who had never lifted a hand to his wife and rarely flogged his children, but more than once in the last few weeks he had debated whether it were not his duty to beat this vanity out of his daughter before it put undue temptation in some devil’s way.


  He had not done so in part because he was afraid to show his own irritability. And also Mary, his wife, playing on his own softness for Ann, had talked him out of it. If she was not worried, Adam had thought, there was still some hope. For Mary Carter was a Puritan of the best kind, who judged people not from scripture or outward show, but from her own earthy common sense.


  Adam smiled at the thought of returning home to her. A tall, apple-faced woman, she always wore the same plain brown woollen dress, long white apron and coif, which was all she thought any woman needed to cover her. Mary Carter did not regard fine clothes as evil, in the way many Puritan women did who could feel their secret attractions; she simply thought of them as something that was fine for other people but irrelevant for herself. And so when Ann had begun looking in the mirror, curling her rich, auburn hair, and altering dresses this way and that, Mary Carter had minded much less than her husband had expected; and since he left it all in her hands, it had continued unchecked.


  But now, if there were more to Ann being seen with Robert Pole than merely a chance meeting on the road, it clearly had to be stopped. Quite apart from the story he and Simon had heard about Robert Pole in Taunton, there was only one reason Adam could think of why a great lord’s son would want to get to know a poor carrier’s daughter, and that was not an honourable one. He felt the sweat of the day cold on his body at the thought.


  He knew he should not pre-judge her. Perhaps it had been only a chance meeting, perhaps the recent flightiness of her emotions had been caused by nothing more than Tom Goodchild’s proposal of marriage. ‘Yes, that must be it,’ Adam muttered to himself, as he and Simon unloaded the horses in the stables behind his house. ‘Lord, let it be so.’


  Though he believed God seldom heard him, Adam found himself praying silently in his mind, as he did more and more often these days. He turned the horses out to grass in the meadow behind the house, and watched as the weary pack-beasts suddenly found the energy to flick their heels and run a little before turning to eat their hay.


  The sun dropped slowly behind the woods on the hills to the west, casting the valley into shadow. He felt no answer to his prayer.


  3


  ADAM CAME into the great kitchen where the family cooked and ate and spent most of their time. He kissed his wife and greeted his younger daughters, Rachel and Sarah. Little Oliver ambled up to him with a sticky wooden spoon in his mouth, and Adam picked him up, smiling. As he carefully guided the honey-covered spoon away from his hair, he watched Ann cautiously, anxious to gauge her mood before he said anything. But she seemed sunny and blithe enough as she came over to kiss him, if a little withdrawn, and Adam relaxed with Oliver into one of the two straight-backed wooden armchairs by the wall, enjoying the smell of the fresh mackerel sizzling over the embers of the great cooking fireplace, and watching Mary cut the bread on the huge trestle table that dominated the room.


  They had the windows open to let out some of the heat from the fire. The sounds of cooking, the crackle and spit of fat in the pan, mingled with the loud evensong of a thrush in the back garden, perched on the top branches of an apple tree where the sunlight still bathed him in gold. It was darker in the kitchen than outside, though still too early to light the tallow dips, and the soft gloom was restful to eyes that had all day been crinkled against the sun.


  But if Adam was prepared to wait a little before disturbing the peace with the news he had heard from the small boys, Simon was not. It was not the only piece of disturbing news he had heard that day, and he could not bear to keep quiet and wait for his father to speak.


  “I hear you’ve had some fancy company this afternoon, then,” he said loudly, as Ann walked past him.


  Ann stiffened, and stopped in her walk to put the wooden plates on the table. “You talking to me?”


  “Yes, you. Just as you was out talking to Robert Pole, I hear.”


  “And where did you hear that?”


  “A little bird. ‘Tis true, isn’t it?”


  The little boys, Ann thought. It would be foolish to deny it; that would make things worse. She forced herself to relax, and carried on laying out the flat wooden plates.


  “And if it is true, what of it? I only met him on the road, and spoke of the weather.”


  “Spoke of the weather indeed! And did yer fine lord tell ‘ee where ‘e was to last Wednesday evening, then?” Simon deliberately broadened his accent, knowing how it irritated her.


  “No, he didn’t. Should he have?”


  “‘Tidn’t much to brag of. Only that ‘e was over to Throckmorton’s house, in Farway, ransacking it in the King’s name in search of arms. And Judith Throckmorton nearly come to bed with child, too — ‘twas a wonder ‘er didn’t lose it, with your fine friends all stomping round the place with their pistols and swords in their hands.”


  “That’s not true! Who told you such lies?” Ann tossed her head back and looked at her brother for the first time, haughty, defiant. A wisp of hair escaped from her bonnet and she pushed it back, irritably, out of sight.


  “‘Tis true enough, Ann,” broke in their father, his voice firm and serious. “We had it straight from Will Stapley, the head groom over there, who was in Taunton to see the saddler.”


  Ann felt a shiver along her spine. The story was likely enough. Robert’s father was a magistrate, and there had been many such stories in the past month in the West Country. The magistrates were afraid that the Duke of Monmouth might land, and were searching the houses of those they suspected of being ready to support him against the King. Only she had not thought of Robert, pistol in hand, hammering on the door of someone’s house in the evening.


  Her mother was indignant. “‘Tis proper shameful, to fright a poor maid so! Her first child, too! She didn’t miscarry, did she, Adam?”


  “Not by the time Will left, anyhow,” replied her father. “No thanks to her visitors, though. Will says they even poked under her bed with their swords — though what they found there wasn’t worth seeking for!”


  Little Sarah giggled, but Ann did not.


  “How do you know ‘twas Robert Pole, then? I’m sure he wouldn’t do such a thing.”


  “‘Course he would!” Simon burst out. “He’s a soldier, isn’t he? Or do you know him better than that?”


  “No, of course not. Only — he seemed a nice gentleman enough.”


  “Nice gentleman, indeed!” Simon pursued his advantage. “Anyways, Will saw him. He’ll be around here one evening next! Come on, Ann — what did you tell him about us? What was he asking? Didn’t he ask a lot of questions about Colyton folk?”


  Ann smiled. That at least she was sure about. “Of course he didn’t, Simon. What would he want to know about us for?”


  Her smile infuriated Simon. “About our being ready to rise and arm and throw out idolaters like him, that’s what! About ...”


  “Simon!” Their father’s voice snapped sharply, like a whipcrack. His gaze subdued his son, who looked sullenly down at the table. Ann looked from one to the other of them, seeking the reason for the outburst and its sudden end. Was it that Simon had insulted Robert, or ... the look had seemed to carry more than that, as though Simon had been about to betray a secret known only to the men.


  She had heard some of the rumours that had been abroad in the past few weeks. The militia had been called out in Taunton and Exeter because it was feared that King Charles’s illegitimate son, the Duke of Monmouth, would return to England with an army from Holland to oppose his uncle, King James; but there had been such rumours many times over the past few years, which had come to nothing. They did have a gun in the house, of course, but only her grandfather’s old matchlock musket, which had been there all her life without being used. So was there more, this time, that she did not know? The sudden, unexpected silence upset her. Did they really believe she could not be trusted, that she would betray them - her family - to Robert Pole?


  Her mother looked as surprised and upset as she was. “What’s this about arms? Simon? Adam? For the love of God, you’re not involved in any plot, are you?”


  “No, Mary, calm yourself.” Adam bent his head and tickled little Oliver in the tummy, to distract him from the tension in the room. “‘Tis only the boy’s tongue running away with him, from hearing ‘prentices talk of the pride of the militia in Taunton. No more.” He turned sternly to Simon. “And I would not have my son abusing other men as idolaters, unless he has proof that they follow the church of Rome.”


  “Robert Pole is no Papist!” said Ann, indignantly. “You know that, Simon. You saw him in Colyton church last Sunday. And ...”


  “That proves nothing. So do many Papists go to church, to stay within the law and keep their offices. But what he does at home’s another matter.”


  “Why, that’s no different to us, then,” said Ann. “For all you know, he might as well be a Baptist or a Presbyterian like us, and go to a conventicle in secret!”


  “Simon, I have said before that I will not have you abuse other men without proof,” said Adam, from the chair where he sat with Oliver. “Do you have any reason, other than the malice in your heart, to accuse any member of the Pole family of Papacy?”


  Simon looked less abashed than hurt, as though his father was betraying him by his blind refusal to admit the obvious.


  “What would he be searching honest folk’s houses for then, looking for arms that might help the Duke of Monmouth rid us of a Papist King? What if the Poles came here?”


  Adam was silent - only for a moment, for the time it took for Ann to realise that the thrush outside had stopped singing, and for her younger sister Rachel to take the fish off the fire because they were burning; but it was long enough for Mary Carter to feel fear turn like a knife in her stomach.


  “Adam Carter! What is the truth behind all this talk?” She moved forward suddenly, to look closely into her husband’s face, and almost knocked over Rachel, who was carrying the pan from the fire. “What arms could Robert Pole find here, if he did come to search this house?”


  “My father’s old musket, that he used against the King in his time. No more. You know that as well as I do, woman.” Adam looked back at her for a long moment, his lined face tense, determined, defiant. He felt his hand trembling, and gripped the edge of the chair to stop it.


  Mary searched his face for the safety of her family. It was an answer about more than muskets.


  “Mummy! I’m hungry! Can we have the fish now?” Little Sarah broke the silence by banging her knife on the table. Mary Carter sighed, and the tension eased slightly.


  “Yes, if your father will thank God for what He has given us.”


  The family sat on the long wooden benches around the table and bowed their heads as Adam said grace, and then for a while they ate in silence, cutting the mackerel off the bone with their knives and putting the slippery pieces on slices of bread to eat. Rachel boned the fish for Oliver, and pushed away the cat which had crept up under him, hoping for pieces to fall to the floor. Then Ann lit the tallow dips, and Sarah began a story about a pedlar who had spilt a sackful of candles at the top of Market Street, so that people had had to jump and skip to get out of the way as they came rolling down the hill, and for a while the family atmosphere eased.


  When the table had been cleared, their father read to them from the Bible. They prayed together, as they always did, and then the younger girls and little Oliver went up to bed. Mary went upstairs to see to them, and after a moment Adam Carter turned to his son.


  “Simon, if you would forgive me, I feel I must speak to your sister alone. There is my study, if you wish to read.”


  Simon looked surprised, but got to his feet. “No, thank you father. I had thought to take a walk down to the bridge, before sleeping.”


  Ann watched him go out, and then turned her eyes to her father, with a bold, innocent curiosity, quite at odds with the nervous flutter in her stomach. How much did he really know? Her father was thought of as a kind man, yet few in the stern village community would have blamed him taking his belt to her, had they known of her behaviour with Robert that afternoon.


  He glanced at her, then lit his long clay pipe with a spill from the fire, frowning as he sought for words.


  “Ann, I would not have you set too much store by what your brother said tonight, but yet there was a grain of sense in it. I trust you did not speak to Robert Pole about our religion, nor about what you may have heard said in this house, and others, concerning the King.”


  “Why no, father, of course not.” She blushed furiously, taken by surprise. “We did not speak of such things. And if he were to try to use me as a spy, as Simon said, I think I should have enough sense to see it.”


  “I hope you would.” Adam paused, the ruddy firelight flickering on his lean, solemn face. His eyes sought hers, and held them. “I hope too, that no more has passed between you, but honest talk on the highway.”


  “Why no, father.” Her eyes widened slightly, in surprised innocence, and stared back at him, look for look. Yet she felt the blush prickling her cheeks, and was glad of the disguise of the firelight.


  “He has made no improper suggestions then, nor met with you alone?” The words came hard and stern; Adam Carter loved his daughter dearly, but he knew her too well to fully trust those wide, innocent green eyes. Just as they had so often beguiled him to spare the rod when she was younger, so he could easily see how they might have tempted a young cavalier like Robert Pole, well used to getting what he wanted, especially from women.


  “No, father, he has not.” But she could not hold his gaze; she looked away from him into the fire, her face half-hidden by the red glow of her hair. “Well, not really improper.”


  “Ann, tell me. Remember, a lie endangers your immortal soul.”


  She knew it, and trembled within – an icy shiver that started from her stomach and spread through all her limbs, leaving her cold and desperate and a little distant from herself, so that she watched her own seemingly nervous, blushing reply critically, as though it were a performance.


  “It was … it was not really improper, father, only … he did ask if I would ride a little along with him. But I didn’t go, and he took my refusal most gentlemanlike. I … I think he meant no harm by it.”


  “And that was all? You didn’t go?”


  “No, father.”


  “Then no harm’s done.” He looked at her steadily for a moment, silent. She saw herself through his eyes – calm now, no longer blushing, hands modestly clasped on her lap, able to face him again with those wide, innocent eyes, and then look away, humbly, towards the fire. The performance would do – if only this terrible flutter did not keep returning to her stomach.


  “I’m glad, then. For you know, Ann, he is far above us in wealth and position, and his opinions and those of his family are not shared by most men of this village. And we live in times when men’s opinions may easily lead to blows – ‘tis not every man who will submit peaceably to having his house searched and his wife disturbed by some whipper-snapper with a magistrate’s warrant in one hand and a pistol in the other!”


  “Oh, father, I can hardly believe it of him! To disturb a woman in childbed, in her own house – surely there must be some mistake?” She hesitated, realizing that the concern in her voice was too sincere. “I mean only, he seemed so gentlemanlike and fair-spoken, I couldn’t imagine it of him.”


  “Fair-spoken to you perhaps, when he was trying to beguile a pretty girl by the road-side; but he is a soldier, Ann, and such rude violence is part of the everyday life of such men. Oh Ann, I do believe he has beguiled you too, with his fair words and handsome clothes – ‘tis true, isn’t it, girl?”


  She looked down shyly, the picture of modesty. “Perhaps, a little, father. He did seem a fine man, and not at all unmannerly.”


  “Ann, my dear, that’s how they all seem, when they want something of a maid! And you mustn’t think I’d be set against the lad, for all his Tory ways, if the Lord was to see fit to send him to me to ask permission to make my daughter a lady in Shute manor. ‘Twould be a fine thing, for the daughter of a humble mercer and carrier, with a bit of trade and a few pack-horses to his name. But that’s not what he has in mind, my girl, is it now?”


  For a moment there had been a slight shy hope in his voice, far behind the firm, fatherly kindness and worldly wisdom. She looked away from him, into the embers of the fire.


  “No, father, I suppose not.” For a second she wished she could respond to his kindness and that shy hope, and tell him the truth about her love for Robert and his plans, and the temptation she felt … But she knew he would be appalled at their shamelessness, and certain that Robert was trying to trick her by offering even so much. And - wouldn’t he be right?


  “So if you should happen to see him again, give him a cool answer and pass by. ‘Twill save you a lot of trouble in the end. And in any case, there be better men nearer home.”


  “Yes, father.”


  “You know that Tom Goodchild came to see me, some days ago, to ask my permission to pay court to you?”


  Ann did not move, but her heart began to beat hard against her ribs. To lie by showing any interest in Tom would get her out of the danger of one trap into another. And yet it was a trap that, three weeks ago, she would have longed for.


  Adam persisted. “Has he spoken to you of it yet?”


  “He has asked me to wear his ring.”


  “Has he, by Heaven! Then you’re a lucky girl! But where is it? You aren’t wearing it.”


  “I ... I told him I wasn’t sure. I think ... perhaps I’m too young.”


  “Too young? Nonsense, girl! Why, your mother and I were having the banns read when she was younger than you! She was scarce your age when you were born!”


  “What’s this, Adam? Talk of our wedding? That’s a good many years past, now.”


  They both looked up to see Mary Carter come in from the stair door. She sat down on a bench by the table, smoothed her crumpled apron over her skirts, and looked at them expectantly, a soft smile crinkling her round rosy face in the firelight. Ann realized it was nearly dark outside now.


  “You remember I told you Tom Goodchild had spoken for Ann, Mary, to be betrothed to her. But the silly maid says she’s too young!”


  “I’ve not refused him, mother,” Ann said hurriedly. “Only asked him for time to think.”


  “Poor lad. I should have thought you’d have had time to think already – all these years going round with him and playing together.”


  “But … that was just play and friendliness, mother. I know you were married at my age, but I do feel young, somehow, to have my own house and care for a husband and children. Did you not feel so?”


  “‘Twas all I ever wanted, girl.” Her mother’s voice was puzzled. “Of course, we had some hard times, especially when you were in the cradle and I was carrying Simon, but so do all young mothers. ‘Tis only part of growing up.”


  “But if you don’t feel you are ready for it?”


  “Now, Ann, this is some strange Pride to be striven against,” Adam said firmly. The ritual of confession to a Catholic priest had long been abolished, but the rigorous purging of sin from other men’s souls had been taken over and strengthened by the Puritans. Adam knew it was his duty to care for his daughter’s soul as well as for her body, whatever the state of his own might be.


  “Do you feel yourself different, or better than other women, in some way? Or is it that Tom Goodchild is no longer good enough for you?”


  “No, father, of course it’s not that, but …”


  “You can cook well enough, can’t you, and sew and spin and wash clothes? You know how to keep house and care for babies. And it’s not as though Tom were a man from another town, who would take you away from your friends and family. You have known and loved him since you were babes together. So how can it not be Pride, when the Lord favours you with an offer from such a man as this? A godly man, prosperous, well thought of by all? Answer me that!”


  “I didn’t say I had refused him, father. It’s just that … I know he’s a good man, as you say, and I couldn’t hope for better – but I’m not sure if I’m ready to love him as a wife. I don’t think I’m better than he is – I think perhaps I’m much worse.”


  Again the modest look, the innocent eyes appealing, then downcast; but the distress was real enough.


  “Let the girl be, Adam. Ann, my dear, listen. That is what betrothal is for - to get used to the idea. As I understand it, he hasn’t asked you to marry him tomorrow, has he?”


  “No, mother.”


  “Then say to him that you’ll be his betrothed, but do not wish to marry for a few weeks, perhaps a month or so. That’s how we were, weren’t we, Adam? And I do understand a little of how you feel - ‘tis a bit of a fearsome business even when you long for it as I did, to take on a man and house and children all at once, when a few months before you had nothing. But if you let the idea grow with you for a time, then you may find you’re more ready for it, when the time do come.”


  “Perhaps, mother. But what if you’re not? If you’ve given your word and then don’t like the idea after all?”


  “That’s why you must think a little before giving it. But I’d be sad to think it would come to that, with you and Tom Goodchild.”


  “And you can’t keep him waiting too long for an answer,” said Adam. “I’d thought to ask his family around to sup with us soon. ‘Twould be a fine thing to be able to celebrate a betrothal at the same time.”


  “Yes, father. I … I must think a little more about it. If I may go to bed now, I’ll think of it there.” She rose quietly, kissed her parents goodnight, and went upstairs to the bedroom she shared with her two young sisters, who were already asleep.


  Adam and Mary watched her go, and then looked at each other, troubled, in the firelight.


  4


  ANN UNDRESSED slowly in the moonlight, and slipped into bed beside Rachel, quietly so as not to wake her. Then she lay for a long while awake, listening to the steady breathing of Rachel beside her, and the occasional soft grunts and gasps of little Sarah as she fought the bedding in the truckle bed in the other side of the room. Sarah had always been a restless sleeper, and Ann was glad she did not have to share a bed with her. She watched the infinitesimally slow progress of the moonlight across the beams and plaster of the walls and the floor, and listened to the hoot of owls from the church tower, and the occasional scurry of mice behind the wainscot.


  What had she decided? What should she decide? All evening she had held her feelings about Robert safe and secret inside her; and now that she brought them out to examine she found it hard to disentangle them from other feelings, equally confused.


  She had lied to her father - would she be damned for that? For a moment she saw in her mind’s eye a vision of Hell - a flaming lake of burning fire on which the figures of the damned struggled and smouldered endlessly, like flies on their backs in water. Within this was her own private horror, in which she and the other damned were chained helplessly to burning rocks, while the demons in the shape of huge sharp-jawed snakes slithered around, nibbling off a nose here and a breast there, and poking their infected snouts into the bowels and brains of people who could never die or escape, but only suffer, screaming silently forever.


  A cold sweat prickled on her skin, and she almost leapt out of bed and ran next door into her parents’ room to tell them that she could not bear to go to Hell, that she had lied, and needed their forgiveness. But she forced herself to lie still, her eyes open, until gradually the vision faded, and she could think clearly once more.


  She did not think it could happen, really; not at least for a lie such as she had told, a lie to protect something so good and beautiful as her afternoon with Robert. God would not be just, to damn people for as little as that.


  Or was it so little, to lie to your parents about being with a man who offered to seduce you - to take you away to live as his concubine in a distant, immoral city? Worse, to dream of actually going away with a man whom she had only spoken to four times in her whole life! They had first met three weeks ago, when her pony had gone lame and he had helped her get the stone out of its foot; and twice since then, secretly, like today. She had not meant to keep the secret of the first meeting from her father, but no-one had asked, and once the secret was begun and the second meeting arranged, it was not easy to reveal.


  She saw Robert’s face in her mind, so seemingly sincere and loving, as he asked her to come back to London with him. Did he really love her, as he said? Since she had known him, and begun to lie to her parents about where she had been, she had come to see how easy it was to play a part, to fall in love with your own performance so that you believed something to be true when you said it, which you did not believe in before or after. Was that perhaps Robert’s art, in wooing women? If it was, she both loved and hated him for it - loved him, that he could make a moment true, for its own time; hated him, for his inconstancy.


  So she came back to the other, troubling vision, of another Robert that she had never seen — a Robert with a face hard and set and cruel, hammering on someone’s door with a pistol after dark, holding a lantern close to the owner’s face to question him, bursting into a pregnant lady’s room to search it, ignoring all protests. It was hard to believe, yet such stories did not usually come from nowhere, even if they were exaggerated. Did she want to trust herself to a man like that?


  Then she thought of Tom. She had known Tom all her life. She remembered how often they had played together; for they had been born in the same week nineteen years ago, in October 1666, the year of the great fire in London. Ann remembered how they had played at mothers and fathers, first with Ann’s dolls, and later with their own younger brothers and sisters, in play houses they had built wherever they could. Her mother had told her how she and Adam had laughed to see their own speech and manners so perfectly aped; and when the younger toddlers got under their feet, talked of sending them to ‘Tom and Ann’s’ as though it were a real neighbour’s house, rather than the straw one that they had built for a day in the stable. Always in these games, Ann had taken the lead, while Tom provided the strength — she remembered how marvellous it had been to have someone so strong to lift things, to do whatever she wanted. She remembered playing horses, running across the fields behind him with a rope around his waist like reins, thinking she was riding the largest and most powerful horse in the world which she could turn in any direction she liked.


  At school it had been the same. He had protected her physically, so that she had never needed to fear anyone of her own age, but she had helped him with his schoolwork, which he found hard.


  Yet it was this which threatened to separate them. The older they got, the more Ann saw that for Tom, school and books were a chore, to be got through somehow and then forgotten as quickly as possible; whereas for her, they had become a growing source of wonder and delight. She had borrowed them from the schoolteacher and the surgeon, and forever been pestering her father to bring her back something to read from his travels; and they had opened up a hunger in her, for a world beyond her own little country town. But Tom saw little point in reading anything except the Prayer Book and the Bible, and recently, at Ann’s insistence, Pilgrim’s Progress; so his vigorous thoughts had been easily channelled down the straight and narrow path by Israel Fuller, who believed, as far as Ann could see, that the Bible held the answer to all possible questions of human conduct, and himself uniquely qualified to interpret it.


  She thought of Israel Fuller, preaching fervently as he so often did, his face half covered by the black beard that grew nearly up to his eyes. She feared him, but did not always agree with what he said; but Tom, it seemed to her, almost worshipped the man, as though his words were Holy Writ. It was particularly after Israel’s sermons nowadays that Tom seemed awkward, clumsy towards her, refusing to meet her eyes, mumbling foolish answers that showed he had not really listened to what she had said. Once or twice recently when she had disagreed with Israel’s ideas Tom had seemed suffused with anger, so that his big hands shook, and she felt that he might seize her and break her back like a twig if she did not stop talking.


  It had not always been so bad. Tom was naturally proud of his strength; and sometimes it had had a quite different effect on her. One afternoon six months ago, showing off in the innocent, uncomplicated way he loved, Tom had lifted both Ann and the chair on which she was sitting onto the table in his mother’s kitchen with as much ease as though she were a kitten in a basket. She had been so overcome with amazement that when he lifted her down again she had flung her arms, laughing, around his neck; and somehow they had found themselves involved in a clumsy, earnest kiss which had awoken feelings in them which neither had quite known what to do with, at the time, but which afterwards had set Tom’s deep baritone singing his favourite psalms more lustily than for many months past.


  They had kissed again, perhaps half a dozen times in all over the past year - the last occasion being when he had asked her to marry him. But lying here quietly in the dark, it was somehow hard to picture the face that she had kissed. She had known Tom so long, she had so many memories of him, that his image was blurred in her mind as she tried to recall it. She could see the big, powerful hands, more like those of a blacksmith than a cobbler, working surprisingly quickly at the neat, precise cutting and stitching of his craft. But when she tried to picture the sturdy handsome face, framed by straight black hair, short-cropped in the old Puritan fashion, smiling up at her from the bench where he sat hunched in his father’s cobbler’s shop, her imagination failed her. She saw him stand up, awkwardly, bending his head under the rafters as he always did; and she tried to remember the slow smile above the strong, big-boned body - a smile which she knew had charmed many mothers in the village to bring their daughters’ shoes to be mended, now that Tom had taken over most of the work from his half-blind father.


  But though Ann tried, she could not quite see that smile, could not quite fix it in her mind as she lay in the dark. Was it because it had been clouded, recently, as he looked at her, waiting for her answer to his proposal; or was it because she was confusing it with the smile he had had as a child - putting the boy’s head on the man’s shoulders?


  She could remember his words clearly enough, when he had asked her to marry him. He had shyly presented her with a pair of boots he had made for her birthday.


  “Do they fit you? Are they comfortable? I made ‘em from the measure I took of your feet three weeks back. But I can change ‘em if they’re not right.”


  “They’re fine, Tom, perfect. A touch stiff, perhaps, but that’ll go ...”


  “Let me feel.” She had put her foot on a stool and his big hands had felt her feet carefully through the leather. It had always seemed strange to her, that such big hands could do such fine stitching. But it was a moment, she knew, that many village girls secretly enjoyed, having the handsome young cobbler feel their feet and ankles.


  “Aye, they feel right.” He had sat back, slightly flushed, and looked up at her. She had taken her leg off the stool and sat opposite him.


  “Ann, I ... have thought a lot about ‘ee, while I was making these. It ... can I speak to ‘ee?”


  “‘Tis what you’re doing now, isn’t it?” She was often light and flippant with him; his solemn, fumbling nature drove her to it.


  “‘Tis that ... as father says, I’m a grown man now, and do most of the work in the shop these days, more’n him, because of his eyes. And ‘tis a good business enough, you can see that.”


  “You seem to sell a lot of shoes, surely! I can hardly get a word with you, some days, for folk coming in for orders and repairs. Specially the young maids.”


  “Yes, well. I been thinking, Ann, ‘tis not real proper for me to live at home much longer. You see, ‘tis a lot of work for mother, what with father and his eyes, and all. She and father have been saying things about how small the house is, and how ‘tis the duty of a man to start his own home, and family, and that, so I know they’m thinking of it. And I should like to have a home of my own, too, I think, now, only ... “


  She had seen clearly enough where he was leading by now; but even in the nervous flush of excitement it had raised in her, she had been unable to resist teasing him.


  “Shouldn’t you be lonely, Tom, all by yourself in a little cottage somewhere?”


  He had flushed further. “Ah, well, that’s just it, see. I been thinking that ... as you know, Ann, we been brought up from babes together, being of an age and that; and we be good friends, I believe. And as the Good Book says, ‘tis the duty of man and woman to ... to marry and bring up children ... and ... you be very well thought of in the village, Ann, do you know, and my mother do speak very well of ‘ee.”


  “Your mother, Tom? What about you?”


  “Me? Yes, well I ... I were coming to that, Ann, course I were!” She remembered now how he had looked at her, more flushed and embarrassed than before, seeing something of his mistake, at least. But then she had thought it funny, at the time. Before she had met Robert.


  “How I do feel for ‘ee, Ann, ‘tis hard to speak of, even when we’ve known each other all these years, but, well, I should like it to go on as we begun. ‘Tis a proper ... love ... I feel for ‘ee, I believe, like that of Abraham and Sarah in the Bible. I mean, I think we could become like them. If you have a will to it, that is.”


  She remembered how amused and flattered she had been, as she had smiled at his flushed, nervous face, before getting up and walking around the small shop in her new boots, to give herself time to think of an answer.


  “Tom, ‘tis truly kind of you. And I agree it does seem right; ‘twould be like when we played house in father’s stables, wouldn’t it, all those years ago! But ... it would be proper for you to ask my father, I think ... and then, we may still be a bit young, perhaps. I feel that - I need time to think, Tom, before I answer.”


  Time to think. That was what she had, now, in the silence of the night with Rachel asleep beside her. But Tom had seemed relieved and content at the time, as though the matter were said at last and settled; and she smiled up at him and kissed him. That was the last time she had kissed him, perhaps four weeks ago now.


  But kissing, she knew now, was not the same with Tom as with Robert. Although she liked to kiss Tom, it frightened her too, as it did not with Robert. Tom was so strong, so shy - she felt herself a doll in the hands of a giant, who might forget his own strength, and break her body in delight because he did not know how to play this new game they had found. And so both she and he held back; whereas with Robert ... she had never been afraid that Robert would hurt her, only that the kissing and dreaming would end.


  But she knew it had to. Robert, too, wanted to lie with her, and though she did not fear it, as she did with Tom, she feared the life it would lead to. If she left to live with him, she would never come back. Whatever happened, even if he left her in London with nothing but a little baby and her own wits, she could never come back to Colyton. Nothing, it seemed to her, could be worse than the endless pity and scorn of her friends and neighbours in the village, pointing her out to their children as a shameful example of the girl who ran away. It would be like the Hell that she had dreamt of, with the serpents forever tormenting her. Her mother and father would themselves be despised for the sin of their daughter. The very thought of it made her cheeks flush with shame in the darkness.


  So why, then, did the other vision not tempt her - that of a husband, home, and children? To marry Tom was to have all that - to move on to the next stage of her life, to become forever part of the community into which she had been born. Surely, as her father said, it was Pride to resist it, Pride to long for anything else. Nevertheless, in this brief, butterfly period of her life, when she was young and beautiful and childless, she did want more. She wanted the freedom, the laughter, the music, that she had read of in books, and that Robert had told her of.


  Rachel sighed and turned over, flinging an arm across her. “Ann? That you, Ann? Was father talking about Tom again?”


  “No. Go sleep now.” Ann lay still, hoping her sister would not really wake. She often spoke quite clearly for a few moments in her sleep, and then remembered nothing of it in the morning. But at other times she could lie awake for hours, talking in the middle of the night.


  “Tom came round to see you today. I told him you was away to get mackerel.”


  “Mmm.” Ann turned on her side with her back to Rachel, and carefully relaxed all her muscles. It was always difficult to pretend to be asleep when she was not - even though she lay still, there was often a tension in her stillness which Rachel sensed, and tonight Ann wanted to avoid her sister’s curiosity.


  Over the last few weeks she had found her sisters and baby brother increasingly irritating. Their constant demands for attention reminded her how much attention her own children would demand, if she had any, and their naive fascinated questions about whether she would marry Tom intruded into what for her was a serious and sensitive matter. And over the last few weeks she had been constantly afraid that one of them would follow her when she was going to meet Robert. But this time Rachel’s light, easy breathing continued, and Ann returned to her thoughts.


  What if Robert were a devil, sent to tempt her? She knew devils could seem fair, like Belial in the book of Paradise Lost, with his ‘honey’d, glozing lies’ - and surely this feeling, this aching of her whole body to touch him, to see him, if only once more, was like possession by a devil. She was snappish and short with her parents, inattentive, she had lied to her father this evening - were not all these the signs of possession? And if they were, should she not put the matter before God? Only He would know, He would understand.


  And so for a while, silent and motionless in her bed beside her sleeping sister, she clasped her hands together and tried to pray, while the moonlight crept another inch across the floor, and the soft night breeze blew in from the sea to rustle the curtains by the open window.


  ‘I think I love Robert now, Lord, but it may not be so. I know I should love Tom, but I cannot do it. Not now, not yet. So Lord, whatever I do is wrong now, you do see that, don’t you? If I run away with Robert it is wrong, and it is wrong too if I marry Tom, now, when I do not love him. But I must do something, Lord, or my family will soon guess I delay because of Robert, and will all hate me and despise me for that. And then if Tom comes to learn of it, he will be wretched and hate me too, so that if later I want to marry him, it will be impossible. Oh Lord, help me! What shall I do?’


  Rachel breathed silently beside her, and an owl hooted mournfully in the church tower. There was no answer.


  Or was there? As she lay waiting, the moon crept past the edge of a tree outside her window, sending a cool, clear column of light into the room. She gazed at the little silver motes of dust dancing in the moonlight, and a calm cold resolve slowly filled her mind, like a stream flowing into a pool. As she saw the beauty of the plan she clenched her fists under the covers and bit her lip to stop herself crying out with the wild, wicked daring of it. But it was not wicked - no, how could it be so, when she had asked God for an answer and this came into her mind?


  For a moment the vision of the snakes returned, but she pushed it aside. True, she would have to lie, but only she and God would know that; and she could explain it to God. But she did not know until she said it, that what she told God was a lie too.


  ‘Lord, I don’t love Robert. Not really. I only think I do and feel I do until I can think of nothing else. But really ... really I know he is like a devil within me and the right thing to do is to love Tom - I know that, Lord. But ... just now ... just now I am so weak and possessed by this devil that I can scarcely bear to be near Tom, never mind lie with him ... but Lord, I know that I must marry him because he is a good man and that is what you want and my parents want; so I will agree to marry him if ... if only I can pretend to myself that it will never happen. Yes, this is the answer, Lord - let me pretend to this devil inside me that I’m going to run away with Robert! I know it can never happen but I’ll pretend it can and that will make it easy for me to accept Tom ... and then when one day this devil leaves me I may really love Tom and I will have done the right thing, won’t I, Lord? You’ll understand, Lord, won’t you? It’s the only way I can bear to do it - I have to tell these lies to deceive the lying devil Belial within me, who makes me feel how much I love Robert, oh how much ... you do understand that, don’t you, Lord?’


  So she argued and bargained, in her silent, labyrinthine prayers, all the time wondering whether she spoke the words of her own conscience or Belial’s. But no thunderbolt came down; only the soft sea breeze which shifted the curtain and sighed, as though it had heard it all before, and then moved on. And so at last Ann decided the Lord was convinced, and set her jaw firmly, thinking of what she would do, until finally, when the moonlight had nearly finished its journey across the floor, her brain grew tired, her jaw relaxed, and she fell into a deep sleep.


  In the morning she woke early, while the garden was loud with the dawn chorus, and went in to her parents’ bedroom in her nightgown to tell them that she would accept Tom Goodchild’s offer of marriage, so long as he could wait a little before the wedding to let her get used to the idea. Her mother wept, and then hugged her tightly; and a slow smile spread across her father’s lined, sleepy face, which stayed there as he dressed and walked whistling down the street beside his daughter, to tell Tom and his family the good news, and to ask them to a feast to celebrate the betrothal.


  5


  “EXODUS CHAPTER 4, verse 9. ‘Now, therefore, behold, the cry of the children of Israel is come unto me; and I have also seen the oppression wherewith the Egyptians oppress us.’“


  The strident roar of Israel Fuller’s great preaching voice filled the little barn like thunder, defying any man to ignore it. The last murmurs and scuffles were stilled as the preacher paused to let his text sink home. Ann felt the words ring slowly quieter in her head, and then fade at last out of the echoing barn into the twilit woodland beyond, where a few birds still sang the final challenges of their evensong.


  From where she sat with Tom and her brother Simon near the open door, she could see one of the lookouts sitting silently under a tree, watching the gathering dusk in the valley to the south. She wondered if he could hear the reverend Fuller’s sermon from there. But even if he could, she knew the lookout’s duty tonight was to listen to more than that - to the sound of the wood settling down in the dusk, to the birdsong and the sigh of the wind and the unexplained, mysterious rustles in the grass, and to reassure himself that they were all as normal, that there was no sudden cry of a disturbed blackbird followed by the clink of horses’ hooves on stone, or the regular rustle and tramp of marching men. If there was, the congregation would leave, instantly, and almost certainly escape; for the barn, a few yards into a wood on a hilltop between Colyton and Axminster, was easily approached and left by three different roads, all obscured from each other. Only if they had been betrayed would the dissenters be caught.


  Someone coughed in the silence in front of her, and the preacher began his exposition of the text.


  “So spake the Lord unto Moses, when He sent him into Egypt to rescue His chosen people from the oppression of the unbeliever. For long years they had writhed under the tyrant’s yoke, forbidden to meet for worship, yea, forbidden to gather together in the sight of the Lord! They were leaderless, oppressed, dejected. The might of the tyrant’s power was ranged against them. Many, no doubt, believed themselves abandoned by their leaders abroad, forgotten, hopeless, in despair. Some, we know, became faithless, and even sought the company of the enemy, prospering in the paths of sin ...”


  His voice lowered to a menacing, scornful whisper as he spoke the last words, and his dark, glittering eyes searched the faces in front of him. Ann shivered as she thought his eye paused on her, but then his glance passed on.


  “In such a case, brethren, do we also find ourselves today. We too are oppressed, in thrall to the religion of the heathen, forced to meet in secret to worship our Lord. Nay, in some part ...”


  Relieved that the secrets of her soul were not yet discovered, Ann found her attention wandering from the obvious analogy the preacher was drawing. She glanced at Tom as he sat beside her, his dark head nodding earnestly in agreement with the sermon, his great hand resting on the knee of his serge breeches. The hand was massive and simple and strong, the thumbs thick and spatulate, the veins pulsing with the unconscious, vigorous power that at once attracted and repelled her. This was the man she had said she would marry. Unless ...


  He felt her watching him, and turned, with a half-smile that became a frown as he saw her mind was wandering; but as she forced her attention back to the sermon she saw a hint of dark guilt cross his eyes, as though he too was troubled by a thought he should not have had. Then, as the sermon reached its first crescendo, Tom’s great hand clenched until the bunched knuckles were white, and pounded up and down on his knee in a way that made her shudder again, far more than at any word Israel Fuller had said.


  “... our chapels and conventicles burnt down before our very eyes amidst the laughter and mockery of the heathen; forced to swear vile oaths of allegiance to a Papist King, and to worship in churches which are defiled every week with with the superstitious idolatry of Rome! Nay, brethren, I tell you verily, our plight today is worse even than that of the children of Israel in Egypt; for they were held but in a foreign land, whereas we are oppressed in the very land of our birth!”


  Israel Fuller paused, amid a deep, solemn murmur of approval from the congregation gathered around him. There were about fifty, all told; mostly men, in solemn clothes and tall black hats - though there was a fair sprinkling of women. The majority were mature people, from Colyton or Axminster, with families of their own. Some, like Adam, had brought their older children with them. Nearly all were of the artisan class - weavers and dyers and saddlers and shoemakers, with a few small merchants like Adam - townsfolk rather than countryfolk, who plied their craft for their own profit, rather than for a wage from others. Independent-minded folk, of a type not easily ruled.


  But Israel Fuller ruled them, Ann thought, as the preacher began again. Or at least, at times like he this seemed to, when in the full flood of his oratory he articulated their religion for them. They gazed at him, rapt — some few sitting on tree stumps or logs like Ann, the rest standing, arms folded, watching the tall bony figure as he stood at the end of the barn on the four-wheeled haycart that served him for both altar and pulpit. A few tallow candles sputtered in the gloom near him, and their light made his dark, impassioned eyes glitter above the thick black beard that covered most of his face. As he spoke he jabbed with his great bony fingers at the text of his Bible, or waved the black book in the air in wild, uncoordinated fury to emphasise a point; and the black clothes and hat that covered his body threw huge shadows on the wall behind him. But it was not so much his eyes or his arms that held his audience enthralled, as his voice: that mighty roar in which he conducted most of his sermons. Occasionally it fell into a hushed, hoarse whisper, or a wheedling, mocking whine as he described the arguments of his enemies; but always his audience knew that this was only a pause, that the voice would inexorably rise again into the shattering, zealous thunder of unforgiving certainty that sounded to many of them like the very voice of God himself.


  “And the Lord took himself unto Pharoah, and hardened Pharoah’s heart, so that when Moses and Aaron came unto him, with fair and reasonable arguments, he would not let the children of Israel go. How like unto our Pharoah, my brethren! Has not this Pharoah hardened his heart against us! Has he not been given most fair and reasonable arguments why it is impossible, why it is clean against all reason and justice for England to have a Catholic King? And hath he hearkened? Nay, not one jot nor one tittle hath he hearkened! One might as well speak reason to a mule, or golden calf, as to this James!”


  Tom laughed suddenly, a short, angry laugh that was shared by most of the men in the barn. Ann wondered if he remembered, as she did, the very different laughter there had been that morning, in the Anglican church in Colyton, which they all had to attend, by law. The young vicar, William Salter, had been struggling to preach his sermon on the duty of obedience to the King, his nervous high voice competing with the continual mutter and movement of the folk at the back. The young man had been just about to reach the climax of his speech, when, clear above the murmur and rustle in the nave, William Clegg’s voice had been heard saying to his neighbour in deliberately broad dialect: “‘Er be proper fine sermon, too, John, I says! ‘Tis a shameful pity no-one thought to tell the boy ‘is King do worship in Rome now, bain’t it?” The vicar had not quite understood the accent, or known who spoke, but the laughter all around had destroyed his sermon. He had fumbled his way pitifully through the rest of the service, blushing, painfully aware that the congregation were not with him, but not knowing what to do.


  Israel Fuller knew what to do. As his powerful cadences thundered towards their conclusion, Ann saw the fervour smouldering in the eyes of everyone about her, and a grim, solemn look in the eyes of the older men, as though they were ready to stride out and rebuild the world of their youth, the Commonwealth of Cromwell’s time, brushing aside all who opposed them. There was no muttering, yawning, or shuffling of feet here; the younger men - Tom, and Simon beside her - were as eager as the rest.


  Their ferocity frightened Ann. She looked for William Clegg - her godfather, the man who had made the remark in church this morning. Surely he would not look so grim, so solemn? A poor weaver, with a wife and eight children to feed, William Clegg was a thin, wiry, nervous man, with a threadbare coat and grey shoulder-length hair. The restless blue eyes in his wrinkled face missed little of what went on around him and were always ready to sparkle with amusement at what they saw. Nothing ever seemed to depress him; his quick tongue was always ready with a joke that had his little round wife holding her sides with laughter, and there was often a cheerful, light-hearted gathering outside his tiny, crowded cottage on summer evenings. Yet he was a religious man for all that, and now he stood stern as any man, arms folded, intently listening, apparently filled with as resolute and righteous indignation as the rest as he heard of the justice of their cause.


  “For the Lord in His great wisdom hath hardened the heart of Pharoah so that His children should see the usurper for what he was, and resolve never to ruled by such a tyrant again! And so, brethren, just as Moses came to the children of Israel and led them against their oppressor, so now, our leader shall come to us. And when that day comes, we shall cast out these abominators, and uproot this second Pharoah as Moses did the first! He shall quail before the might of God our Father, and we, the chosen people of the Lord, shall live in righteousness in this land once more!”


  The end of the sermon was met by a deep-throated growl of approval. Tom turned to Ann, a smile of fierce elation shining in his eyes; but as he spoke Ann saw the oddly troubled, anxious look of her father beyond him, and in her surprise she did not hear what Tom said.


  “And now, brethren, I ask you all to join with me in a psalm.”


  A few bent and well-worn prayer books or Bibles came out of coat pockets, but most did not need them. The barn rang with a hearty, joyful rendering of the vengeful 94th psalm, so loud that Ann thought it could have been heard as far as Taunton; yet the old timbers of the barn and the leaves of the wood outside absorbed the sound, so that - to those who were listening no more than half a mile away - the loud fervour of fifty throats sounded like little more than the distant lowing of cattle, or the surge of foam on the shore.


  When the psalm was over, Ann and Simon gathered around the preacher, with their father and a group of the older and more respected men.


  “A fine sermon, Israel,” said John Spragg. A stocky, heavily built stonemason, his round, open face came little above Israel Fuller’s shoulder, but his strong voice rumbled from a chest as deep as any man’s. “It sounds as though ‘ee might have some more news about our leader’s coming?”


  “I have that, John. Ask friend Roger here. The messenger of the Lord came to him.”


  The others looked at Roger Satchell, a tall, lean man who was standing quietly by the haycart, chewing a piece of straw thoughtfully between his thin lips. His old, faded coat and boots made him look like a farmer, which he was, in a sense; but a farmer who owned more than one farm in Colyton and over towards Honiton. Roger Satchell could have had a life of relative ease had he wished, for he was wealthier than any other man in the barn that night. But he was known for a plain, hardworking, religious man, not given to fine clothes or display, and Ann guessed that it was probably true that he felt more at home in his farms and the meeting-houses of the dissenters than in the mansions of his Tory neighbours or in his private pew in the church. He took the straw out of his mouth slowly as he looked round at those who were listening, checking that he knew them all before he spoke.


  “Aye, friends. I’ve had a letter from Thomas Dare of Taunton, who’s been over to Holland these past few months, as some of you know. It says we shall have a good hay harvest this year.”


  “So? What do Thomas Dare know about hay harvests? He’s a goldsmith, isn’t he?” rumbled John Spragg.


  “Just so, John. But he couldn’t write more plain in a letter, now, could he, when all the magistrates have been opening the mails these months past? ‘Twas a code agreed between us afore he went. He says too, that in Holland they don’t go to cut a hayfield straight across, from one side to t’other, like we do; they goes about it different. One lot of reapers starts from the west, and another from the north, and they do work towards each other to meet in the centre.” He stopped, and smiled at the puzzled faces around him.


  “And what do you suppose ‘e means by all that, then?” asked John Clapp, a big, red-faced man who stood next to Adam and like him earned his living as a small mercer and carrier. “To tell us that the ale in Holland be too strong for ‘is brains?”


  “No, not that, John - ‘tis a code, I told ‘ee. The ones that start in the north, they’ll be the Scots, won’t they? The duke of Argyll, as I do guess, who’s been over to Holland these past few months, looking for men. And those that start in the west - that’s us, isn’t it?” Roger Satchell smiled, a thin, cautious smile in his lean brown face, and drew the folded letter from his pocket.


  “He says more, see, and to the point - he reckons the end of June or the first week in July do be the best time for this sort of harvesting, for that’s when it’s easiest to get the two lots of mowers to start together. So folks as might want to harvest the Dutch way should start sharpening their scythes now, and fixin’ ‘em to longer poles, too. And more - he hopes to bring a friend over from Holland about that time, to show us how to do it. ‘Tis plain enough what he means now, is it not, friends?” Roger Satchell smiled triumphantly, and looked around for confirmation.


  “Plain enough indeed,” said Adam cautiously. “Let’s hope the letter wasn’t opened on the way.”


  “No fear of that, Adam. ‘Tis his own seal, and unbroken.”


  “Then he means for us to arm, and be ready,” said John Spragg firmly. “But do ‘e go so far as to say exactly where these friends of his will land?”


  “No,” said Roger Satchell, putting the letter away. “No word of that, other than ‘twill be somewhere in the west. But that’s where it should be, for the Duke has most support here, they say.”


  “Let’s hope he comes with a strong force then, that we may make hay quickly,” said Adam, and felt at once that the fervency with which he had said the words was somehow too great, too strongly felt. But no-one seemed to notice. His old friend William Clegg smiled at him, his leathery face creasing in a mass of wrinkles.


  “He’ll do that all right, Adam, if he’s thinking of cutting a hayfield as big as Roger says. But I reckon this new way of haymaking won’t take too long to learn - and then us’ll get up and show they Timewells and Poles summat!”


  “He will have the Lord on his side,” intoned Israel Fuller firmly. “He will send the chariot of the Lord of Hosts among them, and they shall be scattered, even as leaves before the winds of autumn.”


  “Let us pray so.”


  “Amen ... amen ... amen.”


  The small group of men bowed their heads for a moment, their black hats nodding together in prayer, and then moved apart to join the others.


  Slowly the meeting was breaking up, people moving in twos and threes towards the door. They were careful not to be seen leaving all at once, but most travelled home in a large enough group to give each other at least some protection against footpads, or officious magistrates’ bullyboys — an old precaution, born of long practice. Ann stood with Tom and Simon for a moment, and then Adam came up, talking to Tom’s mother, Martha Goodchild, his face abstracted and serious. John Clapp joined them, and all six left together.


  Outside, each group set off at intervals down one of the three roads leading from the barn, so that they were soon lost to each other in the dusk, and the fierce gathering had melted without trace into the grey woods and valleys around.
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  ANN LOVED riding at night. Although it was after eleven, there was still a soft velvet blue in the sky to the west. The moon, half-full, washed the fields and paths with pale silver, and split the woods and hedges into sharp jigsaw patterns, jet black shadows, and pallid, angular trees and branches. The air was still warm with the fragrance of midsummer, and the light breeze wafting across the dark woods and hills, carried a silence to the riders from as far away as the sea. The occasional bark or bleat of a distant dog or sheep and the nearer creaks of their saddles were sanctified with a texture and beauty all of their own, sounds that travelled alone like solitary pilgrims across the vast quiet of the night.


  The riders all felt this, the more so because of the contrast from the loud, earnest talk and enclosed space of the barn. It was as though they had come suddenly out of the society of men, into the society of God; and for a time Ann’s party rode in silence, each perhaps weighing in his soul the balance between the fierce earnestness of the religious meeting, and the holy calm and peace which, the night reminded them, also came from their Lord.


  Tom and Ann slowly fell a little behind the main party, and for once Ann did not resent Tom’s company. They were riding south along a high ridgeway towards the sea, and the others ahead of them, sober figures in their black cloaks and hats, seemed like tiny silhouettes against the immense background of the stars. Quiet murmured talk had begun to pass between them, and the continued silence between Tom and Ann drew them together, as though only they were witnesses of the majesty of the night. At last Tom spoke.


  “I shall be out many more nights like this, I trust, if the Lord sends our leader to us, as Israel says He will.”


  She glanced sideways at him. His hat cast a shadow across his eyes, and the moonlight caught his teeth oddly as he smiled, reminding her suddenly of a skull she had once seen unearthed in the churchyard. She shivered, and reassured herself by concentrating on the familiar tall, strong figure sitting heavily astride the borrowed horse.


  “Shall you go to fight, then, if there be a rising?”


  “What else should I do? You heard what Israel said. It is our duty to uproot the abominations of the Papists, and restore our land to the godly worship of our Lord.”


  His words, recalling the heat and fervour of the meeting, seemed out here to be almost a sacrilege, profaning the holy calm of the night.


  “But Tom, that would mean war — war against the King himself!”


  “A Papist King! An idolater who would sell our souls to the devil! I’d rather deal with him as my grandfather dealt with his father, King Charles! We still have my grandfather’s old pike at home. ‘Twill serve the Lord again, if our deliverer comes from abroad. Then we shall have a Commonwealth of Saints, and no more Papist kings and their foreign whores.”


  ‘Foreign whores.’ Ann fell silent for a while, letting the fierce words settle into the silence around them, with the creak of the saddles and the steady rhythm of their horses’ hooves. Tom was her promised husband now. At least she need not doubt of what he would say of her if he knew what she had done - what she dreamt of doing even now. It was odd how, after his initial grave, embarrassed joy, their betrothal had made him more of a stranger to her than he had ever been before. He shared none of her thoughts; even his great bony body, straddling the patient packhorse, seemed charged with an urgent, unfamiliar menace she had not felt before.


  He glanced sideways at her, his moonlit face pale under the dark hat, and she felt an obscure dread that he might want to stop, to take her hand in the night and say something to try to cross this dark gulf between them. She could not bear it - unseen in the darkness she nudged her heels into her pony so that it stepped smartly forward. Tom, unskilled with horses, clumsily kicked his own to follow.


  They were coming down off the end of the ridge now, and they could see the moonlight glinting off the sea in a gap in the hills ahead of them. As Tom came up beside her she searched for something to say, to ease the tension between them that she feared. In the shadows at the bottom of the hill a horse neighed suddenly.


  “But Tom, this deliverer, this Duke of Monmouth that folk speak of - he is old King Charles’s son, isn’t he, from one of his mistresses? I’ve heard he himself has two mistresses and lives apart from his wife in Holland. And he’s a drinker and gambler and swordsman, who has run men through in duels, merely for his sport. He is no Cromwell, Tom, to lead the armies of the righteous against the Court.”


  “Ann, you’ve heard lies - ‘tis false!” said Tom fiercely. “It may be true that he has been forced to mix with the Court a little, and see some of the vices of the ungodly - but for all that he is a true Protestant, and a good hearty man like any of us, folk say. Why, my father saw him in Colyton five years ago, when he stayed with Sir Richard Young, and Monmouth spoke to him just as plain as I do to you now, never mind him being a duke and all. And when he rode through the streets of Taunton, I heard the folks all cheered him like he was the King himself, or Noll Cromwell come again ... “


  “The King, then, rather than Cromwell. Wasn’t that the time he touched a woman for the King’s Evil, and she was cured?”


  “No; I don’t know ... maybe. That’s just superstition. ‘Tain’t important.” Tom sounded troubled, irritated, as he often did now when she argued with him. “The point is ... “


  “No, Tom that is the point! Monmouth was playing the part of King, not Protector, when he came to Taunton. He was trying it out, seeing if folk would believe in it. And they did! He has the touch - he cured the woman of the Evil! I’ve heard your mother speak of it. So if he comes again, it’ll be as King, not a Protestant duke or a Lord Fairfax. Is that what you’d fight for - a new King to replace the old?”


  “There’ve been enough kings ... “ As Tom hesitated he was interrupted by a shout, like an order or a challenge, from the bottom of the valley ahead of them. The shout was followed by others, and the neigh of a startled horse. Ann recognised her father’s voice, and Simon’s raised loud in anger; and others, sharp and cold in reply.


  “Tom, what is it?”


  “Footpads - or the militia.” Tom was trying to kick his horse into a trot. “Stay behind, Ann, there could be danger.” But it was hard for her to stay behind him, for he sat his mount badly, and bounced heavily up and down so that the horse threatened to stop to avoid the discomfort. The disturbance was at the foot of the slope, where a gate led into the dark tunnel of a sunken lane. As they came nearer, she could see her father, brother and Tom’s mother, surrounded by a group of four men on horseback. A feather in one of their hats shone pale in the moonlight, and she thought she saw a pistol glint in the hand of another.


  Tom’s horse suddenly decided that it would be better to bolt than stop, and reached the foot of the hill at a fast canter, heading straight for the centre of the group of dark figures. There was a curse as they saw it, and a cry of alarm. Then she saw a sudden searing jab of white flame and heard the earsplitting crack! of a pistol shot. Tom’s horse swerved wildly, and cannoned in amongst the other horses. Ann saw one - Simon’s - rear, and then slip and fall sideways onto its back, its legs waving in the air, with Simon under it. Martha Goodchild screamed, and the other horses leapt away in all directions, snorting and shuddering.


  Ann heard her father call out: “Simon!” and she tried to urge her pony forward, but it turned, plunging and snorting, in a circle as she fought to control it from galloping away up the hill. Then as she brought it round again a voice called out, clear and hard.


  “Put that gun away, you fool! You’ll kill someone, if you haven’t already!”


  Surely it was Robert’s voice? Still fighting the shuddering pony, she stared to her left to see if he was there. But she could see only a chaos of dark hurrying figures, criss-crossed by shadows and grey moonlight.


  “Serve the fanatic traitors right!” said a deeper voice, and then there was a dreadful groan as Simon’s terrified mount rolled off him and staggered jerkily to its feet. She leapt out of her saddle and hurried towards him, nearly being knocked over by Simon’s panic-stricken horse on her way.


  “Simon, are you all right?” At first his face was hidden from her, and his body lay like a heap of dark rags on the grass, oddly small and twisted, so that she could not find his head. She touched him, and found herself holding his hair. Then he groaned, and turned his face upwards, ghastly pale, like a crumpled mushroom in the moonlight.


  “My leg! It fell on my leg!”


  There was shouting all around her but she ignored it. She reached her hand down and felt his leg. It was oddly hot and soft around the knee. The knee? But surely the knee should be further down? Yes, here it was - her stomach turned over with a horrible, helpless sickness as she realised that her brother’s leg was bent in two places now, and the first knee she had felt was his broken thigh-bone pressing through the skin.


  “You Papist bastards!” she heard John Clapp’s voice roar, as he rode past her. “I’ll kill the lot of ‘ee!” Then there was a further maelstrom of cries and curses. Ann heard the crack of a whip, a yell, the heavy thud of someone falling, and the rasp of swords being drawn. She looked up, and saw a fallen figure stumbling to his feet beside his horse, while John Clapp lashed with his whip against a third rider who was defending himself with his drawn sword. As she watched, another man urged his horse up behind John Clapp, a clubbed pistol rose and fell, and the big mercer slumped forward over his horse’s neck.


  But the fight was not over. Another dark dismounted figure - Tom - had pushed his way between the horses, and tried to grab one of the riders and pull him from his mount. He missed, and caught hold of the bridle instead; and as the horse turned, full into the moonlight, she saw that the horseman was Robert. His sword flashed in the cold moonlight above Tom’s head.


  “Back off, fellow! Let go, or I’ll run you through!”


  “Papist devils!” Tom tried to dodge around the front of Robert’s horse, but the animal reared, menacing him with its hooves. Then the second rider was beside him, sword drawn too, and in a moment the fallen rider was back on his horse which his friend had held for him, and Tom was confronted by a ring of four armed horsemen. While her father struggled with John Clapp’s horse, Ann saw the remounted rider reach into his friend’s belt for another pistol. She stood up, shouting a warning.


  “Look out, Tom! He’s going to shoot!”


  The man turned sharply, and for a moment the pistol was pointed at her instead. She saw the little black hole of the muzzle very clearly under the grey glint of the barrel. The bullet would hit her under the left breast. Then the muzzle lifted, and the horseman laughed.


  “Why, ‘tis only a girl!”


  “Aye! Will ‘ee shoot girls now, as well as attacking unarmed men? We’ve no money on us, so you’d better shoot us and have done, or else leave us be. Murderin’ footpads!” Tom’s voice was furious, his speech punctuated by gasps as he tried to gain his breath.


  “Quiet, lad, they’re too many for us!” said Adam, urging his horse forward to shield the boy from the pistol. He pointed his finger firmly at Robert’s father, his voice sharp and bitter. “But I know you, Reginald Pole, and your son there! I shall have payment for this in the courts, be you never such a great magistrate!”


  Robert’s father answered in a sneering, contemptuous drawl. “I have a warrant to stop and question any party of suspicious travellers, especially those riding after dark, who might carry arms or be mutinous dissenters. And your man there attacked us first, and hit William here with a whip!”


  “I did not neither! He tried to murder me first!” For a moment Tom looked as though he would attack them again. Adam grabbed his collar to hold him back.


  “Hold your tongue, churl!” Two swords menaced Tom again, and Sir Reginald relaxed. “That’s not what I saw anyway, and I believe I have three honest witnesses here to say the same. To say nothing of the mark of the whip.” He leant down from the saddle, his careless, mocking tone suddenly become hard and menacing. “We are here to uphold the King’s peace and keep the country safe from you dangerous presbyterians and fanatics. ‘Tis clear against the law, as you well know, to ... “


  “The King’s peace?” Martha Goodchild’s cry of rage was so wild that Sir Reginald’s words died in his throat. “The King’s peace! Is that what you call it, you hound of Satan, when this young boy here lies killed at your feet, for no more than riding home on a public bridleway? Shame on you, sirs! The day will come when the Lord will treat you as you now dare to treat us!”


  “Killed?” Adam’s voice was pale with horror. “Simon, killed?” He leapt out of the saddle, leaving his horse free to do as it wished.


  “Be quiet, woman! Surely the boy was not killed by a fall from his horse?” But there was a note of concern in Sir Reginald’s voice, and the four horsemen looked at each other uneasily. “Robert, have a look at the man. You, sir!” He pointed at Tom. “Stand still there, or the woman’s words will indeed come true for you!”


  Robert dismounted, while the three others watched Tom carefully. Ann had turned back to Simon with a small cry of fear when she had heard Martha Goodchild’s words, and by the time her father and Robert reached him she had already found they were not true. Simon had fainted, probably with the pain, but she could hear his shallow breathing as she bent low near his face.


  “No, father, he’s not dead. See for yourself,” she said, and Adam too bent down, holding his son and listening gratefully to the uneven, laboured breath.


  “Let me look,” said Robert calmly, and at first Adam did not notice who he was, and was taken in by the quiet, intent manner. Simon winced as Robert found the broken bone, and Adam turned and shoved Robert’s hands roughly away.


  “Keep your hands off my son, you devil! Haven’t you done enough harm already?”


  Robert Pole sucked the air in between his teeth, but said nothing.


  “Well, Rob? Is it true?” his father called from his horse.


  “No. But he has a nasty break in his leg. The horse must have fallen on top of him.”


  One of the other riders spoke. “That was none of our doing. ‘Twas this great clown here, riding his horse full tilt into the midst of us! Steady now, young John Baptist, or I’ll make the sign of the true cross in ‘ee with this!” Tom stopped impotently, the cold blade an inch from his throat.


  “Richard, that’s enough!” Robert’s father turned to Martha Goodchild. “Did you hear that, woman? We have killed no-one. Any injuries you have have been caused by your own foolishness in resisting lawful questioning by a Justice of the Peace.”


  “The Lord be thanked!” said Martha, though she hardly sounded grateful. “And what about poor John Clapp?”


  “The other man? A tap on the skull will do him no more harm than he deserves. And you can thank the Lord, too, that this time I am prepared to let your injuries be punishment enough, and not fine you as well for illegal assembly and assault. Perhaps next time you thank the Lord, you will do so in a proper church appointed for the purpose!”


  He was interrupted by a groan from Simon. Adam had tried gently to straighten the leg, without success. Ann moved forward to help him, and Robert knelt quietly looking at the wound.


  “Yes, it’s bad. You’d better get him to a … surgeon.” Robert’s words dried up as he suddenly saw who Ann was.


  For a long moment, Ann watched as the shock of recognition froze into a cold, grey mask of indifference. She watched for some light of pleasure in his eyes, but as the moonlight caught them they seemed as full of love and care as pebbles from the beach. She felt cold, as though the lonely wind could blow straight through her. Only long afterwards did she wonder how her face had looked to him.


  Robert rose to his feet, still looking straight at her. His voice was flat, hard. “And perhaps ‘twould be better to leave your women within doors, when next you go about your godless midnight plotting.”


  He glanced briefly at Adam, then mounted his horse. And suddenly they were gone, four horses bounding away up the slope, their tails swishing behind them.


  Ann did not move. She did not know how long she stood there, but she watched the horses ride all the way up the hill and disappear over the ridge. She saw Tom run over to John Clapp, who was just beginning to sit up and rub his head in confusion. The big man stumbled to his feet unsteadily, rubbing a huge lump he could feel just above his neck. Ann saw Adam bend down again over Simon. She heard their words, faintly, from a long way off.


  “How is it, my boy? Are you awake again now?”


  “Yes. ‘Tis better now they’ve gone. But it ... hurts bad, father!” He tried to move, and fell back groaning with the pain.


  “Lie still. We’ll get ‘ee home. John, are you all right?”


  “I’ll live.”


  John Clapp staggered cautiously towards them. “How’s the boy?”


  Adam told him. “But I don’t see how we’re to get him home. He can’t walk or ride.”


  “Get a cart,” suggested Martha. “Tom, you run on home and call Jacob Sanders. He ... “


  “Not a cart, no.” Adam interrupted her, his voice decisive. “He’d never stand the jolting, Martha. Tom, help me break some of they saplings down from the hedge. If you can strap two or three of they together he can lie on it for a litter. Ann, stay with Simon. Ann?”


  Ann moved, slowly, and then knelt down. “Yes, father.” She put her hand on Simon’s forehead and shivered as she felt the sweat.


  Adam and Tom broke saplings for a litter while Martha and John Clapp rounded up the frightened horses. Then they lifted Simon carefully onto the litter, and the two men carried it along the lane, the women and horses following behind.


  They began the journey in silence, and then sang psalms for a while to cheer themselves. After which Tom spoke longingly of the rising that would sweep the ungodly from the earth, while Adam listened grimly, and Ann thought alternately of the bone sticking out of her brother’s leg, and of Robert’s face in the moonlight, stony as a statue on a tomb.
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  THEY REACHED Colyton in the middle of the night. The tramp of their tired feet and their horses’ hooves echoed loudly in the dark, empty streets. Adam and John put Simon down carefully on the cobbles, and hammered urgently on the door of a house near the church. For a long time no-one answered, and then at last a tall, haggard, melancholy man came to the door in a long white nightgown and night-cap, like the ghost of an old heron, and held up a candle to look at them.


  The surgeon, Nicolas Thompson, was a slow-moving man much given to tobacco and lugubrious humour, but he stirred a little when he saw why they had come. He led them in, saw Simon Carter laid on the great oak table in his kitchen, and called his wife to wake and bring him warm water and candles. The wife, a short, wrinkled bustling little body, the antithesis of her husband, hurried downstairs, and Ann helped her heat the water. Then she watched, fascinated, as Surgeon Thompson’s long knobbly fingers cut away the trousers from around the leg. He gently washed and probed the wound until she could see the bone move inside the great bruised and discoloured mass of flesh. Martha Goodchild had to go outside for a moment to be sick, but Ann stayed, holding her brother’s hand and wiping the sweat from his forehead. For a few moments he gripped her hand so tightly that she almost cried out herself, but then he relaxed, breathing deeply, and she turned to see what the surgeon had done.


  To her surprise she saw a slight smile of satisfaction in the stubble of Nicolas Thompson’s long face. She looked at Simon’s leg, and saw with relief that the thigh was no longer bent, but straight under the swelling.


  “That’s a mite better, young Simon. We’ll strap ‘ee up like Peg-leg Peter now, and get ‘ee home to bed. Then if you do what I say for a month or so, you’ll have a leg just as tough and ugly as ‘twas before.”


  The surgeon and Tom carefully cut a couple of splints from a stock he kept for such emergencies, and strapped them firmly to the leg, after which they wrapped a cold, moistened cloth around it to reduce the swelling. Nicolas Thompson had his own litter, too, more comfortable than the rough bed of saplings the patient had arrived on. Simon winced as he was lifted on to it, and made a brave attempt to smile, which only served to emphasise how pale his face was.


  “Thank ‘ee, Nicholas,” said Adam gruffly, trying to cover his emotions. “I’ll settle up for this in the morning. I’m sorry to get ‘ee out of bed like this.”


  “‘Tis a burden of my calling,” said the old surgeon sadly. “Folk are seldom so sick by day as they are by night.”


  “Surgeon Nicholas!” Simon’s voice came faint but determined from the litter; and then hesitated suddenly as he was about to speak. “I ... will it be straight again, do you think? Will I be able to walk?”


  Nicolas Thompson fixed him with a long, sombre stare. “I can’t promise to make it as straight as the good Lord and your mother did, my son; but if you can promise me to rest it proper, and not try walking on it or taking the splints off before I say, ‘twill come pretty near. You’m young enough, and ‘twas a cleanish break. He’ll mend.”


  He turned away suddenly to John Clapp, who was rubbing the back of his head cautiously. “It looks as though these devils ‘ee met have been trying to reshape another piece of God’s handiwork. Take your hands away - let’s have a look, John.”


  Ann smiled as the strong bony hands took John Clapp’s head and examined it, gently, firmly brushing aside the big man’s resistance as though he were a little child. Ever since she was a child surgeon Thompson had fascinated her. She loved to watch him, on the rare occasions he had come to see someone in her family, and was seldom disgusted or horrified as other people were; and so more than once it had been she, rather than her mother, who had helped him with whoever was sick. The surgeon had come to notice this, and often had a smile for the intent, serious little girl at his patient’s bedside. He gave her simple tasks to do, and sometimes tried to explain the purpose of his treatments.


  She handed him a bowl to wash away some of the clotted blood, and he examined the base of John Clapp’s skull carefully for a moment. Then he clapped the red-faced mercer on the shoulder, satisfied.


  “A sound enough roof, it seems, for all the lack of thatch!”


  John Clapp scowled; he had been nearly bald for some years, but refused to wear a wig, despite the pressure of custom, preferring to keep his wide black hat on his head indoors as well as out. The surgeon’s own hair hung down to his shoulders, long and thin and wispy.


  “A few headaches, I should think, no more. If ‘ee have any fainting fits, come back and tell me, boy.”


  “I’ll not faint,” muttered Clapp, more than ever annoyed at being called ‘boy’. “Come on, Adam, let’s get this lad of yours back home.”


  At home, they carried Simon upstairs and laid him in his bed, and Mary mixed the draught which the surgeon had prescribed to help him rest. Then Ann stayed quietly with him until his eyes closed at last, his pale strained face relaxed, and his breathing became quiet and regular. She preferred to sit with Simon, for she knew she would not be able to sleep just yet, and she did not feel like talking with her parents. She needed somewhere to be alone, to sort out her own thoughts about the night’s events.


  She had seen Robert’s other side now, the one Simon had told her of, and which had been so hard for her to imagine. Again and again she relived the scene in her mind; the cold, stony face disowning recognition, the bitter parting words. “‘Twould be better to leave your women within doors, when ye go about your godless midnight plotting.” She had tried to find a hint of gentleness in them, a suggestion that Robert had been worried for her safety, but his tone had been too harsh for that. He had not wanted her there, to see the cruel, stern character he had among men.


  At first she thought she hated him for it. He had been there deliberately, looking out for them, armed and ready to fight. And for all his apparent surprise, he must have known it could easily be her family he stopped, or at least people like them, dissenters from their own village. Because of him Simon’s leg had been broken, John Clapp knocked from his horse, and Tom nearly run through with a sword. She shuddered at the thought of it, and of the grey muzzle of his friend’s pistol, pointed coldly at her breast.


  She tried to find some excuse for him, some bridge to the Robert she had believed in. Perhaps he had been forced to be there, and did not like what he was doing? At least he had told his friend to put up his pistol, and had not drawn his own; and he had examined her brother gently and carefully before her father had pushed him away, as though he had really feared Simon might be dead.


  It was not enough. However she tried to excuse him she always came back to the cruel words, the final contemptuous flick of his head as he had turned his horse, to gallop away up the hill. It had felt as though her father and Simon were beggars, with no right to crawl upon the earth; and she worse than that, for being a woman. Even if it was only an act, a mask put on to hide his feelings, it was a mask that fitted too well, as well as any other he had worn with her before. It was an act that was part of his own character.


  Despite all this she could not get Robert out of her mind, could not help making excuses when there were none, could not help loving him even for his cruelty. His harsh anger when he had confronted Tom reminded her of his absurd jealousy a few days before; his coldness reminded her of the warmth of his protestations of love; his pride made her pity him for his shyness. It was absurd; she looked at the drained face of her brother, and knew it should give her strength to reject Robert forever and love Tom, as she should; but she could not think of Tom at all. So she sat and wept silently, her thoughts more confused than ever, until she was sure Simon would not wake, and she got up quietly to leave.


  As she tiptoed to the door, the tallow light in her hand throwing great leaping shadows across the room, she saw little Oliver’s great wide eyes staring at her from his bed in the corner. She thought he had been asleep when they carried Simon in, and she had not heard him wake. She stopped, and looked down at him.


  “Not asleep yet, Roly?” she murmured. “‘Tis nearly morning.”


  Oliver shook his head, his dark eyes gazing up at her in mute question. She saw how tense he was, as though he was full of a question he dared not ask. She crouched down, her head near his.


  “What is it, Oliver? Tell me.”


  “Is he ... is Simon dead?” The words came so softly, it was as though she had felt rather than heard them.


  “Dead? No, of course not. He’s only sleeping.” The little body relaxed slightly, but she saw he still didn’t quite believe her.


  “Then why you crying?”


  “Only ... because he’s hurt, that’s all. Look, I’ll show you.” She put the light down on a table, and lifted him out of his bed. He was a heavy boy now, nearly two and a half years old, but she still thought of him as a baby sometimes. He clung round her neck gratefully, looking down at his gently breathing brother.


  “Will he die?” he whispered in her ear.


  “No, he won’t. ‘Tis only his leg. The surgeon’s dressed it and given him something to help him sleep.” She smiled at him, grateful for someone else to take care of. “Come on now, Roly, back to bed.”


  “He be better soon, won’t he? Surgeon make him better in the morning,” he said as she tucked him in.


  “That’s right, Roly. He’ll be better soon.”


  “Will he wake up and cry if it hurts him?”


  “No, I don’t think so. But you’re here, anyway, aren’t you? So if he wakes up or starts making a noise, you can come and call me or mother, can’t you?”


  “Yes, I can. I call you.”


  “Good. But if he’s asleep, he’s all right. So all you need to do is lie here quietly and listen. Can you do that for me?”


  The little head nodded eagerly. “And I’ll pray for him, too, shall I? God will help him.”


  “Yes, you do that. Goodnight, Roly.”


  “Goodnight, Ann.”


  She went out onto the stairs. As she came down she could hear the murmur of voices from the great kitchen below, and found her mother and father deep in conversation across the table. They looked up as she came in.


  “How is he, Ann?”


  “Sleeping. I’ve left Oliver to care for him.” She sat down next to her father, then realised suddenly that they had fallen silent. “Do I disturb you?”


  “Of course not, girl. I was just telling your mother what happened tonight, that’s all.”


  Her mother moved her head impatiently. “Oh Adam, for the Lord’s sake, don’t try to spare the maid’s feelings by telling lies! If you’m going off to get killed fighting the King, she’ll find out soon enough! Or do you know already, and am I the only one forgotten?” She turned sharply to Ann, her normally happy eyes red and strained, her cheery round face ugly with pain.


  “Know what?” Ann asked, though she knew the answer as soon as she spoke.


  “Your father says there’s to be a rising for the Duke of Monmouth, and he’s going to join the army. To leave us all and get killed!”


  “You don’t know I’ll be killed, Mary.” Adam’s voice was sad and patient, trying to be kind and firm at once. Yet beneath the control, Ann could hear a distant plea for help, for understanding and comfort for himself, as well as that he was trying to give his wife. “There may not even be a battle at all, if enough of us go. ‘Twill be a godly revolution, over in a month, and then I’ll be back to you, with God’s blessing on us all.”


  “Overthrow the King in a month? Your father’s war lasted five long years - you know that, Adam. And how many men were crippled, or never came back at all? What about your brother Roger? Did he come back?”


  Adam stiffened. He had told no-one why Roger had gone to war, not even Mary: that was a secret between Roger and himself. And so it would stay. It was a secret too shameful to be told.


  “If the Good Lord has taken one of our family already, perhaps He won’t need another. But whatever happens, Mary, don’t you see that’s why I must go? If Roger went for nothing, just because someone asked him, should I hold back from a great cause like this, which every man of sense can see is just?”


  “Every man will not see it. Nor did Roger have a wife and family to care for.” Just poor Ruth, Adam thought, but she had wept long enough, before she had met John Spragg.


  “And what has happened to our family already, just by staying at home? By God, if this were not a holy cause I should have to take up arms anyway, just to avenge what has happened to Simon!”


  Mary Carter shuddered. “Don’t swear about such a thing. Vengeance belongs to the Lord, Adam, not to you.”


  “I know it, my love. I’m sorry.” Adam bowed his head for a moment in his hands, and when he took them away Ann thought she saw beads of sweat glistening on his seamed forehead. “Believe me, Mary, I don’t want to go. There’s nothing I want less in my whole life than this. I thought, when I was at the meeting this evening, that I would not go, that I would let the others go and fight for me, that life and family were more important than God. But if you had seen those men tonight ...!”


  Words failed him; he looked at Ann to see if she understood what he meant. “And do you know, Mary, do you know who was ready to go instead of me, if I had not gone? Simon! You have not heard him talk as I have! He would have gone instead of me, if I had let him - my own son! So should I sit at home now, while he lies up there with his leg ruined before my own eyes, and do nothing? What sort of a father would I be if I did that?”


  “A wise one,” said Mary slowly. “One that does not let his son’s judgement outrun his own.”


  “Then I shall be a fool,” said Adam, looking wearily at his wife across the table. “I have done my best to be a wise father all my life, and I have kept you and Ann free from sin and want as a man should, and loved you too, and hoped that that was enough. But there are some things ... Mary, this is in the hands of God, but I tell you, if the Duke of Monmouth comes and I don’t go to join his army, it will be through fear only, and not wisdom or even love of you. For it is God’s cause, however much of a sinner I am, and the Lord knows ... He knows how much I am afraid.”


  He buried his face in his hands again, while the two women sat still, the red tallow light flickering on their faces. Ann had never seen her father like this; and yet his pain seemed to her in some way like her own. She reached out a hand, gently, to his shoulder, and held it there, while her mother watched, unmoving, isolated in her sorrow.


  Adam took his hands away from his face, and patted his daughter’s hand gratefully. When he spoke his voice was his own again.


  “I’m sorry. You see what a poor soldier I shall be. Let us pray the Lord gives me courage, when the Duke comes.”


  He ventured a smile, but Mary’s face stayed bitter and stiff, refusing him the comfort he craved. She got up, and walked woodenly to the stairs.


  “Let us rather pray he does not come at all.”
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  THE NEXT day Adam was out most of the morning, collecting and packing cloth for a journey to Exeter, and the family settled to an uneasy, shattered peace. The surgeon came, and Ann and her mother united in finding useful ways in which the girls and little Oliver could care for Simon, whose leg was hurting him abominably. After the surgeon came Tom, who spent a while talking and praying upstairs. When he came down to the kitchen Ann at first avoided him, pretending to be busy with the cooking; but he stayed, amusing little Oliver by letting him help to fashion some crutches for his brother, and trying to talk to her, without success. She did not want to speak to anyone, and the comfort she got from his solid, friendly presence troubled her; but nonetheless comfort it was, and when he had gone she felt a sudden contrary flutter of remorse for the way she had treated him, and went round to the shoemaker’s shop.


  He was working at a bench by the window when she came in, surrounded on all sides by shoes and boots and knives and augers and needles of different shapes and sizes, and everywhere the rich smell of leather. He looked up in surprise as she came in. As usual she thought how small everything looked beside him.


  “Well now. I thought you didn’t want to talk to me today.”


  “I’m sorry, Tom, truly I am. I didn’t want to talk to anyone this morning, somehow. It’s just that I was upset about Simon. And then also you were so near being killed, and I a widow without ever being married. And I was ashamed, for being frightened.”


  “You didn’t look frightened, at the time. If that devil hadn’t had so many friends, and them a-horseback, ‘twouldn’t have been I you’d have needed to fear for!” Tom’s big hands gripped the boot he was mending, so that the sole creaked and bent, as he relived the fight in his mind. “That young dandy-cock with his sword, Robert Pole - by our Lord, he did anger me! If I do meet he again I shall take his little sword, break it across my knee, and stuff it up his arse!”


  He flushed and then laughed, a great rueful grin creasing his strong, handsome face. “I’m sorry, Ann, I shouldn’t use such words. But if there is one thing I hate it’s such a man as that, who comes down here from the great city to disport himself in fine clothes and wicked scents and perfumes! Such men do think of nothing but false religion and their own riches. Did Simon tell ‘ee what Robert Pole and his army friends did t’other night, breaking into Throckmorton’s house over to Farway and frightening his poor wife in childbed, like the very soldiers of Herod killing the firstborn? ‘Tis a very Satan incarnate!”


  Tom stabbed his auger savagely into the wood of his bench, his face suffused with anger; and then, as he watched it quiver there in the wood, a whisper of doubt seemed to cross his mind, and he looked up at her more quietly.


  “But wasn’t it he that stopped you on the road last Wednesday and tried to molest ye? Young Simon told me something of that, too.” Under his dark brows, Tom’s eyes watched her warily for the answer to the suspicion he dared not speak.


  “Yes, that was him. But he didn’t molest me though. ‘Twas only talk.” And mostly Simon’s talk, too, she thought bitterly. How still Tom had become! “I don’t think he’d dare do more, now he knows who I’m betrothed to!”


  Tom relaxed a little, his hands playing with the auger. “He’d better not. Did you tell him that, then?”


  “I ... tell him? When?” It was a cunning question, shrewd, like a wrestling trick she had seen him use, when he relaxed his grip and with a little trip sent his opponent stumbling forward with the force of his own efforts.


  “When? How should I know? When you’ve met him. Anytime.”


  “Tom, I’ve not met him at all, but Wednesday, and last night with you.” Her voice sounded strangely slow to her, as though time was not passing as quickly as usual. She suddenly felt how bare her face was; it must be so easy to lie if you could hide your face behind a mask, as Robert had said some fashionable ladies did in London.


  “That’s just as well then. For I should find him one day, and tear him limb from limb, if I thought otherwise!” Nor would he leave her untouched - he meant that too, though he did not say it. But her gamble had won; he had no reason to disbelieve her, only his own suspicion.


  “I told him that. I said he should leave honest girls alone, and that I had a young man to marry. And now that he’s seen you, I don’t think he’ll be back.”


  For a moment he sat there, quite still, considering; she reached out and put her hand on his arm, awkwardly, and prayed that her fingers might not tremble. Then he smiled, relieved, and smothered her own hand in his.


  “If that be the truth of it, then I am glad. ‘Tis only that - forgive me for saying it - I had thought sometimes, when you were strange to me, that you were tempted by such things as fine clothes, and music, and dancing, and these heathenish tales as we do hear from travelling men of the life of rich folk in the country and in great cities. I did fear for your soul, Ann.”


  Her soul. For a second she shivered, and felt the colour drain from her face, as the blood drained from her fingers in the sudden crushing earnest strength of his grip. Was not her soul in peril from Robert, as she feared her body was from Tom? But no, that was all settled now - she had made a peace for her soul with God. He understood. And anyway, what she was doing now, trying to love Tom again, was what He wanted, what was really right.


  She looked up at him, her big childish eyes calm and solemn, and put her other hand softly on the one that was crushing hers.


  “Tom, all that is like the town of Vanity Fair in the book I lent you, of the Pilgrim’s Progress. Things in such places may seem fair, but they are temptations to be resisted. I know that. And sometimes we get a sign to help us too. Such things are easy enough to resist when they come in their other shape, that of men with swords and pistols who attack us like devils in the night.”


  She knew that what she said was true - surely in time she would come to feel it, too? As surely as Tom felt love for her?


  But Tom misunderstood her. “Aye - ‘twould take a foolish maid indeed to be tempted by such men, when their evil is so plain to see! But I do hope the day do come soon, as Israel Fuller says, when we honest Christian folk do rise and sweep the likes of they from the face of the earth, even as the Lord helped our grandfathers before us.”


  “Amen to that,” murmured Ann, closing her eyes in something that might have been a prayer. Then she opened them and smiled, releasing her hand from his. “But Tom, let’s not talk of war, the Poles, and such Papist nonsense now. Let’s talk about us. Do you know my father wants to give a feast for us on Thursday night?”


  “Yes, he were round here prating of it this morning. ‘Tis fine enough, but I’ve to make a speech, he says. I shan’t know what to say.” He frowned as he spoke, the very idea making him nervous.


  “Oh, come now, Tom - you’ve got enough to say for yourself in the normal way! And you’ve only to thank my father for his beautiful daughter and promise to be a godly husband to me. Surely you can manage that?”


  “I can do it, but I can’t say it. You’m the one who do love books and schooling and suchlike. You shall have to help me with it, or I won’t come.”


  “Won’t come! To your own betrothal feast? A fine husband you’ll make!” She laughed, tossing her head and flouncing to the other side of the little room, in a way that made him dumb with admiration and longing. For a while she mocked and teased him a little more, and then agreed to help, as she had always helped him with such things at school, and a peace was established between them, like that of their childhood.


  Indeed, to Tom’s parents it seemed more than a peace, for Ann, despite her brother’s injury, was over the next few days outwardly happier and more cheerful than for many weeks, and their only regret was that the wedding could not be sooner.


  Only Ann knew how desperately her joy skated above the surface of despair, and the knowledge made her skate faster to avoid falling, until at times she began to enjoy her pretence for itself, as she had promised God she would. But at night, watching the shadows in their endless slow journey across the rafters, she saw again the vision of Robert laughing in the sunlight, leaping off his bay horse and running towards her, and she wondered if it had been the moon that had lied to her after all, painting his face the grey, loveless colour of indifference.


  9


  “OLIVER, PUT that pasty back on the table at once! It is not for you!”


  “But I hungry! I want eat now!”


  “Put it down! Oh, mother, look what he’s done!” Rachel’s voice rose in a wail of indignation. “I spent an hour trimming the pasties and now he’s put his fingers right through two of them, and everyone will think I can’t do it! Oliver, you naughty boy!” Rachel picked up a wooden spoon and smacked Oliver’s hand. The little boy retreated under the table, sucking his fingers and howling.


  Mary Carter sighed, and turned away from the fire, where she was basting the leg of mutton and three spitted chickens. Since dawn she and her three daughters had been labouring to prepare Ann’s betrothal feast, and the excitement they had felt in the early morning was going sour in the midday heat. Outside it was a blazing hot June day, and the added heat of the great cooking fire had nearly roasted the cooks as well as the meat. Mary wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, and picked up her defiant young son.


  “Oliver, that was very bad. You’ve spoilt the nice pasties for Ann’s betrothal feast! What will uncle John think now?”


  “Don’t care! Don’t want Ann get ‘trothed! Want her stay here, marry me!”


  Everyone laughed, and the little boy pouted, pressing his face into his mother’s neck and peeping out angrily at Ann.


  “Oh Roly, don’t be silly!” Ann smiled, and held out her arms to him. “Come here now and watch me get the hot bread out of the oven. Then you can have some of the loaf you made.”


  Oliver let go of his mother and shuffled shyly over to watch his beloved big sister open the door of the bread-oven and pull out the hot loaves on her long wooden peel. The glorious smell of fresh bread wafted across the room.


  “That one mine!” Oliver pointed excitedly to the most unusual-shaped loaf. “I make that one! Cut it now, Ann! Eat my bread!”


  “Wait a minute, Roly. Tis hot, you know!” Ann took the loaf in her gloved hands and carried it to the table. “Let’s eat outside, mother, shall we?”


  “That would be a blessing.”


  So for a welcome half hour they relaxed outside, under the shade of the apple tree where Simon sat with his leg stretched out in front of him. They ate hot bread and chunks of cheese, and drank long cool draughts of watered cider. Ann watched little Oliver trying to feed bits of cheese to a butterfly, and thought perhaps it would be all right after all. ‘It is only a feast for the family to enjoy, that’s all,’ she thought. ‘I will make the promise but I don’t have to leave them, not yet.’


  Refreshed, they returned to work, and by mid-afternoon the floor was scrubbed, the pans cleaned and shining, and the great table in the middle of the kitchen was laden with pasties, mutton, chicken, salads, junkets, cheeses, bread, butter, pickles, good wax candles, and all the knives, spoons, plates, bowls, and mugs the house could provide. Behind the table stood a tall, redfaced woman and her three daughters, all tired, hot, and sticky, their faces and aprons smudged with flour or gravy, their hair sticking out in untidy knots from beneath their coifs. Rachel nudged Sarah, and the two sisters watched entranced as Ann wiped the sweat from her forehead with a hand grey with the ash she had just cleared from the grate. Ann gazed at her giggling sisters in tired exasperation.


  “Whatever’s the matter with you two?”


  “That’s beautiful, Ann! That’s re … really n … nice!” Rachel clung onto Sarah for support. “D … do you think if I make myself into a chimney sweep Tom’s brother will marry me”


  “Chimney sweep, chimney sweep! Ann was sleeping in the fire!” shouted little Oliver, jumping up and down with delight at the joke.


  “Right then, ‘tis time for the washhouse.” Mary Carter took charge, dragging herself back into movement. “You’d laugh even more if you could see yourselves. We could all do with a proper wash, and then you maids can put next week’s dresses on today, since they’re dry. We can keep these to wear tomorrow, when we’re cleaning up.”


  “We won’t have to clear up, too, will we?” asked Sarah. “We’ve done enough today.”


  “Only the dishes. The guests will take care of the food.”


  They went out to the washhouse at the back, where there was a great copper boiler over a fireplace which they heated once a fortnight for the washing, and once a month for a bath. But there was no need for that today; they scrubbed themselves in cold water from the well.


  An hour later the room was full of people, and Ann, sitting between Tom and his mother, suddenly felt a flutter of nervousness she had not had time for before. This feast was a public acknowledgement of something that had so far been only a private understanding; indeed, it was very little different from a wedding. There were seven members of her own family, Tom’s parents, sister and three brothers, and their godparents: John Spragg the mason and his wife Ruth, for Tom, and William Clegg, the skinny, humorous old weaver, for Ann.


  “A fine spread, indeed, Adam. Be that there pork, or lamb, now?” Ann glanced at the thin, stooped eager figure of Luke Goodchild, Tom’s father, and realised sadly that he had left his working spectacles at home, and without them his weak, watery eyes were half blind, from years of careful, precise stitching at his shoemaker’s bench.


  “‘Tis lamb, Luke. The Lord be thanked, we can still feed well when we’ve a mind, whatever troubles may be abroad in the wide world.” Adam smiled at his old friend.


  “Troubles, Adam? There bain’t no more news, be there?” asked John Spragg from across the table, his voice in the deep chest booming loud as usual.


  “Nothing much. Only that they have stood the militia down in Exeter. I don’t rightly know if that be good news or, bad.” Adam’s voice was careful and even, giving nothing away. The two men’s eyes met across the table, in understanding, and the subject was dropped.


  “Adam,” said Mary, who had been carving, and handing the laden plates to Rachel and Sarah to pass around the table. “Will you lead us in our prayers, before we eat?”


  They all bowed their heads, and Adam led them in the humble grace with which they began every meal.


  “Almighty God, we humbly thank Thee for Thy loving kindness in providing us with this Thy food which we see before us; let us remember Thee with gratitude in our eating of it, and hope that it will strengthen us to serve Thee further, and remember Thee in all our daily acts upon this earth.”


  He paused, and a slight smile played around his lips before he continued. “And we ask Thee also to give Thy blessing to our two children here, Thomas and Ann, whose betrothal we are gathered to celebrate; bless their promise, Lord, and grant that they do come in the fullness of time to the blessed state of matrimony, therein happily and fruitfully to continue all their days, in love and harmony, and by their lives to be an example to their children, and to all the people of this village, of the holiness of Thy true religion.”


  Amid the hearty ‘Amens’ Ann’s vision of her father blurred, and her eyes filled with tears. She had done this thing now, and it was good, or should be; but she was an evil, wicked person to do it so, with a devil inside her, dividing her in two so that she did not know which was right. Which was the evil, which the lies? Were they lies which she had told to God, was she damned for trying to deceive the Almighty? Or were these lies, now, these thoughts that were trying to persuade her that what she was doing now was not right?


  She felt Martha Goodchild’s arm around her. “There, there, my dear, you have a good weep. ‘Tis a bit much for us all, when we comes down to it.”


  “I ... I’m not worthy, Mrs Goodchild.”


  “‘Course you are, my dear! Not worthy? Why, you’m the finest girl in this whole parish, you are! I wouldn’t never want my Tom to choose another, not if he could have any girl he liked in all the three counties!”


  Desperately, Ann brushed away her tears, and looked up, to see tears on Mrs Goodchild’s cheeks too, and her mother’s. Everyone was looking at her, and half of the faces were as long and sad as though it were a funeral! It was absurd! Then she caught John Spragg putting his arm round his own wife, and winking at little Oliver, whose eyes were wide with amazement, and the craziness of it all made her laugh, although her laughter sounded much like crying too, when it came out.


  William Clegg turned to her bemused father with a shrug. “Well, Adam, I reckons us better start on these yer vittles now, don’t ‘ee, ‘fore it all d’get washed away, like?” - a remark which only served to spread the laughter and weeping further, so that all around the room men were grinning and women wiping their faces with their aprons.


  They all began eating in a fine good humour. And despite her own bewilderment at the effect of her tears, Ann could not help being cheered by it too. For a while the devil of doubt within her was quelled, and she felt that she really did belong here, and nowhere else. This was her home, these were her people; if she cried, they accepted her for what she was. Or what they thought she was.


  She could feel Tom’s mother bubbling with emotion beside her, and soon the reason came out. She looked around the company, her plain ruddy face beaming with delight. It was a great moment for her.


  “‘Tis only that ... well, this afternoon I’ve gone and found a house for these two youngsters yer, which they can have as soon as they gets married, if they wants it.”


  There was an excited murmur of appreciation around the table, and Mary Carter and John Spragg asked, almost together:


  “Well, come on, dear, tell us! Where is it to?”


  “‘Tis in Rosemary Lane - you know, that little cottage between the two houses - where old Granny Marples do live.”


  “Oh yes, I know it.” Mary looked puzzled. “But old Granny Marples is still living there.”


  “That’s just it, see.” Martha looked immensely pleased with herself. “You know she’s Tom’s grandmother-in-law, so to speak - well, I knew she ‘aven’t been too happy there on her own since ‘er husband died last winter, she’d rather lodge with my brother Martin. So I goes round to ‘er this afternoon, and ‘er says ‘er’s quite happy to move out and let these two have it whenever they do want. They’d have to pay rent to Martin, o’ course, ‘tis his cottage - but I thought ‘twould suit they just fine!”


  “Why, if that bain’t the hand of the good Lord, just as plain as day!” Mary Carter looked as pleased as Martha; and as the conversation broke up again amongst the small groups around the table, the two mothers continued talking excitedly about the cottage, drawing Ann in as much as possible.


  “‘Tisn’t much, you understand, dear, just the two rooms downstairs and the attic, but it’s got its own well in the backyard, which is something, and a little bit of garden too, for herbs and such. You’ve seen it from the outside, haven’t you, love?”


  “Yes, I know where it is,” said Ann. “But I’ve never been inside.”


  “What about cooking, Martha - do it have a decent fireplace?”


  It might almost be her own mother that was moving there, Ann thought - she looked so excited.


  “Big enough, I suppose. Not so big as yer, o’ course, but then you won’t be cooking for so many - not at first anyway, will you, dear?”


  Ann smiled shyly, and blushed; and again the feeling began to come back that the smile, that her whole body, in fact, was not her own - that it was a doll, going through a performance, holding a captive screaming soundlessly inside. She hadn’t expected this – it was happening too suddenly, too fast.


  “But it has a real good chimney, my dear, and ‘er says ‘e do draw beautiful, and never blows smoke back but in they northeasters, like we had last winter. But the best of all is, where the woodshed be to - right outside the back door, so you’ve hardly a step out there in the cold weather; and there be a proper little wooden slat in there too, so ‘ee can keep the wood and sea-coal separate ...”


  Ann nodded and smiled politely, trying to see the good points of the cottage, and ignore the panic inside her, like a thin whistle in her ears that made her want to leap up, throw her food across the table, and run from the room. She felt the hair crawl on her scalp as she forced herself to sit still. People spoke of being possessed by devils - was this what they meant?


  She looked carefully at the people around the table - people she had known all her life. They were good people, who loved her and cared for her, and wanted what was best for her - she knew that. They would always help her, keep her from sin and danger, never tempt her to do anything which might lead to her wandering the streets of a strange wicked city, a lost, abandoned harlot.


  She should be glad to be betrothed to such an industrious, handsome man as Tom; her heart should leap up at the chance of setting up a little cottage of her own with him, making real the house that they had played at so often as children. Surely the idea should thrill her, as Mrs Goodchild so clearly believed it did? And the doll Ann - the part that felt like a doll to her, but was the real Ann to everyone else - the doll Ann was thrilled by it, and nodded and smiled and asked further questions until Martha Goodchild and her mother had the cottage all completely furnished in their minds, and were beginning to plan ahead for their grandchildren.


  But what had that picture to do with her fantasies of music and laughter and dancing in London? Of herself honoured by handsome cavalier officers, or travelling overseas to Holland, perhaps, or Belgium, Germany? This could have been yours, the captive inside her whispered; he really meant what he said, you know! If you could just forget about the night Simon was hurt; if you could have agreed to love him as his mistress, he would surely have come to love you in the end - you could have returned to Devon with honour, a lady in Shute House. He did not mean what he said that night; it was only his anger, and the moonlight greying his face.


  Ann played with her knife and looked down at the table. It was Belial, she knew, the devil within her; the courtier Belial she had read of in Paradise Lost, who could persuade anyone of anything if only they listened to him, and his smiles, and honeyed, glozing lies. Or was she herself Belial, to pretend to be happy here tonight, when really …


  “There’s that old spinning wheel of my mother’s, that I have no use for at all, though ‘e do go just as well as my own. And ‘e wouldn’t take up so much room in that kitchen, being an upright one - you’ve seen ‘un in our house, haven’t you, dear?”


  “Yes, Mrs Goodchild, ‘tis a very fine one. I prefer using the upright ones, myself.”


  “And I think I’ve got several old pans would look lovely in there ... “


  There was a sudden, urgent knocking at the door. Conversation died, and then rose again as those who had only half heard questioned each other as to what it had been. The knocking came again, louder in the silence where the talk had been. Faces looked at each other, questioningly; most merely curious, but a few - Simon’s, her father’s, John Spragg’s - anxious, a little afraid. Ann remembered Simon’s words the other night, about Robert’s search of the house in Farway. Surely not? Her pulse raced in fear and ... hope?


  Adam pushed back his chair and strode to the door. It was not bolted. He paused with his hand on the latch.


  “Who is it?”


  “Roger Satchell! Open up, Adam, I’ve got great news!”


  A sigh went round the room, followed by frowns, especially among the women. Surely the man must know this was a family celebration - could not the news wait?


  Adam opened the door and Roger Satchell strode in. He surveyed the company, breathing heavily. His face was flushed, and his clothes dusty, as though he had been riding hard.


  “The Duke of Monmouth has landed in Lyme!”


  There was a moment’s utter silence - perhaps half a minute, perhaps less - when every face was still, as the message curved towards their minds like a stone thrown at a pool. Then it hit the surface, and the ripples spread across their faces in a stir of amazement. John Spragg leapt to his feet.


  “What, man? Has he come alone?”


  Roger Satchell strode to the end of the table, by the fireplace, where everyone could see him.


  “Alone? No, John, he has come with three ships and three hundred men, and has called all honest Protestants to rally to him and form an army!”


  For a moment there was uproar, everyone speaking at once. At last Adam Carter’s voice came through.


  “Where did you hear all this, Roger? Have you been in Lyme?”


  Satchell laughed. “No, Adam. I was out on the road over toward Axminster when I met that fool Alford, the mayor of Lyme, riding out of the place as though all the devils of Hell were after him. He was out to spread the alarm and raise the militia, and sent me down to Colyton to do likewise. I would to God I had thought quick enough to stop him - he’ll be nearly clear to Honiton by now!”


  “Aye, and then they’ll call the militia out to put a guard on the roads, to stop folk going to join him. God was with thee, Roger — we must act fast!”


  All eyes turned to the stocky, determined figure of John Spragg, his genial face no longer smiling but grim and decided, a strange light of conviction in his eyes.


  “John! What do ‘ee mean? You bain’t going off to fight?” Ruth Spragg looked up at her husband, amazed, her hand clutching his arm.


  He bent down to look at her. “I must, my dear. You know that. We’ve spoken of it before. A man must follow the Lord before all else, to save his religion.”


  “But ‘tis treason! ‘Tis to fight the King!” Ruth’s cry was desperate, terrified, voicing the innermost fear of them all. Her husband hesitated, shocked at the fear in the eyes he loved.


  “Your John is right, Ruth.” Roger Satchell’s voice broke the silence, understanding but firm. “The King is a Papist who has turned against his own people, and is like to destroy their true religion.” His eyes took in the men around the table. “All of us here have discussed this before, and decided what to do if ever the time should come, as we hoped. And now is the time. Shall we let the Protestant Duke land seven miles away in Lyme, and not go to his aid?”


  John Spragg shook his head slowly, as much in answer to his wife’s pleading as Roger Satchell’s question. There was a sharp, determined “Never!” from William Clegg, and Ann saw Simon’s eager, fanatical eyes searching their father’s face. Adam shut his eyes for a moment, his face creased as though he were in pain; then he gave a deep sigh and opened his eyes, glancing first at his wife and then at Roger Satchell.


  “No, Roger, that shall not be said. But what ill luck that should send him to us tonight, to disturb the peace of my daughter’s betrothal!”


  “Don’t think of it as ill luck, Adam. ‘Tis rather a sign that your daughter will bring forth children into a better world, without the fear of a Papist King. And a good happy chance that I found you all together, that the news may now spread more quickly, and we may gather to join the Duke before any muster to prevent us.”


  “You will not go tonight?” It was as though Ann’s mother had only just grasped the import of what they were saying.


  “That we must, Mary, or tomorrow morning early. John, Adam, Will, you know I have some arms stored at my house. If I go now to spread the news, will you meet me there in an hour?”


  “Aye, Roger!”


  “We will!” The three men growled their assent. It was strange, Ann thought, how Roger Satchell naturally took the lead, bringing the other men to decide quickly in the shock of the moment, before their resolve could be weakened by their wives.


  “And I shall come too! The Lord give me strength to go beside thee, boy, as he gave me strength before!” Luke Goodchild rose to his feet, his watery eyes blinking in the candlelight. Roger hesitated before he spoke.


  “No, Luke. We spoke of it before. The Lord has spared you his service because of your eyes.” He looked at Tom. “And your son is just betrothed ... “


  “I’ll come,” said Tom calmly, rising to put his hand on his father’s shoulder. “You know, father, the Lord has given me strength to fight in his service, as he gave you strength before. And I have a score to settle with His enemies already.”


  “Then the Lord has found four good soldiers together.” Roger Satchell looked round at the still shocked faces of the women. “My dears, it may seem that I am taking your husbands and sons from you now, but I do assure you it is God’s cause, as John says, and the Lord looks after His own. Did he not smite the forces of Babylon into dust, as the good book tells us? In a few weeks your men will be back amongst you with news of just such another glorious fight, and the country will be saved for the true religion!” He glanced at the men. “At my house in an hour, then, if you can. You’ll need food, a water-bottle, blanket, and such weapons as you have.” Then he turned to the door and was gone.


  There was a brief silence, as they all looked at each other. Then everyone began to speak together in a buzz of excited talk.


  “But is it wise to fight against the King?” Mary Carter’s voice rose high above the rest as she looked desperately for support amongst her family and friends. “John, Will, Adam - is it wise? I know the cause be right, but think of what may happen! Now at least we can all feed and clothe ourselves, and worship in secret - how shall we manage if you’re all killed?”


  “Peace, Mary.” Adam took his wife’s hands in his own, imprisoning them so firmly that she winced with the pain. He tried to look at her steadily to calm her fears, but she only saw the shadows and candle light dancing crazily in his eyes. “Thou shalt not live by bread alone. This is a burden laid upon us by the Lord, as He did lay a burden on our fathers. We may not shrug it off. You must trust in Him, Mary, if you cannot trust in us. If He so wills, He will lead us to success, as He led our fathers before us.”


  She shook her head, despairing. Her voice quavered as she spoke. “‘Tis a just cause, Adam, I know that. But there be good men killed in every war, even the just ones.” Nonetheless she knew she was beaten. Her voice broke, and she hugged her husband tightly, hiding her tears on his chest, while he patted her back soothingly. Then she pushed him away from her.


  “But if you must go, you must. And you’ll need a good blanket to sleep in, and a change of socks, and a shirt, and some food. Ann, help me make them ready.”


  She spoke only to hide her feelings, for she could see Ann was already busy.


  “We must do the same. Mary, we must leave you.” Ruth Spragg spoke dully, her fight also lost. Mary turned to her as though dazed, and then suddenly awoke.


  “Yes, of course, my love. But for the Lord’s sake take food from this table. Here’s plenty and to spare.” So the women hid their feelings in a frenzy of activity, dividing food from the table into four piles, and seeking cloths to wrap them in. John Spragg and William Clegg hurried home to seek their weapons.


  Luke Goodchild was still arguing with his son.


  “Tom, I can go instead of ‘ee, boy. I can still make shift to push a pike with the best of ‘em, and I can’t have ‘ee leaving this beautiful young maid here like this.”


  His wife Martha intervened. “Don’t you be so foolish, Luke Goodchild, you’m staying ‘ome along of me. Your eyes be that bad, you’m just as likely to stick your pike into your friends by mistake, and then where’d you be? ‘Tis pity anyone has to go, but young Tom’ll do the cause a lot better service than ever you would.”


  “That’s right, father.” Tom turned to Ann awkwardly. “I’m sorry ... “ he began.


  “No, Tom! Don’t be sorry! You shall go!” The fierceness of her own reaction surprised her, yet she could not stop it. It was the perfect resolution; Tom must go and fight, and she must support him. The war would settle things, give her time. “You will clear the Papists from our land, as Mr Satchell said, to make it safe for our children! ‘Tis the Lord’s decision, not mine.”


  “You understand, then. I must go.” Tom hesitated, still seeming to expect her to want to hold him back; but then his righteous enthusiasm took over. “We shall smite the Amalekites as they deserve, like old Noll Cromwell’s men, and make the country fit for honest godly folk to worship in again, instead of hiding in the wilderness and being waylaid by godless vain folk in their fancy clothes and scents. By Heaven, I hope the good Lord brings me face to face with they scoundrels we met t’other night, that a godly army may serve them as they served us!”


  “No, Tom, you take care! Don’t ‘ee try to fight ‘em single-handed, like you did t’other night!” Martha Goodchild looked up at her tall son protectively, as though he were still a little boy, as he still was in her eyes.


  “Mother, we shall be an army now. I shall have a hundred strong men on either side of me!” Tom laughed, and Ann saw that he, unlike the older men, was really glad to go. “When we come to battle, the Lord will judge between us.”


  “I do hope so too, Tom.” Ann shivered as she said it, as though someone had walked over her grave; and it was true, she did hope so, with all her heart. The problem was, that her heart was divided about the outcome. But whichever way, it was as though the Lord were taking matters into his own hands, and showing her a way that she could become whole again, and cast out her devil.


  For if an army of West Countrymen rose against the King in the name of God, then God would decide whether they deserved victory or not. And if Tom met Robert in battle, God would decide that too. She trembled at the thought. She knew who deserved the victory. It was hardly fair on Robert, somehow; if the Duke of Monmouth’s army were composed of honest, godly men like her father, Tom, William Clegg and John Spragg, then how could it fail? Those who fought against them must be at best, sorely mistaken; at the worst, damned. Was she wishing for Robert’s death? But then she remembered Simon’s leg, and Robert’s hard face and cruel words the other night, and hardened her heart. She knew really, she had always known, that it was right that she should marry Tom; and this way, if he came back victorious from the war, God’s judgement would be clearly shown. The little cottage might become a real home of her own, instead of the prison of spare furniture and mother-in-law’s fussing kindness that she had feared it might be.


  She put her hand on Tom’s arm, shyly. “God go with you, Tom.”


  “Yes.” He blushed and looked as though he might kiss her; then bent down instead, clumsily, and hugged her in his strong arms. Their bodies jarred awkwardly together.
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  AT THE time, Adam thought he would never forget anything that happened that night, although afterwards there were so many nights of sudden decisions, conflicts, ambushes and forced marches that the details of one night began to merge into another, and he only remembered the important things, such as whether it was raining, whether he had enough to eat, whether he was wounded.


  The first night none of these things bothered him. He was only aware that the long-dreaded moment had come, and that he was doing as he had decided, as other men expected: he was going to the war he feared. It was a strange, trance-like feeling, as though everything were at a little distance, and he were in a body not quite his own, which needed more attention than usual. He stepped out of the bustling cottage into the dark of the street, at once tremblingly aware of everything he saw and did, and at the same time detached, frozen and numb somewhere inside.


  It was a warm, breathless night, the air very clear and still. As his eyes got used to the darkness and looked away from the splashes of lantern light, he saw that the sky was deep blue, rather than black, with little points of stars just beginning to appear in it. But below the quiet sky there was movement everywhere in the little town. The narrow streets and cobbles echoed to shouts and the sounds of running feet, and people hurried out of doorways and around corners with lanterns that sent shadows leaping up the walls like giant demons from Hell.


  Roger Satchell’s house was a big flint-walled one in the market place near the church. Adam reached it together with Tom Goodchild, and he searched for some words of sympathy for the tall young man who was leaving his bride. But before he could find them Tom had eagerly pressed in amongst the crowd of men who were gathered together, talking together in low, eager voices. In the next few minutes their numbers doubled to nearly half of the men in the village. Most were family men like Adam, although there was a good sprinkling of younger ones like Tom as well, and even a fourteen-year-old boy, Paul Abrahams, whom Adam frowned to see. Only about one man in four had a weapon of his own, though most had at least a stout stick. Even when Roger Satchell had handed out the half-dozen old matchlock muskets and a few pistols and swords he had hidden in his cellar, more than half the group were still unarmed. Adam saw Roger offer a pistol to Peter Giles, one of the few Quakers in the town, but Peter pushed it away.


  “‘Tis not for me to bear arms against no man, Master Satchell, you know that.”


  “If you come with us where we’re going, there’ll be need of them, Peter. ‘Twon’t be no half measures this time.”


  “Then I must stay behind, for ‘tis not for me to presume to slay those whom the Lord has created, howsoever evil they may be.” Peter’s voice had risen, as though he wanted all present to hear his words. “‘Tis written quite clearly in the good book: ‘Thou shalt not kill.’“


  “Neither shalt thou betray the Lord thy God, nor bow to worship false idols!” Roger Satchell countered. He smiled briefly as he faced the Quaker, but his voice conveyed his impatience, his eagerness to be gone. “Peter, none of us here goes forth to kill willingly, out of a lust for slaughter, you know that. But these men we go to fight be foul Papists, that would burn our houses down about our ears if we let them! And yours too! Do you think to win such men over with mere argument?”


  “‘Tis a better way, Roger,” came the reply, but it was drowned in the turmoil as another group of men hurried into the market place from Vicarage Street.


  “Best make haste, brethren!” one of them called out hoarsely. “My son says he saw our young vicar running in the direction of Shute House a quarter of an hour ago, like there was a swarm of bees at his back!”


  His words were met by a nervous buzz and mutter of talk, and several voices cried out that they should be on their way.


  “Hold on a moment, lads.” Roger Satchell stood on the steps of his house, his hands held high for silence. He was the richest man of their persuasion in the village, apart from Sir Richard Young, who lived in the Great House on South Street; but Sir Richard, a staunch Whig who had supported many schemes in the past to exclude the Catholic King James from the throne, and even entertained Monmouth in his house some years ago, was absent from home, so it seemed natural for Roger Satchell to lead. “We go to be soldiers; let us start as we mean to go on. First check that your weapons are loaded and ready. That way all can see we mean business!”


  In the lantern-light Adam looked at the old musket that had hung so many years in his cellar, since the Civil War. It was loaded, but he had never fired it before. He thought he knew what he had to do: set it in its rest, pour some corns of powder into the pan, clean the edges of the pan, and apply the lighted end of the match to fire it. Oh, and aim before that, of course, or all the rest would go for naught. And as for reloading; well, there was the scourer to clean the barrel - now where was that? For a moment he thought he had left it at home; then he found it, hanging from his belt. Also he had five bullets, and half a pouch full of powder. But how to clean the gun and reload, all in the right sequence, and in a hurry?


  It seemed a clumsy way of fighting. His head swam as he tried to remember the details; then he gave up. Whatever else, the musket was a hefty piece of equipment, with a solid wooden stock. He would fire it once, if it came to it, and then use it to lay about him like a club. He envied William Clegg and Philip Cox the simple, sharp hedging-tools they carried over their shoulders. John Spragg nudged him, and held out the end of his own coil of match, which glowed like dull embers in the dark.


  “I reckon us has to light these here, Adam. ‘Twill surely be too late if there’s a fight.”


  “Aye, John, you’re right,” he muttered, half to himself. “Let’s hope they give us more warning than t’other night.” He held the end of his coil of match to the glow of the other, carefully, until his own smouldered too. His hand was quite steady, he saw, not shaking at all. Only it did not seem like his hand, somehow.


  John Spragg held his lantern doubtfully over the pan of his own musket, looking at the ironwork around the pan. He gave a rueful smile.


  “I do surely hope ‘e frightens off they Papists, for ‘e do terrify me! ‘E’s likely to blow apart with all that rust, if I fires ‘un!”


  “Ye’d do better with something simple, like this yer.” Philip Cox, a short, jovial man, a tanner with five children, held up the hedging knife he had got from a farmer - a long, curved, wicked blade bolted to the end of a pole. “I can cut down four Papists with this while you’m still looking for your powder!”


  Adam more than half agreed with him. Though he had always thought he should carry his father’s old musket, he would have felt safer with a pike or a long knife.


  “Let’s hope the Duke has brought some proper arms of his own,” said John Clapp, leaning down from his horse. “‘Twill be enough for tonight to point they things at any folk as tries to stop us. We can learn to use ‘em later.”


  “‘Tis not arms we need, but the blessing of the Lord!” boomed the great voice of Israel Fuller, his dark eyes glittering above his black beard in the torchlight. “If we set forth on this venture with a prayer on our lips and righteousness in our hearts, there will be none can stand against us.”


  “Aye, Israel, let us ask the blessing of the Lord before we go,” said Roger Satchell, clattering into the centre of the square on the horse his groom had brought for him. “Do you lead us now. But let it be quick, for we have the Lord’s work to do.”


  For a few minutes all the heads were bowed reverently in the little market square, while Israel Fuller led them in a prayer for victory. The lantern-light made their shadows huge on the walls of the houses round about; and yet so sober was the demeanour of the dark, black-hatted figures clustered around their preacher that Ann, watching from the edge of the square, thought they would have looked like the figures round the crib at Christmas, had it not been for the muskets and scythe-blades glinting red over their shoulders, and the tears of the watching women. Then Israel’s prayer ended, and Roger Satchell took command again.


  “Now, friends, let’s form up and march out of the town soldier-like, as far as is in us. A line of four abreast. Pikemen to the front and rear, muskets in the middle.”


  The column came together, after a fashion. Most of those with ‘pikes’ had either scythes or hedging-tools, but they looked vicious enough as their owners shouldered them in the red lantern-light, as though they had already bathed in blood.


  The little column began to wind its way out of the market place, about thirty men in all, two horsemen riding at its head. The clatter of hooves and the tramp of marching echoed from the walls around, and then was drowned in the sound of wives and families cheering, weeping and waving. Adam saw Ann and the girls and Mary with little Oliver in her arms, and felt the numbness around his heart begin to melt into an agony of pain, so that he could not wave back, but had to look away, his trembling chin held high, his blurring eyes grateful for the dark ahead.


  They turned left at the top of the market-place, past Sir Richard Young’s house, and then were out of the village, quite suddenly, on the road to Colyford. A few women walked with them for a bit, but one by one, they dropped back, waving and calling their farewells. Their voices carried into the vastness of the night. Someone in the column started a psalm, and they all joined in. It would be easy for anyone listening or watching on the road ahead to know that something was afoot, but it seemed to most of the men that the time for caution and creeping silently through the night was past. The Duke had landed. Their hour was come.


  Adam, though, was less easy. He turned to the small, wrinkled figure of William Clegg who marched beside him, clutching his hedging-tool fiercely.


  “Do you think there’ll be anyone at the bridge, Will? That’s their place, if they want to stop us.”


  “Let’s hope not. We’ve moved fast enough. But if there be, us’ll have to trim their beards for ‘em!”


  The psalm ended, and for a while the column tramped in silence. As they came nearer the Lyme road, Adam thought he heard the clink of bridles and the creak of leather from the other side of the Coly. He called out to Roger Satchell.


  “Did you hear that, Roger?”


  “Aye! They’ll be coming down the other side of the stream, to head for the bridge.”


  The Coly, on their left as they had marched south from Colyton, was only a little stream at this time of the year, easily crossed anywhere, though easiest here, at the ford just above its junction with the Axe; but the Axe, a couple of hundred yards further east, was a deep, full-flowing river, crossed by the three-arched stone bridge that carried all the traffic between Exeter and Lyme. It was from a path between the two rivers, that led from Shute and skirted the outside of Colyton, that they had heard the clink of bridles.


  “Quick, lads,” Roger Satchell ordered. “There be horsemen yonder. Best get across the ford smartish so they don’t come between us and the bridge.”


  It was the wrong sort of order for men with no discipline. The company broke into a hurried, shambling run down to the ford, and there was a clatter of falling arms, and curses, as two men tripped over each other in the dark. Adam heard Roger Satchell cry out “Hold steady now! Keep together!” as he splashed across the ford, but it was hard to know who to keep together with. He heard footsteps running ahead, up the road towards the Axe bridge, and others behind him, splashing across the ford, but around him there were only two - no, three; John Spragg, William Clegg and Tom Goodchild. And there on the left, riding out of the shadows on the bank of the Coly, were four horsemen.


  “Halt! Who’s that there?” called out John Spragg boldly beside Adam.


  “What do you mean, ‘halt’, man? Clear out of the way!” answered a contemptuous, aristocratic voice - a voice that Adam had heard the other night! The horses came closer. Adam felt himself shaking with rage and anxiety. What should he do? No time to prime the musket - he reversed it to use as a club. Then the horsemen suddenly stopped below them at the foot of the bank below the road, and Roger Satchell’s voice came from behind him.


  “Stand back or I’ll fire!”


  Adam realised there were horsemen behind him as well as in front. Roger Satchell and John Clapp.


  “Satchell? What the devil are you doing, man? This is the King’s highway. Clear those men out of the way!”


  That voice - it must be Sir Courtenay Pole! The same men they had met the other night. Adam tightened his grip on the barrel of his musket, and felt the great body of Tom tense beside him. Now Simon would get his revenge! They were in just the right position now. The raised embankment of the road meant that the horsemen’s heads were just below them. If only they would try to ride up!


  “These men are armed and out to serve the Duke of Monmouth. I advise you to stand back and let them pass.”


  The horsemen hesitated, and Adam realised there was now quite a crowd around him, on the embankment. Yet no-one moved forward. He saw William Clegg’s billhook glint in the moonlight.


  “They’ve slowmatch lit,” said a voice from below.


  “Those buffoons have no idea how to fire a musket,” drawled Sir Courtenay. “They’ll probably blow themselves to Heaven without any help from us.”


  “If ‘ee wants to try it, Mister Pole, this one yer’s pointed right down your stomach!”


  Adam looked to his right, and saw that John Spragg had actually managed to get his musket settled in its rest, and held his slowmatch poised above the pan.


  There was a stir and some hurried whispers down below, and Adam thought he recognised the voice of Robert Pole, and the words ‘get to the bridge’. Then the horses turned suddenly, to the left, and disappeared into the darkness beside the road, in the direction of the Axe.


  “They’ll get to the bridge before us! Come on, John!” Roger Satchell and John Clapp turned their horses and trotted off down the road.


  “Come on, boys, quick!” cried William Clegg, but John Spragg held the little man’s arm.


  “No, wait. Slowly does it. Us can’t outrun they horses, so there’s no sense trying. Our job is to stay together. They’m afraid of us like that, but they’ll cut us down if us runs!”


  “Aye, that’s it. You told ‘em just now, Mr Spragg!” Tom said.


  John Spragg laughed. “I did that, boy, but I don’t know if this yer thing’d’ve fired if I’d tried it. You got yours primed, Adam? If we’ve got two, at least one of ‘em should frighten they horses any road, if they goes off!”


  “I should have clubbed ‘em with it before.” Adam muttered, as he primed the pan of his musket from John’s powder horn. He marvelled at his friend’s hearty calmness, not realising the way his own voice, put on as a mask to hide his trembling spirits, encouraged the others also.


  The grim, cheerful little group set off at a steady walk down the road. They could see the dark outline of the wooded hills against the starry sky, and below it, the pale gleam of the river meandering seawards. Somewhere ahead was the bridge.


  Suddenly there was a terrible bang! and a splash of yellow light, followed by a shrill neigh, two more shots, and a confused yelling from somewhere ahead. There was a clash of metal, a scream, and a cheer.


  Unconsciously, the little group halted, then began to go faster, almost at a half run, towards the sounds. Then there were horses’ hooves coming towards them at a gallop, and two riders appeared out of the darkness, one cursing and trying to hold back the other. The group moved to the side of the road a little, and stopped. Then Adam recognised the voice that was cursing.


  “‘Tis them, John! Come on, let ‘em have it!” he said.


  He lifted his musket to his shoulder, aiming with his left hand, and applied the match to the pan. There was a terrific boom! and a blow on his shoulder. He found himself lying on his back in the road, listening to a whistling in his ears and the tiny, distant sound of retreating horses. Then there were cheers and laughter, nearer at hand, and hands under his armpits lifting him up.


  “I told ‘ee ‘twould put the wind up ‘em, Adam!” chuckled John Spragg. “I don’t reckon they’ll stop this side of Sidford!”


  “Did I hit ‘em, though?”


  “I wouldn’t like to swear to that, friend. There’s more to this musketry lark than you first think. I reckon you blowed a hole in my ears, though!”


  “What about the other two?” asked William Clegg. “Be this they?”


  Another horse was coming towards them out of the dark. William and Tom Goodchild stepped forward cautiously, the pike and billhook held menacingly before them. Two other men followed.


  “Who’s that there? Is that you, Pole?”


  “No! ‘Tis I, John Clapp. We drove Pole’s lot off from the bridge. Was that you fired at ‘em?”


  They sighed with relief as John Clapp’s horse trotted up quietly beside them.


  “No, ‘twas this fire-eating friend of ours here! Only he’s so overcome by it, ‘e lay down for a little sleep after!”


  Adam rubbed his shoulder ruefully in the darkness, absurdly pleased by the leg-pulling. He had made a fool of himself perhaps, but at least he had fired, at least he hadn’t run.


  “No-one hurt?”


  “No.”


  “Let’s get on down to the bridge then, and stay together. I don’t reckon we’ll have any more trouble with they tonight. Israel Fuller thinks ‘e hit one, and t’other rode off downstream.”


  So, more by luck than design, they had their first successful battle within an hour of forming. While Adam and the others had been disputing at Colyford, some others had run on with Israel Fuller and reached the Axe bridge in time to hold it against the surprised Poles when the four horsemen had ridden up out of the dark. Then, as the horsemen recoiled, Roger Satchell and John Clapp had surprised them from the rear. It had only been four horsemen against thirty of them, and only one of those horsemen had - perhaps - been hit, but nonetheless it was a terrific boost to the morale of men unused to arms, and Adam, even more than Tom, rejoiced at the change of fortune from the other night. They waited awhile at the bridge, and then, when no-one returned, began the long six-mile trek over the high empty moors under the stars to Lyme, psalms of praise and triumph on their lips.
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  THEY REACHED Lyme early in the morning, marching down off the high moors with the sun rising in their faces across the glittering waters of Lyme Bay. Squinting in the reflection from the water, they could make out the black spars of Monmouth’s ship, the Hereldenburg, and the two others moored near it; and around them small rowing boats, scurrying like water-spiders from ship to shore. Then they forgot their aching legs, and the silent doubts that had crept into more than Adam’s mind in the grey chill before dawn, and quickened their steps, stumbling slightly in their hurry to reach the town below them. All night they had kept together, drawing comfort from marching together in ranks of three or four; but now they began to break ranks and spread out, like any group of friends walking along the highway.


  “Halt! Who goes there? Stand forth and present yourselves, sirs, if you please!” A man appeared suddenly in the middle of the road, barring their way; a short, youngish man, in a bright red coat, beaver hat, and short military wig. A young gentleman about town, Adam would have thought if he had met him elsewhere; yet for all his lack of age and stature there was a quiet determination about his stance that commanded liking and respect. As they stopped, they saw light flash from metal in the hedges on either side of the road, and realised there were a dozen muskets trained down on them.


  “By Heaven! ‘Tis a trap! The militia be here afore us!” William Clegg raised his billhook menacingly, and dashed forward at the red-coated men.


  “Wait, sir! We’re no militia, but the Duke of Monmouth’s army, guarding Lyme! Calm yourselves.” The man held up his hands, daring William Clegg to come on; and as he halted, there were laughter and cheers behind him. But William was still angry.


  “Then what be you devils pointing muskets at us for, and barring our way, when we come to help the Duke?”


  The man in the red coat smiled. “Only to check that you are for the Duke. friend, and not Lord Albemarle’s militia, as you thought we were. You can’t read a man’s allegiance in his face, as you know. And you look fierce enough yourselves, if a trifle disordered in your line of march. But you’re all for the Protestant Duke, are you?”


  He was answered with a fierce roar of assent, at which there were several heartfelt cries of ‘The Lord be praised!’ and ‘The children of Israel are coming in!’ from the musketeers behind the hedge. The young man’s smile grew even broader.


  “Then welcome, in God’s name.” He bowed; a short, military bow that was neither clumsy nor affected. “Nathaniel Wade, at your service. Late lawyer of Bristol, now Colonel in the Army of Deliverance. And you?”


  Roger Satchell answered for them all. “Men of Colyton. Allow me to present the best of that town, men who have already fought a successful skirmish on the way to join you.”


  “Indeed! Then you are doubly welcome. But first you should lead your men down to the town, and present yourselves to our quartermaster, who will supply you with arms and victuals and decide where your services are most needed. I hope to see you again later.”


  And so they squared their shoulders and marched down the steep hill into Lyme, leaning back to counter the effects of the steepest parts of the slope.


  The centre of the town was alive with people, swarming purposefully in all directions, like an ants’ nest that had been kicked open and must bring itself to order before it is attacked again. The focus of the hubbub was the Town Hall, where a small group of officers were busily enlisting new arrivals, issuing them with arms which were still being ferried ashore from the Hereldenburg, forming them into squads and sending them out with their officers to learn the drill of using the weapons at the same time as they guarded the hedges and roads on the outskirts of the town.


  The group from Colyton was larger and better organised than most that had come in so far. Several heads turned as they marched down the steep slope, and there was a ragged cheer as they drew up outside the Town Hall. Adam looked about himself curiously as they stopped, surprised by the intense activity everywhere. Down by the beach a group of sailors were heaving a gleaming field-gun up the slope with ropes and tackle; and a group of a dozen labourers and craftsmen like themselves were being pushed and pulled into some semblance of order by a squat, military-looking man in short-cropped hair and a faded red coat, while a preacher in a wide- brimmed Geneva hat read aloud to them out of the Bible. Everywhere there were women and children urgently carrying baskets of food or clothes for the soldiers, or dodging out of the way of a herd of bullocks which were being shooed down the street by a group of farmers, to feed the army.


  As Adam watched, there was a sudden alarm as one of the bullocks bore down on a table outside the Town Hall, where a group of fine gentlemen in brightly coloured frock-coats and long periwigs were poring over some papers; but at the last moment a tall gentleman in a purple coat leapt up, waved his hat and yelled at the animal, which veered wildly away to the other side of the street, chasing two women and a boy up onto the high pavement. There were cheers and laughter from the group around the table, and then one of them pointed out Satchell’s group to the man in purple. He immediately strode over to meet them, his eyes alight with pleasure.


  “So! A fine addition to our forces, indeed! Who have we here?”


  “The men of Colyton, my lord, so many as could come. And we have already fought a skirmish for you on the way.” Roger Satchell swept off his dusty hat as he spoke, and held it down by his side as he sat his horse; a strange, formal gesture from so blunt a man.


  “A skirmish, indeed! D’you hear that, Ford?” The man in the purple coat called to a tall, rather puffy-faced, effete-looking gentleman in a blonde wig and blue riding coat, who raised his eyebrows in reply. “And won it, no doubt. So who are you, sir, who have the honour to lead such heroes? You must tell me about it.”


  “Roger Satchell, my lord, at your service.” Roger bowed again as he spoke.


  Adam felt a sharp nudge in his ribs. “Be that the Duke, then?” William Clegg whispered urgently.


  “I don’t know. Looks like it, don’t it?” Adam craned his neck anxiously over John Spragg’s shoulder to get a better look at the man in the purple coat. He had seen the Duke once, five years ago in Taunton, but only from a distance. He had not pictured him quite like this. He had expected him to be rich, certainly, but not quite so young. This man was tall, athletic, in his mid-thirties, with an eager, almost boyish look under his brown, curling periwig. A handsome man, certainly, but not a man to fear and respect, as Adam had hoped; not the prophet of which Israel Fuller had preached, but rather a young, disdainful aristocrat of the sort who had so often mocked him and his packhorses on the road, or broken the peace with noisy laughing brawls in the towns he had visited. Surely such a man could not be the leader of the Lord’s Protestant army - sober Puritan family men like William and John and himself? Adam watched the young Duke standing, his hands on his hips thrusting back his purple coat, listening in delight to Roger Satchell’s story, and felt his own doubts reflected in more than one of the solemn, seamed faces in the ranks around him.


  Then the Duke turned towards them, a gay smile on his face, and spread his arms wide. “So welcome, my good friends of Colyton! Your deeds gladden my heart and set a fine example to us all! If the rest of our friends be half as brave as you, I shall soon be leading the finest army this country has ever known! We shall be in London within the month!”


  The words were ordinary enough, but somehow, the eager sincerity with which they were spoken warmed their tired hearts, accustomed as they were to scorn and insults from men of his type. And perhaps because they so needed to believe in him, as he did in them, Adam and the men around him felt their doubts vanish in an absurd rush of love for the slim figure of their young general. His eyes searched theirs eagerly, and laughed with real pleasure as they cheered.


  He held up his hand for silence. “And now, since you have made me the honourable gift of your courage, ‘tis only fair I should give you the tools of your trade in return. Pray step inside the Town Hall here, where my quartermasters will see you are as well equipped as possible for your next encounter with the enemy!”


  Inside the Town Hall, their weapons were examined carefully by several quartermasters, working quickly, calmly, and decisively in the rush. One, a short, grey-haired man with an ugly, puckered scar on his chin and the side of his neck, took Adam’s musket, cocked it, looked at the pan, squinted down the barrel, and grunted approvingly.


  “Well cared for, that is. Do for a spare if we need one.” He stacked it against the wall behind him.


  “What do you mean, ‘spare’? That’s my musket, man, give it back!”


  “Not now, soldier. Here, grab that.” He gave Adam another musket out of a chest on the floor. “Name?”


  “Adam Carter. And that’s my musket!” Adam was accustomed to dealing with many awkward farmers and merchants in the day-to-day work of his business, but there was something about this man’s calm, insolent assumption of authority that stunned him. He began to realise that here he was no longer a trader, a father, a man of standing in his own independent community, but just a name on a list, a soldier to be armed and stood in a line.


  “Adam Carter.” The man wrote in a large book, sucking air in between his teeth. “Village?”


  “Colyton. But ...”


  “Col-y-ton. Right.” The man looked up, coolly. “Listen, Adam Carter from Colyton. You’re in the army now, soon you’ll be in a battle. When you’re in a battle you’ll need the best weapon you can have. That old musket of yours is not so bad as some, it’s in good condition for its age. It might even fire a shot if you’re lucky ...”


  “Of course it fires! I fired it last night!”


  “Did you now? That’s good.” A slight smile crossed the stern lips. “But it’s the old fashion. A matchlock. Slow. Difficult to use. So I’m taking it away and giving you something better. That musket you’ve got in your hands now is brand new. A firelock. Cost eighteen shillings. The best money can buy. See that grease still on it from the gunsmith’s in the Hague? And it’s all yours, so long as you serve in the Duke of Monmouth’s army. So do you still think I’m stealing your musket?”


  “No, I suppose not.” Adam looked with interest at the musket in his hands. It was true, the barrel and firing pan were still gleaming with the grease that had protected them on their sea journey. But behind the pan in place of the simple lid on his own musket, there was a spring lock and a flint, like ones he had seen on a pistol. And the cover on the pan did not simply turn sideways, as his did, but was hinged and ready to flip open as the hammer struck a spark from it. He tested it cautiously with his thumb.


  “You’ll learn how to use it soon enough. And you won’t be needing that, neither.” He touched the long coil of match hanging over Adam’s shoulder. Adam took it off and gave it to him. “Now, let’s see how you’re off for powder and ball.”


  When they were all enrolled and equipped, they formed up again outside. Adam saw that many of the others had firelock muskets, too, to replace their own, while some of the stronger men had been given sixteen-foot pikes like the one Tom had brought. A few had hung on to their sharp hedging tools and scythes, but William Clegg had surrendered his for a musket. All looked surprised and pleased with their new equipment.


  Roger Satchell spoke to them from the Town Hall steps.


  “Right, my friends, we’re all turned out like proper soldiers now. And since we’re so many come together, we’re to stay together. The Duke’s asked me to be your captain, if ye’ll have me.”


  There was good-humoured laughter at this, especially when William Clegg, remembering an accident Roger Satchell had had hunting deer last winter, called out: “So long as ‘ee do carry thy horse ‘ome thyself, and not expect us to carry ‘un over the hedges after ‘ee!”


  Roger Satchell laughed too. “No fear of that, Will - I’m to leave my horse to the cavalry, and trudge along with you lot on foot. Else I’d be forever picking you up behind me when you got sore feet!”


  But there were no further objections. Roger Satchell had been their natural leader, both by rank and character, from the beginning.


  “So if ye will have me, my first order is, that you spend the next quarter of an hour here, eating such food as you have brought with you, or can find in the town. After that, we are detailed to return to the West Hill with Colonel Wade. Remember, be ready at the stroke of eight - you see the Town Hall clock!”


  Eight o’clock. In the great stone-flagged kitchen where the betrothal feast had been, Ann and her mother and sisters moved about their morning tasks like sleepwalkers, their bodies doing what their minds knew nothing of. There was the wreckage of the feast to clear, the floor to sweep, water to draw. Young Rachel, quiet and unsmiling, put the smoky remains of the good beeswax candles away in a drawer, against a time they might need to melt them together for more.


  They had talked and wept enough the night before, until little Oliver and Sarah had come downstairs, tousled and confused in the early birdsong, to be kissed and cuddled and fussed back to bed. Now they sat crushed in a corner, their awed eyes silently watching their mother and sisters bustle round the room like grim ghosts. Simon sat with his leg propped on a stool, his eyes staring at some strange vision beyond the wall, his hand clenching and flexing unconsciously on the arm of his father’s chair.


  So quiet were they, that little Oliver thought they might be listening for the sound of his father fighting in the distance; yet when he and Ann went out into the streets to buy milk and eggs, there was nothing unusual to hear. Nothing, that is, except the strange silence in the blacksmith’s and saddler’s shops, and unusual surges of talk from little groups of women. These little groups formed and dissolved everywhere in the streets as women wandered, dazed and anxious, from house to house as if they had lost something, an answer to a riddle that someone else might have.


  So many stopped them to talk, that Ann was not in the least surprised to come home and find Ruth Spragg and Martha Goodchild sitting with her mother around the great table. She thought how worried her mother looked, her usually busy fingers pressing against the sides of her temples, as she listened to Ruth Spragg.


  “I know he had talked of it, often enough, but I never thought it would happen,” Ruth was saying. “‘Twas always ‘At the Day of Judgement’ or ‘If the Duke comes’, but I never thought he would. And now John may - they may all be killed!”


  “Death comes to us all in the end, my dear,” said Martha solemnly. “‘Tis no shame for it to be in a righteous cause.”


  “Oh, I know, but ...” Ann saw Ruth’s pale blue eyes glaring at Martha Goodchild, and could almost hear the words Ruth wanted to say. ‘But that’s easy for you to say - your husband hasn’t gone!’ But Ann saw Ruth bite her lip as she remembered Martha’s son had gone instead, on the very day of his betrothal. Truly, the pain was much the same for them all.


  “Let us pray it is a righteous cause,” Ruth finished lamely, looking miserably down at the table.


  Ann felt sorry for Ruth Spragg. Though she had three children of her own, Ruth felt and looked younger than the other women, and on normal days her gay laughter and trim sprightly figure made her seem to Ann more like an elder sister than a friend of her mother and Martha Goodchild.


  “I’m sure it is, Ruth,” she said, touching her hand in sympathy. “Just think, men from all over the West Country will be going - there’ll be thousands of them. They’ll be sure to win.”


  “That’s what they said last time, when Roger went,” said Ruth quietly. “But I never saw him again.”


  For a while there was silence, and Ann looked cautiously at her mother, wondering if the pinched look on the round, red face was one of sympathy or pain. She knew her father’s brother Roger would have married Ruth, if he had not been killed in a war long ago; and she remembered her mother saying once how Ruth had wept, at Adam’s wedding, for the lover she had lost.


  “Oh, they are such fools!” Mary Carter shook her head violently, as though she might cry, and then went on in a voice grey and desolate as rain. “They are nothing but fools, to think they solve anything by war! Whatever has come of it before, but tears, and broken bodies, and cripples to be cared for by the hearth? My Adam has been a good husband to me; kind, gentle, honest - like your John, Ruth - and yet sometimes, I think he has longed for war ever since Roger went away and was killed - has thought of nothing else. Well, now he has his chance; much good may it do him!”


  She stood up, brushing her eyes with her hands, and looked about for something to do.


  “Isn’t father coming back, mummy? Is he killed?” Little Oliver stood desolate in the middle of the room, crying.


  “No, no, of course not! Come here, my love - don’t fret now!” She picked him up protectively and held him on her knee, soothing him and rocking him against her breast. Sarah wandered over anxiously, sucking her thumb, and held onto her mother’s sleeve.


  “I don’t think father wanted to go, mother,” Ann began timidly. “I think ... “


  “It was to protect us all that he went!” Simon’s sharp voice burst on them, high and indignant. “To protect his family from the Papists and unbelievers! ‘Tis a man’s duty to fight for his family, mother!”


  “Then he should have fought for you before, when he was young.” Mary shook her head in despair as she cuddled her children and gazed at her eldest son, white-faced and intense by the window in his father’s chair. “Now what are we to do, with him gone and you with that leg, and no-one to earn our daily bread? We’ll have to scrimp by on what little we’ve saved, and pray for an early end to all this foolishness.”


  “‘Tis wrong to call it foolishness, Mary,” said Martha Goodchild stubbornly. “It be a righteous cause, blessed in the sight of the Lord. They have given us provocation ...”


  “And what if they have? ‘Tis no more provocation than for a dozen years past!” interrupted Ruth furiously. “And good men die in a righteous cause, too! I don’t think I could bear to lose John, as well as Roger ...”


  “We will bear what we have to, my dear,” said Martha stubbornly. “That is all we can do, other than pray. Their fate is in the hands of the Lord now.”


  “So it is, Martha, so it is,” sighed Mary Carter, still rocking little Oliver on her knee, and with her arm round Sarah. “Let us pray the cause be good, as you say. Though it do hardly seem like godly work to me, to send such good kind men out on the road with muskets in their hands ...”


  As she bowed her head with the others in prayer, Ann thought for once neither of Tom nor Robert nor her bargain with the Lord, but of the slight upright figure of her father, marching with the rest down the dusty roads to Lyme, with his old musket on his shoulder and the dark ghosts of fear hiding behind his eyes.
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  “AND AGAIN! Smartly now this time! Wait for the order, wait for it! Musketeers, rest your muskets!”


  For the hundredth time that day Adam slid his musket forward into the cup of the rest, and felt the ripple around him as the whole company did the same. There was a clatter and a curse as John Spragg mistimed it, and musket and rest fell feebly to the ground.


  “Cock your muskets! Guard your muskets! Present! Wait for it now, wait for the order ... “ Adam squinted along the barrel at the row of hay-cocks standing on the grass twenty-five yards in front of him. He depressed the barrel deliberately so as to fire into the hay and not over it, as the sergeant said most recruits did.


  “Fire!” There was a ragged series of ear-splitting roars all along the line, and the hay vanished in clouds of smoke that the wind blew back into their eyes and nostrils.


  “... aaaarms!” Hurriedly he drew back the musket, obeying the order ‘Recover your arms’ which he could never hear. “Half-cock your muskets! Clean your pans! Handle your primers! Prime! Smarter than that - come on, there! The enemy are coming!”


  If they really were coming, Adam thought, there’d be no time to look up, not with all this fiddling about to do. But he was glad of it; if only he could absorb himself totally in this routine, he would become like a machine, able to fight without thinking of what he was doing, or of what might happen to him. If it could be like that in battle, he might manage it.


  Carefully he filled the pan with just the right amount of powder, and let the primer fall back to his side. “Shut your pans! Blow off your loose corns!” He blew, between his teeth, through lips already black with powder, from a mouth stuffed with half-a-dozen lead bullets. The bullets made his mouth wet with saliva, and he spat as much as he blew. “Cast about to charge! Handle your charges! Open them with your teeth! Charge with powder! Draw forth your scourer! Come on, soldier, quicker than that! Up to the height of your eye!”


  Adam growled in his throat, in impotent rage at this squat Welshman whose tongue had suddenly become the bane of his life. “Charge with bullet!” He took a shiny wet bullet from his mouth, dropped it into the barrel, put the large end of the scourer after it, and stood waiting for the next order. “Ram down powder and ball! Withdraw your scourers! Poise your muskets! Shoulder your muskets! Come on, now, quickly, you at the end! Rest your muskets ... “


  And so back to the beginning of the circle, and the next booming volley, in something under three minutes, a time which the sergeant said was terrible, but which was still a vast improvement on their performance yesterday. On and on they went, in the hot June sunshine, while the pikemen under Roger Satchell’s instruction marched, wheeled, and thrust in the field to the left of them. Adam’s arms ached, and sweat and spittle ran in trickling smears through the black powder on his neck and chin. After each boom his ears sang like a million larks, so that the harsh sergeant’s voice came from further and further away ...


  Suddenly, he found himself alone of all the line with his musket loaded and ready in its rest. The others stood casually, gazing at him in exhausted amusement.


  “Come on, man, wake up! I said ‘rest’ not ‘rest your muskets’ this time. Time to lie down and have a bite to eat. That’s better, lads, anyway. Give me another few days and I’ll have you frightening King James’s soldiers as well as me. Dismiss!”


  They turned and trailed wearily across the grass, making for the shady places by the hedge, where some women from Lyme had set up a trestle table with large cheeses and bread. It seemed a hundred years since yesterday, when John Clapp had left them outside the Town Hall to join the cavalry, leading Roger Satchell’s horse behind him. The rest of them, shouldering their new equipment, had marched up out of Lyme to the West Hill, where they had met the young Colonel Wade again, and their new Welsh sergeant, Ivor Evans. The rest of the day they had spent lining the sides of the hedges over the deep sunken lanes that led into the town, alternately guarding the approaches and learning the endless intricate musket and pike drill. Throughout the day a constant stream of recruits had poured into Lyme, and formed into companies like their own.


  Then in the evening they had marched back into the town for the grand parade, when they had first seen the great blue and white striped standard Monmouth had brought, with the proud motto ‘Fear Nothing But God’ blazoned across it. Even Adam’s heart had lifted as the flag rose above them, with the whole town cheering, drums beating, cannon firing from the ships in the sea, and the tramp of the great army through the town. After that they had marched out again to their present positions, where they had stood watches throughout the night, covering all the positions from which the enemy might approach.


  Already there had been rumours of another skirmish, which crackled through the army like fire through dry grass: a cavalry skirmish in Bridport, with enemy horsemen killed. How many - two, five, ten - nobody knew, nor whether they were militia or regular soldiers; but all the excitement had meant that there had been little sleep in the fields, tired though they were. Instead there was much earnest, eager talk, psalm-singing, and anxious calling of the password throughout the night. Then, early in the morning, it had been back to the endless, deafening, mind-numbing musket drill again.


  Adam helped himself to bread, cheese and water from the supply table, and slumped down by the hedge to tear at it greedily. His mouth left black marks in the bread, and he washed the powder off his lips as best he could.


  He smiled at John Spragg, whose round, cheerful face was as black as his own. “Tastes better’n bullets, don’t it, John?”


  “It surely does. It don’t get your mouth so wet, neither.”


  William Clegg stretched his thin legs carefully, as though he thought they might break, and rubbed his ear. “I don’t think I shall hear anything ever again. Do ‘ee think ‘tis so loud as that in battles, John?”


  “Louder, I reckon. ‘Twould be best to plug thy ears, afore it starts.”


  “Then you wouldn’t hear the sergeant, neither, like me,” said Adam ruefully, gratified by the laughter they all shared at the memory of his mistake.


  “I could do with a little less of his voice, anyway,” said Paul Abrahams, the youngest of the group. He glanced over to where the little sergeant was joking with some of the women, and spat expressively into the grass.


  “Oh no, son, don’t think that.” John Spragg shook his head wisely. “The man knows his trade, and that’s going to matter to us in a day or so. If we can shoot and reload faster than our enemies, we shall have the victory.”


  “It is for the good Lord to give us the victory, not mortal men,” growled Israel Fuller through his black beard, from where he sat by his pike. “We may go through this play of training, but it will be the hand of the Lord that will give us the victory, because of the justice of our cause.”


  “Amen to that, friend Israel,” said Roger Satchell, who had come over to join them after leading the pike-drill. His lean face contemplated the preacher gravely. “But don’t you think ‘tis our duty now to transform ourselves into a fit instrument for the Lord’s hand, that through us He may smite more surely and swiftly when the time comes?”


  “Assuredly, friend Roger. But it is a foolish vanity to think that it is only the matter of pike and musket drill that will fit us to be such an instrument; for the forces of Babylon will be equally skilled in such black arts as we. It is our duty to keep our minds and bodies pure and attentive to His Holy Word, that His army may conquer the enemy by the force of the Spirit alone.”


  Israel’s dark, fierce eyes gazed around at them sternly, and Tom and several others gave a firm ‘Amen’.


  “There’s little danger of our forgetting that, though, friend Israel,” said John Spragg easily. “Surely there must be the greatest gathering of true Protestants in these fields that you have ever seen, with a preacher every twenty yards or so?”


  There was a general laugh at this, for indeed the wide black hats and Geneva bands of preachers were everywhere amongst the knots of men in the fields around them, and from beyond the hedge at the end of the field they could hear the lusty chanting of a psalm. Despite his own fears and doubts, there had been moments throughout the day when Adam’s mind had thrilled at the thought of being part of an army that was a huge religious instrument, gathering itself to strike into the ungodly heart of Papist England.


  But Israel Fuller was not satisfied. “That’s an easy thought, John, and one that may well lead us into byways of sin unawares. Have you not thought of the danger of these women and young maids of Lyme, that do bring us food and drink? Did they not also wander freely through the camp last night, among countless scores of men from other villages? Such a practice is to put needless temptation in the way of those who may not be best able to resist it. I should think, friend Roger, that we should raise this matter with our leaders; for I doubt, from what I have so far seen of them, whether they be the best sort of men to think of sufficiently guarding against such a danger.”


  A frown of irritation crossed Roger Satchell’s brow. He looked down and paused before he answered.


  “I’ll mention the matter, friend Israel. But I think perhaps it would carry more weight coming from yourself, and other preachers, than from me. For now ... “


  But they never heard what he meant to say next, for there was a sudden slap of hooves and jingle of harness as John Clapp rode up behind him and dismounted, the look on his round red face serious and urgent.


  “Found ‘ee at last, friends. Roger, have ‘ee heard the news?”


  “News? No, what now?”


  “One good thing, one bad. The good thing first. We are to march this evening, to punish the enemy in Bridport. Here are your orders from Colonel Venner, in charge of the foot.”


  There was a stir of excitement in the group. Adam shivered in the sunlight, and clenched his fist angrily on the grass. He must not be afraid now; he must not let them see it.


  “And the bad news?”


  “Thomas Dare of Taunton has been killed.”


  “Killed? Where? How?”


  “In Lyme this afternoon, by the Scotsman Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun, in a quarrel over a horse which Dare brought in.”


  “You can’t mean it.” Roger Satchell’s voice was hushed, like a whisper from the grave. Thomas Dare was his friend, the man who had sent him the letter from Holland. Fletcher of Saltoun was an experienced soldier, the man all expected to be the general of horse.


  “Never more so, I’m afraid. Fletcher wanted the horse for himself, and Dare wouldn’t give it him, so they came to high words, and before anyone knew what was afoot Fletcher out with his pistol and shot him dead. Some say Dare used his whip, but I never saw it.”


  “‘Tis likely enough. He never was the calmest of men.” Roger Satchell stared at John Clapp unseeing for a moment, then came back to himself with a start. “But what’s to become of Fletcher? Can he lead the horse after this?”


  “Not so far as I can see. The Duke’s had him arrested and sent back on ship, to save him from Dare’s friends. I doubt we’ll see more of him now.”


  “But he was our general of horse; the only soldier in the lot of ‘em, bar Monmouth! Who is to lead you now? Lord Grey, who was never near an army in his life before?”


  John Clapp did not answer, and Roger Satchell sat silent, stunned by the death of his friend. Adam watched him anxiously; he himself had never known Dare, though he had a vague idea of him as a short bullish man he had once or twice seen in Taunton; but Roger Satchell knew both him and Fletcher well, and had fought in the French wars too, so knew the importance of experienced soldiers to an army.


  “‘Tis the warning of the Lord,” Israel Fuller’s gloomy voice broke in. “We must put our own house in order, to be worthy of His service.”


  “‘Tis a harsh warning then!” Roger Satchell glared at Israel in sudden fury, as though he would say more. But the words would have caused a worse quarrel; he bit them back. “And it warns us of something else the Lord needs in his service, which we must work to find as well as pray for. How many horses did Dare bring in, John?” He turned away to John Clapp, his voice controlled, hard and decisive, as though he had already pushed the matter to the back of his mind.


  “Around forty, I think. ‘Tis still hardly enough to mount all the cavaliers from the ship.”


  “And never enough to provide the proper cavalry regiment we need. They have mine, at least! I’d rather serve here with the foot, if the horse are to be led by my Lord Grey. But if only I’d thought to bring in my other horses with me! You have some, too, don’t you, Adam, that we could use?”


  “Hardly bred as cavalry mounts, Roger,” Adam smiled. “But two might serve to carry a good rider - or three, if you count Ann’s pony.”


  “‘Tis a good beast, that - I’ve seen her gallop it like a hunter! Do ‘ee think we could send someone home to fetch them?”


  “Doubtful, Roger.” John Clapp shook his head. “The latest men coming in say they had a hard time of it avoiding the militia to the west, as well as at Bridport. I should think they’d be in Colyton, by now, with us gone.”


  “Yet those horses are what we need now, more than men. An army of foot-soldiers alone will have hard work against the King’s cavalry.”


  “The Lord will provide for the needs of His servants,” said Israel Fuller. “Is it not likely that when those royal soldiers see the strength and godliness of our army, they will be persuaded of the righteousness of our cause, and come over to join us?”


  “Pray God it may be so, Israel,” answered Roger Satchell, calmly. “But such men have harder hearts than we might wish. And ‘tis my belief that the Lord helps those who help themselves. Have we no-one here who might slip through to Colyton, to fetch those horses for us?”


  He looked around the group, searching each man’s face; but his eyes rested most on young Paul Abrahams. The boy was only just turned fourteen, and not tall for his age; many men had been surprised and displeased when he had turned up amongst them, yet none had actually dared to send him home, for in a way he was upholding the family honour: his father, Richard Abrahams, being a hopeless drunkard supported on the poor law, who could not be expected to fight, and hardly deserved such an enterprising son.


  Paul flushed, pleased to be the centre of attention, yet not knowing what to say. But it was not just Roger Satchell - it seemed they all expected him to speak.


  “I ... I suppose I could go, if you think ‘tis needful, Mr Satchell; but in God’s truth, I’d much rather stay here.”


  “And we’d be glad to have you, Paul. But ‘tis the army’s greatest need - a man who brings us seven horses now would do us far greater service than any one man could hope to do in battle.”


  “Then ... “


  But John Spragg interrupted him. “No, Roger, ‘tis too risky! The boy’s too young.”


  Satchell sighed. “That’s why I’m choosing him, don’t you see? If you saw Paul without a musket, would you suspect him of being a soldier? ‘Tis less risky for him than ‘twould be for one of us.” He turned back to the boy. “Do you think you could make it home, Paul, and find some way of getting those horses to us without being caught by the militia?”


  “I should think so, Mr Satchell. They’d have a job to see me, if I saw they first.”


  “And you’d be sure to find one or two boys in the village to help you bring them back. If you could do it, lad, ‘twould be a blow worth ten of any you could strike here.”


  So Paul agreed. Roger Satchell and Adam gave him clear instructions as to which of their horses to bring, if he could; and which of the men left in the village were most likely to help him. As Paul slipped off quietly across the fields Adam was glad to see him go, and half hoped he would stay at home and not return, for an army at war was no place for children. He wondered that Israel Fuller had not spoken out against that, as much as the presence of women.


  He was glad, too, that his own son Simon had broken his leg, for he knew he would have had a hard time keeping him away if he had been fit. Then he thought of Mary, and the pain on her face when he had first told her he was going - and he had a sudden overpowering memory of the warmth of her embrace and the smell of her skin; a memory that brought such tears to his eyes that it had to be crushed instantly, lest it become too strong to resist, and set him following young Paul over the hills to his home. Slowly, firmly, he picked up his musket and began to clean it, ready for the battle to come.
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  ANN WAS down by the river with Oliver and Sarah when the militia came. Her mother had begun sweeping and tidying again that morning, although they had all cleared up the morning before; but it seemed she had to have something to do all the time to stop her thinking even for a moment about what might be happening to Adam, and as the things she found to do became more superfluous and unnecessary she had become more irritable with all of them. So at last it had seemed to Ann that the most useful thing she could do was to take the younger children and herself out of her mother’s way. And somehow her feet had taken her along Rosemary Lane, where she could not help looking in at Granny Marples’ cottage as they passed - the place where she and Tom would live, if he returned.


  Sarah and Ann had pressed their noses inquisitively against the greasy, dusty window, so that the old lady had seen them and come out to shoo them away; but then she had seen who they were, and after a few sharp remarks about how Ann should teach her younger sister better manners, had begun to reminisce about her own children and married life in the cottage, and finally asked them in to have a look round.


  Inside, Ann’s main impression was of the smell. Every house has its own smell, but this was of something damp and old and rotten. It was probably the old lady, she kept telling herself, as the endless memories rambled on - those bent, arthritic hands couldn’t hope to keep everything clean and fresh as her mother did. She winced as Sarah pointed covertly to a pan that had green mould growing round its rim, and told herself again that it didn’t matter - the pots and pans belonged to the old lady anyway, and would go with the cobwebs and memories; a few days’ hard scrubbing would soon get rid of the grime and dust on the walls and floor.


  If only it did not seem so dark as well. She remembered how Martha Goodchild had told her the sun came in during the afternoon. It certainly did not come in during the morning. And as the old lady maundered on and on, weaving the web of her own past around them, with never a pause or a seam through which they could escape, Ann felt trapped in the gloom and dirt of the little house. She began to hate it, and wanted more than anything to get out into the freshness of the summer day which the small, dirty windows seemed to exclude.


  At last Oliver did it for them, by knocking a cup off the table and breaking its handle. This gave Ann the chance to scold him and drag him protesting out of the cottage before he did any more harm, though really she would not have cared if he had broken all the cups in the place, so long as she could get away.


  The brightness of the sun outside dazzled them. Ann felt the warmth of the sunlight cleanse her body of the damp and dark of the cottage, like a blessing from Heaven. But she could not so easily clean it from her mind. She walked slowly on down to Chantry Bridge by the river, for Oliver to lie on the bank and look for fish, and half-listened to Sarah chattering on about how dirty the cottage was and how much cleaning Ann would have to do. Ann herself sucked a piece of grass and stared up the road to the north, thinking how she would have to escape, how she could never spend her life trapped in a small, damp prison like that.


  Then the militia came. They came as half a dozen horsemen, riding under the trees along the little dusty road to the north. Ann noticed how the purple coat of one of them matched the colour of the foxgloves in the hedge; and saw that they were followed by a straggling line of thirty or forty men on foot, shouldering muskets and pikes, a thin cloud of dust above them in the air. They halted just short of the bridge, while two horsemen rode forward to reconnoitre; and then marched across with a lot of shouted orders and nervous glances around, while the two girls and the little boy on the bank sat and watched them.


  Ann did not recognise any of them, though the footsoldiers looked ordinary men enough, their clothes and equipment much like those her father and the others had. But the look in their eyes was different - as though they were men coming into a town full of strangers, where they had no business or justification to be, and who expected to be punished for it. Some looked at Ann and the children with an artificial frightened ferocity, others with a weak smile that seemed to say they were really quite friendly after all, and meant no harm to anyone.


  Nonetheless they took over the town. Ann and the children followed them curiously along Vicarage Street into the market place, where the officer in charge read out a long proclamation to the effect that the Duke of Monmouth had begun a rebellion in Lyme, and that any person who offered him or his army any help or shelter would themselves be considered as a traitor, and punished as such; and furthermore that all the loyal men of Colyton assessed on the muster role as liable for military service under the Militia Act were required and requested to present themselves ready to perform that service forthwith.


  The onlookers listened sullenly, and then dispersed. Groups of militia went to guard all the roads out of the town, and the officer set up a recruiting table in the middle of the market place. Other groups of men went around knocking on doors to arrange billeting and find the men on their muster role. Ann had just reached home when they came for her father. There was a loud hammering on the door, and Mary Carter opened it to a large, burly officer, sweating in his wig, heavy coat and riding boots, who pushed his way past her into the kitchen, followed by two nervous-looking men with muskets.


  “Mrs Carter? I’m looking for Adam Carter, your husband. He’s on the muster-roll for militia service.”


  “He’s not at home.”


  “Indeed.” The officer sucked his lips loudly, his fat face unsurprised. He glanced at her briefly before taking in the rest of the room, his gaze resting with some slight curiousity on the pale, defiant figure of Simon, who sat staring back at him from the wooden chair in the corner, his leg stretched out before him on a stool.


  “So when will he be home then?”


  “Not today.”


  “Nor tomorrow either, I suppose.” He didn’t look at Mary, but strode heavily into the room, lowered his bulk onto a bench by the table, and stretched out his hand to catch little Oliver by the shoulder. He chucked him on the cheek and smiled ingratiatingly.


  “Your daddy gone to fight for the Duke of Monmouth, has he?”


  “Yes ... “


  “No! Oliver, don’t answer this man! My husband is a mercer and a carrier, as you should know. He went to Exeter yesterday to sell some cloth, and is likely to to be gone for some days.” Mary Carter stood angrily over the man, her hands trembling as she held them clenched by her sides. He did not look at her, but watched little Oliver, his big hand still on the boy’s shoulder.


  “That’s not true, son, is it? He went off to fight for the Duke of Monmouth with the others, like a brave soldier, didn’t he?”


  Oliver hesitated, his confused eyes faltering between the man and his mother. His lips parted, and closed again. Then he made up his mind. He almost shouted his answer.


  “No! He didn’t go nowhere! He went Exeter!” He wriggled out from under the man’s hand, and went to hide behind Ann’s skirts.


  The man sighed heavily, and wiped his sweating forehead with his sleeve.


  “I see. A whole family of liars.” He made a mark on the list he held in his hand. “Well, if your husband’s not at home to do his loyal service, at least he can provide lodging for those who are. I’m billeting two men on you tonight, Mrs Carter. Soldiers Yates and Griffin. I’m sure you won’t want payment for it, will you?”


  Mary Carter said nothing. The officer heaved himself to his feet. “And you won’t mind if my men search the house for arms. ‘Tis a time of rebellion and we can’t be too careful.” He consulted his list again. “I see your husband provides his own musket. Is that here now, or did he take that to Exeter with him too?”


  Again Mary said nothing. Ann broke the silence, unable to bear the ironic leer the man was giving her mother.


  “He threw it away. At ... at the last inspection it was judged to be too old and rusty to fire. Isn’t that on your list?”


  She smiled faintly as the man glanced down. Then he looked up again, more amused than angry.


  “It says nothing of that here. But let’s hope ‘tis true, eh, miss? For ‘twould be a terrible thing if he did happen to fall in with the Duke of Monmouth after all, and the first time he fired his musket it blew his face off for him, now wouldn’t it? Your daddy would’t look so nice then, would he, eh?”


  He laughed heartily, enjoying the stony glares around him, and Ann prayed silently for her father’s safety as the heavy feet of the searching militiamen echoed overhead.
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  “DEUTERONOMY 31, 6. ‘Be strong and of good courage, fear not, nor be afraid of them; for the Lord thy God, He it is that doth go with thee; He will not fail thee, nor forsake thee.”‘


  A butterfly landed briefly on the helmet of William Clegg, opening its orange and black wings in a slow, trembling ecstasy to the warmth of the sun. The men of Colyton sprawled in the grass, and high above them, in the blue and endless sky, larks trilled like tiny archangels. Behind Israel Fuller, as he preached from his precarious perch on a gate, a detachment of pikemen marched and countermarched; and every few minutes his words were lost in a ragged roar of musketry that sent clouds of smoke drifting lazily towards them over the hedge, from where other recruits were training.


  To Adam, each moment was as clear as any he had known. He watched the butterfly with a fearful intensity, waiting for the moment when the delicate wings would lift it from the iron of William’s helmet, up into the clear blue air. His own spirits were as trembling and alive as the butterfly – what would happen if he, too, got to his feet and just walked away, through the rustling grass, down the other side of the hill, away from the talk of war and the preparation for the battle that they were going to fight?


  But the butterfly flew and Adam did not run. He only watched it and listened for a little to the lark, and then turned his mind back to Israel Fuller’s words as though they might be the last he would ever hear. He felt the meaning of the text burn like a brand in his mind. For it was surely true, he thought – even if the Lord had abandoned him, Adam Carter, He could not abandon His army; and he, Adam, was part of that. If he stayed a part of the army he might live and keep his pride.


  He stayed a part of it as they ate a good meal and marched down into the town to join the horse, zestfully singing the 31st psalm. Each man, like Adam, drew heart from the voices of the others, and looked about him to see his own grim smile reflected on the faces of his friends. They were only a small detachment - 400 foot and 100 horse, under the command of a thin, solemn man in a green coat, Colonel Venner - but their march eastward to clear the militia from Bridport was the first organised sortie the army had made, and the hopes of hundreds went with them.


  They paused at the top of the steep East Hill, and looked back at the beginning sunset and the magnificent panorama of Lyme Bay, with the little spars of the tiny ships far below. Then they swung into an easier stride, down and up and down again along the narrow sunken lanes, trying as best they could to obey Colonel Venner’s instructions for quiet; though, as William Clegg said, anyone who didn’t notice an advance guard of fifty horsemen clattering by his front door was hardly likely to be disturbed by the soft tramp of eight hundred feet.


  The whisper had gone back along the line that Chideock was a Catholic village, where they might be ambushed. As they wound down the narrow defile towards it, Adam’s eyes and ears sharpened warily, and the silence deepened in the ranks.


  There was a sudden cry of alarm from ahead, followed by a burst of laughter and a curse as a group of deer crashed across the road and away up the hillside. More muttered calls for silence; and then quite suddenly they were in the village - a single, narrow street, ideal for an ambush - but in the event nothing happened. Lord Grey’s troop of horse had passed through, searching behind the houses, and stood on the other side, waiting; and the whole body of foot and the horse of the rearguard marched through without even a face showing through a cottage window, and only a single dog barking, endlessly in a field somewhere. Adam wondered if anyone was at home in the silent cottages, or whether their inhabitants had fled, and were armed and waiting for them further ahead.


  A little beyond Chideock, they halted, and stood nervously in the dark, wondering what had happened. After a while the news filtered back that the advance guard had met a villager on his way home from Bridport, and learnt that the town was full of militia, both from Dorset and Somerset – a hundred horse and twelve hundred foot – three times their own number. Surely they would turn back now, Adam thought, with a kind of sick relief and disappointment. But they did not, and as they swung into their stride again, Adam felt his heart pound in his chest and throat with pride as much as fear. They had come this far – to go back now would only save their fear and anxiety for another day.


  And so the endless slow march wore on, until there seemed no past nor future, only the dull steady tramp in the dark, while the hilly road rose and fell under their feet. At first there had been moonlight, but now the moon had set and the silhouettes of the horsemen ahead had vanished into a thick mist. Adam could see only a couple of paces ahead, to the rear rank of the pikemen, where Tom Goodchild’s broad shoulders lumbered steadily onward.


  His own hair and jacket were covered with a thin film of fine water droplets, and he found himself wondering if they shrouded the others as well. For a long time he could only feel them, and then he realised he could see them too, a fine skein of water drifting in the air between things, and glistening on everyone’s clothes. He realised it must be close to sunrise. The dawn chorus began; first one thrush, then another, and suddenly all the trees around them were filled with birdsong as they marched into the new day. At the same time a light breeze began to blow the mist in long, silent, curling wreaths away from the line of tired, marching men, and they saw Bridport before them.


  The town was quite still and silent, as though the new day, like themselves, had taken it unawares. A stone bridge carried the road ahead of them over a river into a long, broad street which rose between the houses to the crossroads at the centre of the town. They were looking directly east, so that they could see the inns and churches clearly framed in the grey dawn sky which was just about to burst into the orange glory of sunrise.


  On the river under the bridge, two swans drifted calmly by, fishing under the water with their long necks. A heron, standing on one leg on the bank, cocked its head sideways, and saw a long line of men watching it. It considered them for a moment, then spread its great grey wings and flew disdainfully downstream.


  The sergeant went back along the line, checking that their muskets were primed and the powder in the pans was still dry. As he reached Adam, there was a cry from the main street, and they realized that it was not only the heron that had seen them; a housewife, emptying a pot into the gutter, had looked down the main street and seen the river mist swirling away from an army about to enter her town.


  The advance guard of Lord Grey’s cavalry set off for the bridge at a smart trot, which became a canter as they reached the other side.


  “Forward, march! Smartly there, lads, but keep your line!”


  Roger Satchell’s order jerked Adam to attention. As they moved forward there were shouts and a loud crackling of pistol fire from the town, but when Adam looked ahead he could see no resistance, only the cavalry firing their pistols into the houses as they neared the crossroads at the top of the street.


  “Here we go the, lads. The Lord be with us!” muttered John Spragg at his side as they crossed the bridge. Now that the moment had come Adam felt excited and puzzled rather than afraid. Where was the enemy? Surely they must have some guard – or had they left the town already?


  “Pikemen, wheel right! Come on now, lads, quickly!” There was a confused moment of pushing and shoving on the other side of the bridge, as Roger Satchell tried to get the pikemen to remember their newly-learnt manoevres, but it resolved itself at last. Adam found himself marching up the main street in the front rank of the musketeers, with a clear field of fire in front of him. Tom Goodchild and the other pikemen were on his right, trying to keep up with the musketeers without being crushed between them and the walls of the houses on the right.


  Still there was no enemy; only windows on either side of the street being thrown open and hurriedly closed again, and a few men, some still in their night-shirts, rushing out of doorways and down side streets. It seemed all wrong to Adam - not a battle, but a victory, and yet he had not fired his musket! They were all moving very quickly, infected by the excitement. Adam found himself holding his musket in front of him, ready to fire, instead of over his shoulder as it should be; and then there was a loud boom! and then another from his left - as two men men fired without orders.


  “Hold your fire, you great fools!” cried the sergeant. But even as he did so, a group of three or four men rushed out of a doorway ahead of them and let off their pistols at the advancing troops. Adam and John Spragg leveled their muskets, without bothering to use the rests, and fired back. The kick and the great boom! staggered him for a moment, but he was more used to it now, and as several more muskets went off beside him he rushed forward through the smoke to see if he had hit anyone. The four men were already running away up the street, apparently unhurt, and Adam found himself in a crowd running after them, pikemen and musketeers mingled, cheering fiercely, while more shots came from behind them.


  Thus cheering and shouting, they reached the great crossroads at the centre of the town. Everywhere Lord Grey’s horsemen were clattering up and down over the cobbles, so that the foot soldiers had to draw back to keep out of their way. Some of the horsemen were looking in alleyways for the enemy, but many were fighting to control their own mounts, which reared and leapt about wild-eyed at the noise and excitement. A group of riderless, unsaddled horses galloped down the road to the south, and two horsemen rode past trying to catch them.


  Adam looked about him, elated. They had reached the centre of the town! It was a victory! They had captured Bridport! Then he saw the face the Welsh sergeant, purple with fury.


  “Get back in line, you clodhoppers! Come on, where’s your line? Form up!” Furiously, he pushed and pulled at them, some men twice his own size, until, with the assistance of the red-coated Colonel Wade, and Roger Satchell and Colonel Venner, the cheering mob were reassembled into some sort of order.


  “Steady now, lads. Remember your drill! Half-cock your muskets! Come on, move, there! Half-cock your muskets, all of you who’ve fired them! Clean your pans! That’s right! Handle your primers! Prime! Shut your pans! Shut your pan, man, or you’ll lose your powder! Blow off your loose corns! Cast about to charge!…”


  And there, in the middle of the Bridport crossroads, Adam was going through the drill all over again. At first he could not remember it. What was the need, after all, when the Lord had given them the victory? But the bullying of the sergeant forced him back into it, and as he went through the routine he became calmer, and saw the point of it; if the enemy did appear now, his musket was unloaded, he couldn’t fire back. So then he hurried, and dropped his scourer, which slowed him up; but at last the job was done. He shouldered the musket gratefully and looked about him.


  Two groups of pikemen and musketeers were being formed up on the left and right of the crossroads, to guard against flank attack, and by the sound of the shouting, a similar manoeuvre was going on down the street behind him. Some, though not all, of the cavalry were drawn up together in a fairly ordered troop near Lord Grey, and Colonels Venner and Wade were with him, pointing down the street to the east.


  Adam squinted his eyes into the orange glow of the sun which was just beginning to rise over the bridge at the far end of the street, and saw it glint and sparkle off a melee of pikes, muskets and helmets. Fascinated, he stared as an urgent, milling crowd of men hurriedly formed itself into three and four ranks of pikemen and musketeers by the bridge, and faced up the hill towards them.


  Colonel Wade turned and shouted back across the square.


  “Mr Satchell, Mr Wilson, order your men to advance! Follow me!”


  “Colyton troop, forward march!” As they started down the hill, old Colonel Venner rushed past them to the rear, shouting orders to some troops behind. Adam gripped his musket nervously. He was in the front line now, being pushed on by those behind; there was no turning back. He opened his mouth to breathe, and felt his lips peel apart, suddenly sticky and dry. Those militiamen down there by the bridge wee looking more and more ordered by the minute, and there was an enormous crowd of them.


  “Shoulder your musket, man!” He found he was unconsciously holding the musket in front of him, as he had done before, and hurriedly shouldered it. Yet he felt so vulnerable like that.


  “Nobody is to fire until I say so! Nobody! Understood?”


  Beside them a scattering of Lord Grey’s horse were clattering down the hill, in no good order. A couple of riders tried to push to the front, causing two others to rear, buck, and lurch sideways into the ranks of the foot, so that two men fell over. By the time the pushing and swearing had been sorted out, they were only fifty yards or so from the ranks of the enemy. Fifty … forty … thirty … the militiamen’s musketeers had their own guns aimed and ready in their rests, and Adam was beginning to see the individual features of their faces. They had matchlocks, he saw – a thin column of smoke trickled into the sky above each man as he held his match poised above the pan. And still his own musket was shouldered, his chest bare as a bale of hay …


  There was a sudden crackle of four or five shots, and screams and yells – from behind them! Adam faltered and tried to look over his shoulder, but could see nothing. As he stumbled forward he saw that several of Lord Grey’s horsemen had reined in and were trying to turn their mounts around. Then there was a splintered roar from in front of them, as the militiamen fired their volley. A man to Adam’s left dropped his musket with a clatter, and stumbled to his knees with a gurgling groan, as though he were going to be sick.


  “Steady now, my boys! Hold your line! They’ve fired too soon!” But the sergeant’s words of encouragement were lost in a volley of screams and curses. A horse had been hit, and it was rearing and plunging in terror, pushing others out of its way, before throwing its rider on top of a group of pikemen and careering crazily right across the front of their line. Musketeers and pikemen stumbled to an uncertain halt, huddled together against their own maddened horse rather than the enemy.


  “Come on, boys, let’s give ‘em a volley!” said Roger Satchell as the wounded horse galloped back up the side of the street, and the others reined their clattering beasts out of the way. “Set your muskets in rest!”


  Adam, his eyes fixed on the sergeant, saw him frown for a second, but then he joined in, his loud, bullying voice calming them in the turmoil, giving them something definite and clear to do. “Cock your muskets! Guard your muskets! Present! Aim!”


  Which one? Which one should he take? Adam’s barrel wavered uncertainly between two men in the line in front, men who were bending, scouring their muskets, as he had done ...


  “Fire!” The kick, the boom!, the smoke, the singing in the ears; and then, as the smoke cleared, the same two men were still there, hesitantly drawing out their scourers, looking fearfully up the road. Too late Adam remembered - he must aim low! New recruits always aim for the head and fire too high! He felt disappointed and relieved both at once, and then there was no time to feel anything, because of the rearing and careering of the horses beside them - horses totally frenzied by the noise echoing all around them in the confined space between the houses. Then there was another ragged, crackling volley from the militia, and Adam saw Lord Grey waving his sword and pointing back up the hill, and he himself was nearly knocked over by a horse, and then there was quiet, and their cavalry had fled.


  Not really quiet. There was still the confused yelling and irregular shooting from behind them – what was that all about? – and the voice of the Welsh sergeant shouting through everything like a foghorn in a storm. “Half-cock your musket! Come on there, wake up, you’re still alive! Clean your pans!”


  Adam began to stumble through the drill again, but all around him men were drawing back in confusion, one or two even throwing down their arms to run. What had happened? What had they seen that he had missed?


  “Hold your line! For the Lord’s sake, hold your line!” But Roger Satchell’s desperate cry was ignored. Adam felt himself drawn to go back up the street - not by himself only, but as part of the crowd. All around him people were moving back - not running, mostly, not yet in panic, but with a slow irresistable surge, like a wave that has reached the height of its journey up the beach, and must withdraw. He looked to his left and right at the men still left in the front line; John Spragg was still there, and Tom Goodchild and Philip Cox, and Roger Satchell and the sergeant and a few others, but they were looking at him, as he was at them, and then with a sudden unspoken decision they turned as well. The tide was too strong; it was suddenly impossible to stand here in the middle of the street, reloading your musket and waiting to be fired on, when your own horsemen, and friends from your own line, had turned back.


  Yet once they had turned their anxiety grew, rather than fell. Adam’s back tingled as he thought of the militia musketeers behind him, shortening their scourers, setting their muskets in their rests, checking the slowmatch was still burning in its holder. John Spragg was somewhere ahead of him, further up the street. Where was William? A man began to run – two men – and Adam lengthened his stride, feeling the panic well up inside him. If only there were someone else between his back and those muskets! Then, just as the retreat began to break up into a rout, there was a check. The men in front of Adam stopped amid angry shouting. He heard the voice of Colonel Wade above the din.


  “About face, you men! Come on, sirs, we’ve come to help you! In the name of the Lord, you cannot run away now! Pick up that musket, man! Mr Satchell, turn your men around!”


  The young man’s voice was stern and chiding, like a father disappointed in his children, and quite devoid of fear. Adam felt his panic fade, to be replaced by shame. He had tried so hard not to show himself a coward, but he had been about to do it. But now Nathaniel Wade was here like an angel to save him from his own frailty. He turned, shaking, desperate. But he was not alone; John Spragg and William Clegg and several others around him turned too. Somehow they encouraged the rest to reform into some sort of ragged line, with pikemen and musketeers all mingled. Adam found himself with Tom Goodchild and another pikeman – Israel Fuller – beside him.


  “Why haven’t they fired yet?” he muttered, looking down the street at the militia. Most of them had finished reloading, and their muskets were set and ready in their rests. Yet now he had time to look, he saw that the militia’s line was not a steady one either: there was a considerable amount of movement and confusion amongst them too.


  “Perhaps they’m going to come at us,” said Tom. “But I shall get a few of ‘em with this pike if they do. Is that musket of yours loaded?”


  “No,” said Adam, and fell quickly into the drill, irritated that the boy should remind him. But it was done quickly this time, with no fumbling; he heard the sergeant’s words clearly in his memory as he went through each stage.


  When he had finished, he saw Colonel Wade and Roger Satchell arguing fiercely with a pale, elderly man in a green coat, who bent forward oddly as he spoke, holding his side.


  “Looks like Colonel Venner’s hurt,” said Tom, and Adam suddenly recognized the man, their leader of foot. His green coat was stained with blood all down the left side from his stomach where he was holding it, and his waistcoat was torn open inside and replaced by a ragged red and white bandage that looked like it had recently been someone’s shirt.


  Wade spoke, and pointed eagerly down the street to the east bridge, where the militia still hesitated, but Venner shook his head as he answered. Adam thought how pale his face had become under the wig, like a death’s head almost. Then the argument was over. Venner called for a horse which a trooper was holding for him, mounted it painfully, and rode back up the street, bent awkwardly in the saddle.


  “Better follow ‘un, boys, that’s our leader,” called someone from behind, raising a nervous laugh. Adam felt the panic break loose inside him again, and looked urgently to Colonel Wade and Roger Satchell to see what they would do. If they ran too he would have to run after them. He could not stay here alone!


  “Right, Mr Satchell, we can’t stay here when we’re being attacked from the rear. If you draw off your men in good order, I’ll arrange for the company in the cross street to cover your retreat.” Wade’s voice came over clearly in a sudden lull, as perhaps he had meant it to, and then he too was gone.


  Roger Satchell tried to instill some order. “Right, lads, we’re drawing back. But let’s do it with a bit of dignity, this time! I’ll shoot the first man that runs, myself! Now, we want a rearguard of pikemen. Pikemen, two paces forward – ho!”


  It worked, more or less. Tom and a dozen of more pikemen stepped forward, their pikes and billhooks ready, and dressed into some semblance of a line, to present a prickly hedge to any militiamen who might be ready to advance. Behind them, the rest were bullied into ranks by the sergeant, and faced about towards the crossroads which they had gained in such triumph such a short time before. There was no running, although they started to march back well before they had any order to do so. After a few minutes Roger Satchell and the pikemen followed, swaggering slightly in their courage at having stayed behind for so long; and then as they marched down the street towards the west bridge, Colonel Wade brought his troops from Axmouth, who had been guarding the crossroads, across to cover their rear.


  As they passed the centre of the town and began to make their way down the main street to the west bridge, the Colyton men stared about them in amazement. While they had been facing the militia, bedlam had broken loose behind them. The peaceful street they had marched into had been wrecked. Windows were smashed, doors hung loosely off their hinges, a cart was overturned, and four or five bodies lay jumbled in a heap at the side of the street where they had been thrown.


  Two men were hurriedly carrying another out of the way of the marching troops. Adam tried to look away, but a violent fascination dragged his eyes back. The body was well-dressed, in a rich red coat and tooled leather boots, an officer perhaps; yet the red of the coat could not hide the darker red of the blood that had spurted out of his neck and all over the white of his cravat and shirt, and the dull fawn of his waistcoat. He was quite dead, there was no doubt about that. The body slumped limply in the two men’s arms like a rag doll, the wig fallen foolishly over the white face, one hand dragging uselessly in the dust. The men tossed it like a sack on top of one of its friends, and hurried down the road after their own.


  They halted when they reached the bridge, whilst a group of men in front of them herded some prisoners across. Then Colonel Wade came running up, full of ideas and energy and that wonderful lack of fear which made more men than Adam turn to him like a fountain of life at which they could replenish their own courage. He and Roger Satchell disposed the musketeers in strong positions around the bridge, ready to meet the militia. Adam was on the western side of the bridge with the main force, facing straight up the street, but two other groups of musketeers, and some pikemen from Colyton, were hidden in the side streets on the east side, ready to ambush the militia in the flank when they came too near.


  “Looks like a proper shambles, don’t it,” muttered William Clegg to Adam, staring back up the street.


  “It surely does, Will, though it looks as though our lads had the best of it, thank God. But how did they manage to come round behind us like that, when we had all the roads guarded?”


  The Welsh sergeant heard him, and answered. “It’s not behind us they came, see, it was from the side. They’ll have been in the houses, boyo, fast asleep. Specially in that Bull Inn, up there on the right - that’ll have been where the officers were. You saw the bodies, didn’t you?”


  Adam nodded, feeling sick at the thought. “You mean they never woke up until they saw us outside the window? They didn’t keep any guard at all?”


  “No.” The sergeant spat. “Shows what kind of soldiers they are, don’t it? But then it shows what kind of soldiers we are, to let them get away with it. We should have been in there, straight away, and dragging them out of bed, instead of waiting for them to pop their pistols out of the window at us.”


  “Here they come!” said William Clegg, pointing up the street. And over the crown of the hill came a tide of militiamen, marching in confused order down the street. They halted when they saw the bodies, and Adam could hear their officers shouting at them ineffectually.


  “What a rabble!” said the sergeant scornfully. “Half a dozen bodies and they want to go home to mother! One good charge by a decent troop of horse would scatter ‘em like rabbits!”


  “So where are the horse?” asked John Spragg. “Where’s our fine Lord Grey and all his hunting friends? Halfway to bloody Lyme, that’s where!”


  It was true. The only horses left in their army were a dozen or so that had been captured, and were mostly being ridden or led by the officers of the foot regiments. Lord Grey’s panic-stricken flight had not stopped at the bridge. The Colyton men stood silently for a moment, glumly watching the militia as they restarted their reluctant march down the street.


  “‘Twill be a good thing in the long run,” muttered the sergeant reflectively. “For my Lord Monmouth will have to kick the coward out, and get us a decent general of horse. And right now those silly buggers are going to walk right into our trap. Watch this!”


  The militiamen shambled on down the street, until they were only thirty yards or so from the ambush. There they stopped, still out of musket range of the enemy they could see, beyond the bridge. And there, despite the not very energetic efforts of their officers, they stayed.


  “Great fools! Come on forward! Come on!” William Clegg started to make little clicking noises with his teeth, as though he were enticing a shy horse, or a sheep.


  The others laughed and followed his example. Gradually the shouts became more and more cheerful.


  “Come on, boys! We’ve got a nice hot dinner waiting for ‘ee! Lead pie to fill your bellies!”


  “Come and join your friends yer! We’ll take ‘ee to the Duke!”


  “Come to mother!”


  “Hey, you’d better go ‘ome boys! The cows are out!”


  “‘Tis a beautiful view down yer — ye can see all the way to Rome!”


  The militia were shouting too, though no-one could hear what they said; but they did not move. After nearly an hour of this, the men waiting in ambush crept down by back alleys to the bridge, and then marched onto it, to loud laughter from their friends, and returned over the bridge to rejoin the main force. Even then the militia showed no sign of moving, so Colonel Wade, having ordered a party of musketeers to go ahead of them and form another ambush to shield their line of retreat, ordered them all into line of march. There was a final volley of catcalls, and then they swung into step on the long road home, lustily singing psalms and feeling, oddly enough, that they had won a great victory.


  And to the extent that their fear had been routed, they had. For most of the long march home, Adam sang with the rest, and felt his heart high within him, especially when, two miles out of Lyme, they were met by the Duke of Monmouth at the head of a troop of horse, hurrying out to their aid. He had clearly expected to see them bedraggled and beaten, but when they swung smartly to a halt in from of him, and Colonel Wade presented him with the captured horse and the prisoners, he took off his hat to them in a gesture of unfeigned gratitude and admiration which earned him a mighty cheer from the ranks.


  But later that evening, as they sat around one of the little companionable camp fires that dotted the hillside like a reflection of the silent stars above, Adam was not the only one to remember the rout it might have been.


  “They ought to hang that Lord Grey,” said William Clegg bitterly, as he lit his pipe with a spill from the flames. “The only soldier he came anywhere near killing was me, because I got in his way when he was trying to run off!”


  “The Duke will have to get rid of him now, depend upon it, boy.” Ivor Evans, the Welsh sergeant, sat with them now; after the day’s events he did not seem such a fierce stranger as before. “He’ll make him Superindendent of Supplies or Major-General of Ordnance or something like that, where he can’t do no harm on the battlefield.”


  “I hope he does it quick, then,” said Tom. “There’s nothing worse than being led by a coward.”


  The harsh words spoke for them all, for the flight of the cavalry had left them all in danger of being killed. But as he murmured his agreement Adam felt a stab of fear for himself also, as he remembered the rising wave of panic as they had all turned their backs on the enemy. Surely Tom had felt it too? Surely they all had?


  “Still, ‘twas not all Grey’s fault,” said Roger Satchell quietly.


  “Not all his fault? He should have stayed to face the enemy, as we did, and led us to the attack,” Tom insisted. “He had the command of us, didn’t he?”


  “Indeed he did, Tom, and he played the knave today. God send the Duke of Monmouth the sense to keep him out of a position where he can do the same again.”


  “Amen to that,” muttered several voices around the fire, led by Tom and Israel Fuller.


  “Amen indeed.” said Roger Satchell calmly. “But all I would say in his defence, and that of good men like John Clapp, who rode with him, is this: not one in ten of the horses they rode had heard a musket fired in anger before, and a street full of shouting men is not the best place to train such an animal as that.”


  There was a babble of angry voices, agreeing and disagreeing, over which Tom’s voice rose highest.


  “But the men on the horses’ backs were surely riders enough to turn the beasts around again before they reached all the way back to Lyme!”


  “Aye, there you have it, Master Satchell,” said sergeant Evans. “We must train both beasts and men in the next few days, if we are to rely on them at our sides in future.”


  “‘Twas the Lord gave His people the victory,” rumbled the sepulchral voice of Israel Fuller from the darkness. It reminded Adam of a stained-glass picture he had once seen, of the prophet Elijah coming out of the wilderness. Yet somehow, it filled Adam with rage as he heard it, so that his hands began to shake. “He held His army in the palm of His hand, and blew away the chaff from the wheat, and put courage into the hands of His chosen people, that they were not dismayed.”


  “And into the heart of Nathaniel Wade especially,” Adam burst out angrily. Then he halted, choking back the rest of what he wanted to say. He did not usually disagree openly with the preacher, but this time he could quite keep his annoyance out of his voice. For Israel’s words were simply not true, as he saw it. The preacher had turned his back with the rest of them, as had young Tom, for all his brave words now. If it had not been for Colonel Wade everyone here would surely have fled too, as Lord Grey had done. Yet they seemed to be denying it now — or was it only he who had felt that, he who had been the coward?


  “Into the heart of Colonel Wade, and all of us,” answered Israel reprovingly.


  Adam was silent, waiting for someone else to speak. Earlier that day he had been proud, to think that he had felt no more fear than the rest of them, and that they had conquered their fear together. But now it seemed different. He saw his friends’ heads nodding wisely at Israel’s words, accepting his judgement of what had happened. The Lord was on their side, for they were His holy army, predestined to victory. And so perhaps He had not wanted to share that victory with unworthy chaff like Lord Grey, posturing reprobates who looked more like one of the Tories and Papists they were fighting than a Protestant general. That was what Israel had meant, when he had said that the Lord had put courage into the hearts of all His chosen people. Those who had fled - Lord Grey, John Clapp - were not included in that brotherhood.


  So what about himself? Adam knew he had felt no courage, but only a horrible screaming panic, in his own heart until their flight had been checked by Colonel Wade. He had tried to say that Colonel Wade had been the Lord’s instrument in preventing their flight - but that was heresy, as Israel knew, for it would mean only he, Wade, was among the Lord’s chosen, and the rest of them were faithless, vacillating chaff like Lord Grey. Adam knew it been so for himself, and his earlier pride was blown away by a chill, colder than a midwinter wind, that froze him with the renewed certainty of his own damnation. But surely - had it not been like that for the others? Or had it only seemed so, to him? He sat silent, and waited by the fire, the devil’s icy hands around his heart, hoping and dreading that one of his friends would admit that they too had been afraid, and would have run back to Lyme if they had not been stopped. Even one companion in Hell would be a comfort.


  But no-one noticed his silence. His friends spoke only of the glory of their victory, and the easy triumphs the Lord would give them in the future.
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  “THE IDEA is absurd, Ann. ‘Tis far too dangerous.”


  “But mother, it’s just as dangerous to be here now, in Colyton. You see how the militia behave. The whole country is dangerous.”


  “Safest at home. Especially for young maids like you.”


  “I’m not a young maid, mother. I’m a young woman, betrothed to be married. How can I stay safe at home when I could ride out to help Tom?”


  “That’s a woman’s duty, Ann. You should know that.” Mary Carter sighed, and looked at her daughter bitterly. “Don’t you think I should like to go there too, to look after your father and know whether he’s come to any harm, to persuade him to come home, maybe? But I don’t, do I? I stay here, and worry, and look after you, and Simon, and the children. And now you want to leave me too!”


  “It’s not that, mother - but I should be more use, helping to take the horses, than staying here at home with you. I can’t help father or Tom like that.”


  “And do you think ‘twould help your father to know his daughter was traipsing round a countryside infested with militia, or dragging her skirts at the coat-tails of an army? A fine idea you have of what your father wants!”


  “But he wants our horses! He sent young Paul to say so!” She looked desperately from her mother to Simon, who sat stern and pale beside them in his chair, his leg propped in front of him. “He says the army needs them more than anything else!”


  “Then let a man take ‘em! The whole thing’s a man’s business, not ours!” Mary Carter tugged furiously at the wool she was carding, but could hold back her tears no longer. She dropped the wooden carders with a loud clatter, and wiped her eyes with her sleeve.


  Ann’s voice was quiet and gentle and relentless. “But the men have all gone, mother. You know that.”


  It was true. The men whom Adam and Roger Satchell had told Paul Abrahams to seek out had almost all gone already, melting away in the night to make their own way over the hills to Lyme. One or two had succumbed to what they saw as the inevitable and joined the militia. The only men left in the village were either too old to fight, or farmers who wished to be left out of the whole affair and who were as likely to steal the mounts to sell themselves as deliver them. So far only Nicolas Thompson, the surgeon, had volunteered to go with the boy. And Ann wanted to go. She looked to Simon for support.


  “You know I can ride, Simon, better than either of the other two. We owe it to father to bring him all the help we can. Don’t you think I should go in your stead?”


  Simon winced at the reference to his leg. Of all times, this was the moment when he should prove his manhood and take control in his father’s absence. But his elder sister had to taunt him with the contrast between her own strength and his physical weakness, as she had done all his life. He clenched his fists in frustration.


  “‘Tis not a fit job for a maid.”


  “Not even when the maid might bring two more horses to the army? It’s my duty, Simon. How do you think I should feel, if I were to stay at home, and hear that Tom or father had been killed, when a few more horses in the army might have saved them? How should you feel?”


  “The army is in the hands of the Lord, Ann, not yours. He’ll give the victory to those who deserve it, whether they have your horses or no.”


  “But the Lord won’t help us if we do nothing!” Ann stopped, trying to choke back the rage that her brother’s prim religious arguments always provoked in her. She needed to to persuade him this time, not antagonise him. “Anyway, it would be easier for me. No-one would suspect a woman.”


  “They would if you had two horses. How would you go to explain that?” asked her mother.


  “I’d say I was taking them back to a friend. I’d say we’d had them in our field to spare their grass and now I was taking them back.”


  “It’d be better if they were loaded up like pack-beasts. Put some old cloth on and say you were delivering somewhere. At least they might believe that,” said Simon scornfully.


  “Perhaps. Could you find some cloth for us?”


  “You’re not going, Ann, and that’s an end to it. So there’s no sense talking further,” said her mother firmly. “Now sit quiet and help me with this wool. Oliver, put that carder down! You’ll cut yourself!”


  “But ... “ Ann looked at her mother and saw the ugly pain on her broad face, and knew that further talk would only set her crying again, to no purpose. So for a while she sat quietly and helped her mother and Rachel with the carding, while Simon watched and Sarah and little Oliver played with a spinning wheel in the corner. Then the two young ones grew tired and Ann took them up to bed. But even as she helped them undress, and sang little Oliver’s favourite, comforting lullabies, she could not get the thought of the conversation out of her mind.


  Paul Abrahams’ return to the village, with his story of the success at the Axe bridge, the projected attack on Bridport, and the army’s need for horses, had been the most important event of the past two days. It had brought hope after the arrival of the Devon militia on Saturday, and young William Salter’s stern sermon on the duties of loyalty and the dangers of rebellion, delivered in church earlier that Sunday morning. The sullen, unresponsive congregation had been composed almost entirely of women, children, and old men. The judgement of God would be revealed, they knew, not by the foolish words of the vicar, but by the fortunes of their menfolk in the Duke’s army. Their only real, fervent prayers were made, as they prayed together later in the privacy of their own homes, for their absent husbands, sons, and fathers.


  Ann prayed as much as any, for her almost whole heart longed for the men of the village to win, for her father and Tom to come back safe. She knew that the part of her which wanted this was the good, the holy part, the Ann that the Lord wanted her to be, that He wanted to save. She knew it when she prayed, but somehow, every hour that she busied herself around the house, or walked the half-empty, waiting streets, her memory of Tom and her father began to fade. The voice of the tempter murmured in her mind, and the rebellion began to seem a dream, a distant game of chance that could be decided either way without hurt, if only she stayed quietly at home.


  So she began to remember Robert. Once, in the street, she had heard a voice so like his she had been afraid to move, and stopped quite still where she stood, trembling, certain that if she turned she would see Robert in his blue military coat, with that strange puzzled smile on his thin, freckled face, those thin, gentle hands that had once held hers, and touched her cheek ... but when at last she did turn it was only a short, fat, mustachioed militia officer, swaggering officiously along; and she had blushed and hurried home with a dull breathless ache in her chest, close to the tears that she felt would betray everything.


  But though at home she shook her head vigorously to clear it, and remembered Simon’s leg, and Robert’s cold, dismissive words in the moonlight, she knew that the longer she waited here, isolated from all news and action in this tense, empty, waiting town, the more often such thoughts would recur. She helped her mother about the house, but only in a dream, numbly, without speaking. Martha Goodchild thought she was grieving for Tom, and tried to interest her in the cottage in Rosemary Lane; but Ann’s reaction had been so sudden and violent that Martha had hurried home. She told her husband sadly that poor Ann was so distracted with worry about their son’s fate, that she could not bear to think about the cottage until Tom was safely returned.


  Into this long night of worry Paul Abrahams had come like the first thrush of morning, to tell of the army’s need for horses, for Ann’s own horse, and for riders who could deliver them. Riders who were trustworthy, but who could also allay suspicion, as Paul himself had done, by appearing clearly unsuitable for military service. Nicolas Thompson, the old surgeon, had volunteered, telling Paul that he had wished, on Thursday night, that he had gone with the others at the beginning, but that now he thanked the Lord he had not, for he could do the cause a greater service by at once bringing them horses, and his own skills to mend their wounds.


  So Ann had seen the chance of action for herself - action which would help her to forget the tempting dreams that obsessed her in idleness, and might really bring about the result wanted by the Lord; so she argued with herself. (And if she should see Robert in the process, surely it would only confirm her in her righteous scorn?)


  But she had to use different arguments with her mother and Simon, and these - that she could ride well, knew the roads, and could never be taken for a soldier - had so far failed. She was determined to go, but she knew she could never saddle one horse and lead it and another out of the town without one of them knowing, and there could be no worse start to such a secret trip than her mother running through the streets after her, tugging at the reins and shouting that she should come back. So she sat quiet and waited, plotting what else she could say.


  She thought the argument would begin again in the evening, after Sarah and little Oliver had gone to bed. Ann and Rachel were sitting at the great table carding wool, while Mary span by the window in the last of the evening light, and Simon read his Bible in his father’s chair. Now they had fallen silent, and the click of the carders and steady hum of the spinning wheel made a peaceful music with the evening chorus of birds outside, as they had on a thousand such evenings before, when there had been no thought of war.


  Ann glanced covertly at Simon, where he sat with his fingers drumming softly on the arm of the chair, and wondered what thoughts were going on behind the bitter, gloomy face, and sometimes closed eyes. She knew Simon would have taken the horses himself if he could, whatever their mother said; the problem for him now, she thought sharply, was whether it was more of a sin to keep the horses at home or to let his sister take them.


  She looked down, weighing her words carefully, and was about to begin again when Simon’s head turned to listen to a loud, drunken song coming down the street outside, and the unsteady, clumsy tramp of heavy boots on cobbles.


  “We’ll hang the traitors on a tree


  Where they can swing for all to see


  With a hey! and a ho! and a hey nonny no!


  And damn the Duke of Monmouth!”


  The street door slammed back on its hinges, and the two militia troopers staggered in, their arms around each others’ shoulders, bellowing out their song as loud as they could. They stared about themselves, insolently, and then lurched to the table. Mary, Simon, and the two girls looked up at them in shock.


  “Hello, traitors!” said one, picking up some carded wool. “What be doing? Cardin’ wool to make a coat for your daddy? Better make a rope, dears — that’s all ‘e’ll be needing after tomorrow!” The two of them burst into uproarious laughter, and one of them sat down and put his arm around Rachel, giving her a beery kiss on the cheek as she shrank away from him.


  “Don’t! Go away!”


  “Leave the girl alone!” Mary Carter glared at him, raising one of her carders to strike. The man cringed in mock terror.


  “Oh, don’t hit us, dear, we’m just playing! But ‘tis a beautiful brace o’ maids you got yer, just like my own going to be. Ripe for pluckin’!” He leered at Rachel again, making her blush.


  “Then if you’ve got daughters of your own you’ll know not to touch mine!” said Mary furiously. “Just because you’re billeted in this house it doesn’t mean you have any right to behave differently from at home!”


  “Oh yes it do, missus,” said the other, a short, stocky man with a paunch and a bent nose. “You see, we bain’t traitors, and you be. That do make all the difference. Your husband’s going to hang, see, if we don’t kill him first, when we goes to fight tomorrow. So you’m different.”


  He collapsed suddenly in the second armchair, and beamed drunkenly at Simon. “How be doing, ol’ Peg-leg? Why don’t ‘ee pray the Lord to make it better, so that ‘ee could go and join your daddy and t’other traitors, eh? He could mend it for ‘ee, if ‘ee prayed hard enough!”


  “‘Tis not for you to blaspheme!” burst out Simon furiously. “The Lord will have his revenge on you soon enough!”


  “‘E can’t pray, Daniel, now can ‘e? How can ‘e pray when ‘e can’t get down on ‘is knees?” The two men laughed again, and the second man got up from the table. “Come on now, Peg-leg Peter, get out of that chair. We’m masters of this house now and I needs ‘un.” He shook the edge of the chair roughly.


  “Leave him alone! You’ll hurt his leg!” Ann got up angrily.


  “I’ll break his bloody leg for him, mistress, if he don’t get up,” said the man coolly. “Now get on out of it. boy.”


  “Wait, let me help him. Rachel, fetch the crutches.” Ann moved the stool gently from under her brother’s leg, and caught him under one arm, while her mother lifted by the other. They got him slowly to his feet, and he grabbed the crutches awkwardly.


  “Good.” The man slumped heavily into the chair. “Now fetch me my baccy, boy, and my pipes. They’m over there in that bag by the door.”


  “I’ll get it,” said Rachel.


  “No! You stay where you are. I wants holy Joe here to get it for me, to see if the Lord gives him strength to take up his leg and hop.”


  The militiamen laughed again, and Simon stared at them without moving. “Thou shalt not take the name of thy God in vain,” he muttered.


  “Thou shalt not rebel against thy King, neither! Go on, boy, quick, or I’ll have ‘ee on the floor.” The man kicked at the foot of one of the crutches, and it slid to one side so that Simon would have fallen if his mother had not caught him.


  “Go on, Simon. You’ll only make it worse. I’ll be near you if you fall,” she said. Simon hesitated, then turned and hobbled clumsily to the door, wincing as he banged his leg on a bench. He slung the bag over his neck to bring it back. The two men laughed as they watched him.


  “That’s better, boy. Now get ‘ee upstairs to bed. Us don’t want no more kids nor Bible-preaching yer. And tell your sisters to give us a kiss before they goes, too.”


  “No! Ann, Rachel, don’t do it!” Mary Carter sounded scandalised.


  “I didn’t ask ‘ee, missus,” explained the second man patiently. “Us don’t want our faces rubbed off against yourn, do us? No more than you want young Jonathan here to fall down again, do ‘ee?” He aimed another kick at Simon’s crutch.


  The kisses, and the gropes that went with them, were much as could be expected. Afterwards, when the family had helped Simon laboriously upstairs like a wounded bird, leaving the two men smoking and laughing triumphantly in the kitchen, he turned to his mother, his voice low and bitter.


  “You see how safe we are at home too, mother, with such devils as these here! Would it be any worse for Ann to take the horses and risk doing some good, than to stay here and be treated thus? I know I should go, if I could!”


  Mary Carter shook her head uncertainly. “I don’t know what to think, Simon. To be treated so in my own house! Why did your father have to leave us?”


  “He went to serve the Lord, mother. ‘Twas the only thing he could do.” Simon’s whisper was so loud, they all listened for a minute, afraid they had been overheard, but the rumble of talk and laughter downstairs did not stop.


  “They say they’re going tomorrow, mother, perhaps they won’t be back for a day or so. I can slip out with Paul as soon as they’ve gone, and stay with Aunt Jane when I get to Lyme. I’ll be just as safe there as here.”


  “And you’d promise to stay with your Aunt Jane when you got there?”


  “Yes, mother. The militia won’t come there.”


  Mary Carter shook her head angrily. “I don’t know, my dear, I really don’t. Let me think it over some more. Maybe ‘twill seem different in the morning.”


  But as her mother wearily got ready for bed, in the room she had to share with her daughters now, Ann knew what she would decide, and felt an exultant, desperate hope flutter in her heart as she waited for the morning.
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  SO IT was that, early the next morning, as the militia were marching noisily out of the market place towards Colyford and the main road for Lyme, three riders were to be seen making their way quietly out of Colyton in a different direction. Each was riding one horse and leading another beside on a long rein. The road to Lyme was being used by the militia, and it would have been foolish to be seen near Shute, so they rode north-east at first, into the maze of tracks and sunken lanes that wander here and there among the rolling hills and woodlands, and could have led them to Honiton or Ottery, had they wanted. But Ann and young Paul knew these lanes well from their visits to Israel Fuller’s secret meeting places, and gradually they edged their way north, until they crossed the Honiton-Bridport road, and then west, working their round to Lyme in a wide circle that would take them north of Axminster.


  They rode silently in single file for the most part, each concentrating on the horses. Paul rode first, a slight, shockheaded figure, dwarfed by the great chestnut hunter of Roger Satchell’s on which he perched, and leading a bay that was little smaller. Then came Ann, sitting side-saddle on her chestnut pony, and leading the pack-horse that her father sometimes rode; and finally the gawky, angular figure of the surgeon, like a bony scarecrow astride his black stallion, softly cursing the phlegmatic grey pony beside him every time it stretched its stubborn head for some juicy grass in the hedgerow.


  All morning they saw no-one, except a group of haymakers in a field, and a girl driving a few cows, and midday found them creeping awkwardly down a steep slope towards the river Yarty, which they were to cross at Beckford Bridge. The horses were slipping and checking awkwardly on the stones and mud in the lanes, and it was all they could do to control them, so that at first they did not watch the bridge as carefully as they might have done. Suddenly Ann, who was having to drag her father’s horse to make it move at all, felt her leg graze the flank of the bay Paul was leading in front.


  “Stop! There be soldiers!” he hissed in a loud whisper. “Tell surgeon!”


  From where she was Ann could not see over the hedge, but when the surgeon’s horses had stopped she could hear the sound of voices, barely fifty yards away. She eased her pony forward so that she could see through the gate. A group of about twenty footsoldiers and a horseman in a blue coat had come down the road from the north. They had stopped for a moment at the bridge, but as she watched they crossed it, and followed the horseman south along the other side of the river towards Axminster.


  “Militia!” muttered young Paul. “And that be the way we were going too. What’s to do now?”


  “Let them get ahead, I suppose,” said Ann. “Don’t you think so, Mr Thompson?”


  “Indeed, my dear. The Lord has saved us this once, at least, it would seem. If we had arrived a few minutes earlier we should have had some explaining to do, I fancy. As it is, perhaps it is a sign that we should broach the contents of these saddlebags.” He eased his thin, bony figure off his horse with a croak of relief.


  “Don’t you fear there may be more coming, Master Nicolas?” asked Ann anxiously as the old surgeon settled himself in a sunny spot in the gateway. “They could come down this lane after us.”


  “So long as they do not force us to ride back up it, I do not greatly care. Come and join me, young lady, in some of my missus’s excellent bread and cheese which she has provided against just such a moment as this.”


  Ann smiled, and slid gratefully out of her saddle. All her life, the bony old surgeon had given her confidence. He made the most of the good in any situation, and dealt with the bad calmly, quickly, as though it did not matter and would soon be gone. Now, as usual, food was more important to him than worry.


  So they tethered the horses and rested. And certainly the rest was welcome, for it had been a hard morning riding one horse and leading another through the narrow lanes, past endless banks of lush grass which the animals longed to graze. Now at least they had their wish.


  “Where do you think they was headed, Master Nicolas?” asked young Paul, his words finding their way obscurely past the great mouthful of bread he was chewing.


  “Looks like Axminster, don’t it? ‘Twould be as good a place as any for them to gather, if they was going to strike at Lyme.” The surgeon swigged a long draught of cider from his flask, sighed deeply, and belched so that the Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in his scrawny throat. “That is, if the good Duke don’t come out and have a crack at ‘em first.” He leant his head back against a tree and closed his eyes.


  “He already has, at Bridport, by now,” said young Paul, “I wish I’d been there. I bet they smote ‘em proper!”


  “Perhaps all the Duke’s army has gone there by now, then. How many men did you say there were, at Lyme?” Ann looked inquiringly at Paul.


  “Hundreds. A thousand. I don’t know, mistress Ann, ‘tis hard to count that many. But the whole town was full of us. We had to sleep outside to give folk room to breathe.”


  “A mighty host. The Lord hath sent us an army of heroes like unto those that marched with Joshua,” murmured the old surgeon, his eyes still shut, a smile deepening the wrinkles on his old, lined face.


  “Amen to that,” said Paul. “But what I can’t understand is why any man would enlist for the militia, like those buggers who came over from Ottery yesterday. They’m only ordinary folk like us, aren’t they?”


  “With wives and families to be threatened,” muttered old Nicolas. “I reckon their officers do see to that.”


  “Then they get their own back on us,” said Ann bitterly, thinking of last night. But that was over now; she was more worried about the men they had just seen. She could not get the image of the horseman in the blue coat out of her mind. Was it the same blue as Robert wore — the blue of the Life Guards? But many men had blue coats, and surely he would not be up here, leading a few militiamen? He would be with his father at Shute, or gone to join his regiment. But she must not think of him. He should be nothing to her now. If only the song of the larks above them, and the quiet munching of the horses, did not so exactly remind her of that day on the hills above Colyton. So long ago it seemed, and yet so near.


  She must not think like this.


  “Don’t you think it’s time we moved on, Master Thompson? If the army has really marched to Bridport, we’ll have a long way to go.”


  Nicolas Thompson groaned as he opened his eyes. “The voice of young love. Don’t ‘ee fret thyself, maid, your Tom’ll be waiting for ‘ee!”


  But he dragged himself to his feet nonetheless, as pleased at her blush as he was far from understanding its cause.


  They had to follow the track of the militiamen for a couple of miles on the other side of the bridge, as the road slowly wound up the side of a hill, but then they cut east across country, following a ridgeway which would bring them down to the Axe Bridge at Weycroft north of Axminster, where the old Fosse Way drove its straight path north-east to Chard. The weather began to cloud over as the afternoon progressed, and a cool wind blew up from the south, with the smell of rain. Once they heard a rumble, from the direction of Axminster. They stopped and looked at each other, startled and tense.


  “That was musket fire, wasn’t it?” Ann’s eager eyes searched the faces of the other two.


  The surgeon shook his head uncertainly. “Could be thunder. Look at that dark cloud over yonder.”


  But young Paul was shrill and certain. “Thunder don’t sound like that! That was muskets, same as I heard at Lyme They’m fighting down there!”


  “But where? It was over towards the town, wasn’t it?” Ann gazed at the countryside to the south, but there was nothing to see. Just sheep and a few cows grazing quietly in the meadows, the distant tower of Axminster church just visible between a field of corn and the corner of a wood.


  “More behind, I think. Be quiet, we’ll see if it comes again.”


  “Should take about three minutes to reload their muskets, if they’m as fast as ourn!” Paul proudly shared his knowledge.


  “Perhaps it is our men! Perhaps they’re coming this way, instead of going to Bridport.” Ann tried to stretch upwards in her saddle, wishing she could see more.


  “Then ‘tis the thunder of the Lord! Celestial music indeed!” chuckled old Nicolas, cocking his head to turn his good ear to the south.


  But no sound followed; only the endless twitter of the larks, the croak of an old crow, and the tune of the wind in the thin hill grass. At last they moved on, kicking their horses to a hasty trot as the track began to slope downhill.


  And again, unbidden and unwanted, the tempting memory came into Ann’s mind, of herself trotting on a hillside like this beside Robert, laughing as he raced her towards a distant tree, and then leaping off and holding out his arms for her to fling herself into as she dismounted. The arms of the tempter. And she thought neither of Tom nor her father marching to war for the sake of their Lord, but of what it might feel like for Robert in a cavalry charge, riding down on a hedge of pikes and a levelled line of muskets.


  As they came on down the slope, the bridge ahead was still empty: so empty, in fact, that Ann saw a young rabbit halfway across it, contentedly nibbling a tuft of grass by the parapet. But as they came nearer, the rabbit sat up, cocking its ears towards the south, and then nervously scuttled out of sight.


  A moment later there was a loud crackle of fire - definitely muskets, this time - from up the road towards Axminster. A gaggle of men appeared, looking over their shoulders as they ran.


  Paul hesitated, but Ann had no doubts. “They’re militia, running away! Come on! If we cross the bridge first we can ride past ‘em!” She urged her pony into a canter, but just as she reached the bridge the horse she was leading reared and shied away at the sight of the men, nearly wrenching her arm from its socket. As the lead rain slipped from her hand another group of men appeared from a wood beside the road, and she was surrounded.


  “Hold still now! Hold still! This is no place for a girl with a wild horse!”


  She looked down and saw a man in a leather jacket, a farmer or shepherd by the look of him, holding her own pony’s head, while another two fought to control the led horse.


  “Who the devil are you? Let go!” She urged the pony forward, wishing she had a riding whip to lash down at the man with, but he held the animal firmly, pulling it to one side of the road. As he did so the other men, those fleeing from Axminster, began to pour over the bridge, panic in their eyes. They were shouting to each other.


  “Get back! Run! There’s hundreds of ‘em, armed, with big field-guns!”


  “Get off the road, quick! The Duke and his cavalry’s coming!”


  “That’s good then.” Ann looked down sharply at the man holding her horse. The words had been quiet, as though spoken only to himself, yet they had come to her in a strange second of silence in the midst of the tumult. She saw his face alight with a fierce desperate gleam as he glanced up the road towards the town. Then he looked up at her.


  “Come down, girl, get off the horse. I needs ‘un!”


  “I shall not!” But even as he spoke he grabbed her and pulled her down roughly, tearing her skirt on a buckle. She flew at him, to scratch his eyes, but he caught her arms and held them down, so that their faces were only a few inches apart. Tears of frustration blinded her.


  “What do you want these horses for? They’re mine!”


  “Not now they’re not, my pretty. I’m taking them to the Duke.” He pushed her away and turned to climb into the saddle. She grabbed his coat-tail.


  “Wait! That’s where I’m taking them too!”


  “What?” He turned as though he would hit her, and then he understood.


  “I’m taking these horses to the Duke of Monmouth, for his cavalry. But I thought you were militia!”


  The man grinned, and the fervent gleam in his eyes seemed friendly, no longer mad. “So we are in body, but not in soul. Get up in front of me then.” He swung onto the pony’s back, and pulled her up after him. He shouted in her ear.


  “The others the same?”


  “Yes!”


  He turned to the men struggling around the other horses. “Bring ‘em with us, George! They’re for the Duke too!”


  Militiamen were still pouring over the bridge and fleeing up the road. Some militia still loyal to the King were fighting for the horses with the second group, who could only be distinguished from their supposed comrades by the eager determined look on their faces. For them this was not a rout but a triumph, which gave them the chance to join the Duke of Monmouth’s army rather than flee from it.


  Young Paul had been pulled from his horse, but old Nicolas had started laying about himself with his whip, yelling “A Monmouth! A Monmouth! Keep back, ye damned Papists!” Some of the deserting militiamen had already understood their mistake, and had drawn back, half laughing and half furious, trying to explain his to him.


  Ann’s pony spun round, and she glanced ahead up the road towards Axminster. A group of horsemen, royalist officers by the look of them, were trotting down it, shouting at the last of the fleeing militiamen. Behind them was a column of steadier, firmer troops, under a great blue and white striped banner.


  “Come on, lads! Let’s go!”


  Most of the deserting militiamen were mounted now, some two on a horse, and the man on Ann’s pony kicked it so that it lunged forward up the road. He clung tightly round her waist, and she ducked her head instinctively as one of the last of the loyal retreating militiamen took a great swipe at them with the butt of his musket. The pony shied and reared, and the man behind her nearly fell off, but then they plunged on, the others clattering behind them. She looked ahead again and saw the five horsemen coming towards them hesitate, uncertain whether to stop them or clear the road. Three of them drew off towards the side of the road, as though they would let them pass, but the other two held the centre to stop them, pistols drawn. One of them wore a blue coat.


  It was Robert.


  “Clear the way, you bastards! We’ll not stop!” The man behind her slammed his heels into the pony’s sides, hunching his back and driving the animal straight at Robert. She saw Robert’s face, cold and determined as he levelled the pistol, with that strange half-smiling frown of concentration. Surely he had seen her? Ten yards to go ... five ...


  “Robert!” Her scream tore the air, harsh as a seagull’s, and then she was staring into his horrified face and they were past, the pony plunging panic-stricken onwards, Robert’s horse rearing wildly in a circle as the other horses galloped past him. There was a sharp crack and a cry, but she was too preoccupied with holding on against the weight of the man dragging sideways behind her, to see who had been hit, or who had fired; and then when she turned for a quick, precarious glance again, she had eyes only for the figure in the blue coat, calming the black horse and staring back up the road at them, his face already too small and distant for her to read its expression.


  They fought the pony to a standstill twenty yards from the column of levelled pikes and muskets facing them. The man behind her moaned, and slid sideways to the ground, a red stain spreading from the sleeve of his jacket. But he staggered proudly to his feet, and held the pony’s head while she got down. A short, confident young man in a faded red coat strode forwards to meet them.


  “And who may you be, gentlemen, that seem in such haste to meet us? Do you wish to surrender?”


  “To surrender indeed, to the mercy of the good Lord himself! We come to offer our souls to the Protestant army, and bring him these horses as a gift,” said the man in a leather coat.


  “The horses are ours, you thieving rogue, brought all the way from Colyton!” Nicolas Thompson’s furious, reedy voice cut in. “We’re three good folk from Colyton, sir, come to serve the Duke of Monmouth and give him these horses, and now we’ve found him some treacherous deserting militiamen on our way, as extra!”


  “You shut your mouth, you old fool!” one of the militiamen began, but the man in the red coat cut in sharply.


  “Silence, sir! If you come to serve the Duke, you are most welcome; but be warned, this is a holy army, and we have no room for brawling in the ranks. My name is Colonel Nathaniel Wade and if you come from Colyton I think I have some of your friends already with me. Captain Satchell! Perhaps you would detail one of your soldiers to take charge of these men for the moment, and deliver the horses to the Duke.”


  “Indeed I will. And the young maid too! I fancy there’s one or two here will be more’n a little glad to see her!”


  As Roger Satchell came smiling forward, and called for Adam Carter and Tom Goodchild from the ranks, Ann looked up at the great blue and white striped standard floating forward over their heads, as though it were anxious to come at the enemy, and read the motto printed on it in mighty letters of rippling gold: “Fear Nothing But God.”
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  “THEY RUN like rabbits!” said Tom, the deep hearty laughter booming in his chest. “Or deer, maybe! I never seed a man leap a hedge like some o’ they!”


  Ann looked at him in surprise, wondering at how loud and confident he had become. And happy, too — his handsome face glowed with simple pleasure as he looked around the circle of faces lit by the red light of the camp fire, sharing the joke. The others laughed with him.


  “Ar, ‘twas old Will’s voice as did it! That were enough to send anyone runnin’!” said John Spragg, smiling. “‘Get on ‘ome, ye daft chickens, ‘fore I plucks ‘ee!’“ He mimicked the reedy voice of William Clegg, and rocked with laughter at the memory of the wiry little man jumping up and down and waving his musket in fury at the fleeing militia that afternoon.


  Laughter again convulsed the circle of men around the fire, and Ann, Nicolas Thompson and Paul Abrahams smiled as they tried to imagine how it had been. Though at times it seemed like a huge private joke, the story was really being told for them, to explain how Monmouth’s army came to be here outside Axminster where they had found it, instead of at Lyme. as they had expected. They had already heard how, after their return from Bridport, the men of Colyton had woken early and hurried into line with the rest of the army to march to the north, drums beating, muskets loaded and ready for action. And how the militia of two counties had closed in, trying to pen them in and force them back to Lyme: the Duke of Albemarle’s Devon militia from the left, and the Somerset militia under Lord Fitzharding from the right. Yet here they were north of Axminster, triumphant and unscathed.


  “But didn’t none of ‘em fight?” asked Paul Abrahams eagerly.


  “Oh yes,” said Tom. “We had one proper set-to. Volley of muskets and everything. We had our pikes ready to fetch ‘em out, didn’t we, Mr Cox?”


  “Oh, ar, we was ready for ‘em.” The quiet, red-faced Philip Cox grinned, chewing a piece of grass as he listened.


  “Well, what happened then?” Paul Abrahams was desperate to know. After this, and the story of Bridport, his own adventure seemed like nothing to him.


  “Well, young Paul, ‘tis a marvellous thing to be fighting in a righteous cause, see.” John Spragg smiled at the boy, enjoying teasing him a little. “‘Cause when the heathen fires at you, see, all you haves to do, see, is fire one volley back at ‘em, and watch.”


  “Watch what?”


  “‘Tis a miracle, boy. A proper miracle. I shouldn’t have believed it myself if I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes, like doubtin’ Thomas in the good book.”


  Tom frowned slightly, uncertain if he liked the irreligious tone of John Spragg’s speech. But the stocky, broadshouldered stonemason was a respected elder in the conventicle, and Tom was curious to hear what came next.


  “What miracle?” Paul Abrahams’ eyes were as big and eager as a puppy’s. The smile spread wider across John Spragg’s broad, cheery face.


  “Flying muskets, boy. All their muskets goes flying up into the air and over the hedge! And the next minute, the men goes flying, too — up in the air and over the hedge after ‘em, to t’other side of the field, fast as their legs can carry ‘em!”


  The men laughed, and Tom relaxed. Even Israel Fuller smiled briefly through his beard, before he began to speak.


  “‘Tis wrong to speak lightly of the Lord, John, yet truly He was seen to be on our side today. I have just spoken to a very good preacher in Axminster, who said he thought the Lord sent a very hornet of fear amongst them!”


  “Aye, ‘twas like a swarm of hornets, too!” William Clegg nodded with cheerful approval, his skinny, seamed face crinkled into a maze of lines, as it always was when he laughed. “Like one of they plagues the Lord sent against Fairer and they ‘Gyptians! A Plague of Hornets! ‘Tis just the thing to set they militia runnin’“


  “And jumpin’!” Tom chuckled again, glancing at Ann for approval. “Hey, I knows where they come from, too! Those hornets must’ve come out of the barrels of they field guns!”


  At this, the whole group burst out into loud laughter, leaving the three newcomers puzzled.


  “What field guns, Tom?” Ann’s voice seemed strangely gentle and delicate amongst such a large group of men. She saw her father frown, as though he wished she were not there, and Tom swell proudly as he answered.


  “‘Tis another marvel of the Lord, Ann! For the Almighty made the militia to see three great field guns over on Yawl Hill, which they thought we’d sent against ‘em. And the sight of these guns so dismayed ‘em they didn’t even stand to fire one volley, just chucked their muskets down and ran. And we’d never have known why, only a dozen of ‘em was honest enough to repent of their ways and run to join us, see, and they showed us where they field guns was to!”


  At this point the laughter of the others got to him, so that he guffawed helplessly, unable to continue.


  Ann smiled at him admiringly, wishing he were more often like this, instead of the big, solemn lad she knew. Yet she was slightly scared, too, by the heartiness of it all. “And?”


  “And the marvellous thing was, that when we got there, there weren’t no field guns there at all. Just three girt tree trunks sticking through the brambles in a copse!”


  “So they ran away from the tree trunks, because they thought they were guns?” Paul Abrahams could hardly believe what he’d heard.


  “That’s right, lad,” chuckled William Clegg kindly. “And you should have seen their faces, when they went round pickin’ up the muskets they’d dropped. I near bust me sides!”


  Amid the laughter, Ann saw her father’s dark, lined face in the flicker of the firelight, and wondered why he did not join in the hilarity of the rest.


  “‘Tis the conscience of guilty men,” intoned Israel Fuller solemnly. “They know ours is the righteous cause, and the fear the Lord sends among them causes them to see our strength even greater than it is. In just the same way did He smite the Syrians with blindness in the time of the prophet Elijah!”


  “But ‘tis good also that he sends so many men from the militia to join us.” Adam’s voice sounded oddly out of place amongst the heartiness of the rest, and in truth he found himself a little irritated by the humour. He understood it, yet could not relax enough to feel it. He had felt a shaky pride at having conquered his fear at Bridport, even though he knew he had nearly given way there. When he knew there was to be fighting again today he had prayed earnestly that he might control his fear again. But this time it seemed to him that his prayers had been ignored, even mocked. Certainly he had felt fear - that fluttering tightness in his stomach, the surge of panic only just held down - but then in the end there had been no danger, no opportunity to test his mastery over what he felt. So now he felt none of the relaxation which comes from conquest of fear, but only the shame of having felt it when there was no need. Instead of sharing the hearty, boastful confidence of his comrades, he felt instead a sneaking sympathy for the stumbling, panic-stricken militia; especially those who had not run, but walked in, surrendering, towards their levelled muskets.


  “Surely, Israel,” he went on, “for every seeming coward that runs from the militia, it may be that a brave man comes to join our cause.”


  “We brought you some, father, at any rate, and they are no cowards!” said Ann, proudly. Her mind was still full of her desperate ride, straight towards the steady muzzle of Robert’s pistol; and the long hour afterwards, caring for the wounded militiaman. She had held a bowl of water and a cloth, cleaning away the blood and trying not to faint as the same leather-coated farmer, his own arm in a sling, had helped to hold down one of his screaming friends, so that old Nicolas could probe and search for the bullet in his stomach. They had found the bullet, but the man had died.


  “No,” Nicolas agreed, shaking his head sadly at the memory of the death. “You could not call them cowards. But I could wish they had more manners, for all that. Trying to steal my horse, indeed!”


  “What’s that, Nicolas?” John Spragg asked; and the surgeon led away with the story of their ride from Colyton, and how things had been in the village when they had left. And although Nicolas had seen none of the bullying in his own home that Ann had, yet the news that the militia had been in Colyton at all began to turn the men’s mood of cheery triumph into a bitter, vengeful muttering about what they would do to the militia if they met them in battle again. Three times John Spragg asked to be reassured about his wife, Ruth, and many of the others looked equally worried.


  Later, Adam spoke to Ann alone, to try to decide what she should do. All the time Nicolas had been speaking, Ann had felt her father’s eyes on her, and had been wondering what he would say. He too had asked about the militia in Colyton, and the family, and though she had tried to minimise the troubles they had had, she thought he imagined more than she said.


  “‘Tis clearly no proper place for you to return to, on your own,” he said thoughtfully, running his hand through his thin, grey hair. “‘Twould be better if we could get you to your aunt in Lyme.”


  “But how, father? The militia may be on the roads behind you too, and I wouldn’t like to go alone, on foot.”


  “Nor shall you, girl. There’s no question of it.” Adam looked at his daughter sharply, knowing how wayward her impulses were, and the dangers they could bring. “‘Twas enough danger for you to bring these horses. I wonder what your mother was thinking of, to let you do it.”


  “But you need them in the army, don’t you, father? And there was no-one else to come.”


  “So you say. And so it had to be you.” Adam sighed, as he looked at those wide, appealing eyes, and despite himself a faint smile of affection played around his lips. He remembered how he had come home one day when Ann was eight or nine to hear from a farmer how she had dragged the largest of the man’s farm dogs half a mile home from a dogfight, smacking it on the nose with a stick every time it tried to bite, while Tom took care of the other one. Mary had been furious, but Adam had hardly been able to bring himself to be cross with the girl for such a thing, even though he had wished she had not done it.


  It was the same now; he was almost glad to have her with him, despite the danger. And then his heart faltered, as he thought how she might witness his cowardice, if he showed it. If only he were as brave as his daughter! If only he could be the father she deserved!


  Again he rubbed his hand though his hair, and looked away, up the hill, that she might not see the shame in his eyes. “So what am I to do with you now, my dear? The army’s hardly a safe place for a girl.”


  “But you’re here, father, and Tom, to protect me. And perhaps I can help the surgeon, as I did today.”


  “Perhaps.” Adam hesitated. He could think of no better idea, for the moment. “Will he have you?”


  “He said I was a great help to him today, father. Though the man died.”


  Adam sighed again. “Maybe that’s the best for now, then. I’d rather you did not see such things, but most men can do with a soft hand when they’re wounded, no doubt of that. And you’ve always had a way with the sick. But mind you stay out of danger if there’s any fighting, Ann. And don’t go wandering away from the surgeon or me the rest of the time. For all this is a godly army, there’s more than one sort of man in it.”


  “Yes, father. Or Tom. He can protect me too.”


  “Or Tom, yes.” But as she left him, smiling happily, a knife of bitter jealousy twisted in Adam’s stomach. He should be glad that she admired Tom, as she had seemed to do at the campfire an hour or so ago. After his fears of last week he should be pleased; it was what he and Mary - especially Mary - had always wanted. But as he saw her join Tom where he sat talking with some others. Adam felt not pleasure, as he had once done when he saw them together, but instead this absurd, despicable jealousy which sought for reasons even when he knew there were none.


  The boy had always been sententious, he knew that. It was supposed to be one of his good points, that he was religious and clean-living, a steady balance to Ann’s waywardness, definitely one of the Elect. If only he had not suddenly become so boastful with it, since he had joined the army; as though he were now not merely a man among other men, but a better man - stronger and more courageous - than those twice his age.


  Adam bit his lip as he stood alone by one of the tents in the darkness, watching the little group by the fire. John Spragg’s red face was smiling by the boy, laughing as he and Ann watched the skinny, wizened form of William Clegg telling one of his comic stories. John and Will were his friends; they did not seem to find anything strange in this new-found confidence of Tom’s that so offended him. It had begun at Bridport, Adam thought, when Tom and the other pikemen had swaggered down the street last of all, in the disorderly retreat in which so many had so nearly panicked. Yet in the talk they had had about it afterwards, none of the others had admitted to terror - it had been as though they had won a great victory. And now again today; the way everyone laughed and joked around the fire, as though they had felt no fear at all, only made it worse for him.


  They were the chosen army of the Lord, they could not be afraid. But Adam knew that he was, and wondered how long he could continue to hide his fear. Laughter reached him from the group by the fire as he watched. He took a deep shuddering breath and let it out slowly. At least Ann should not see him run, nor Tom neither. Tom Goodchild should not see him run!


  He walked quietly back to the camp fire, a slight, upright figure in his sober clothes and greying hair, his face grim and unsmiling amid the laughter of his friends.
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  “IT IS as though we had marched into Heaven!”


  Tom stood for a moment and gazed down the main street of Taunton, a smile of wonder on his face. Beside him, Ann shook her head, disbelieving, seeking some point of contact between what she saw and the humdrum, workaday town she remembered from her two previous visits.


  Tom craned his neck to puzzle out the lettering that had been hurriedly sewn onto the sheet stretching across the street above their heads:


  ‘Ye Armie of Ye Lord Cometh; let Ye Hethene Tremble!’


  There were several such hastily improvised banners, and dozens more streamers and ribbons and bolts of coloured cloth, hanging from windows and doors and fluttering between garrets all down the street.


  “There are some more newcomers, look! Carrying those old matchlock muskets you spoke of!” Proud of what she had learnt, Ann pointed to a group of men marching past, looking about themselves curiously as though they had just arrived, and being cheered by some girls leaning out of a window. “Will they be deserted militia too?”


  “It do look like that!” Tom agreed. “Though there were that many ran away to join us at Chard, I’d never have thought there could be more.”


  “Will they be given a new musket, like you were, father?”


  “I suppose so, my dear, if ‘tis possible.” Adam watched the deserted militia march past, thinking how similar they themselves must have looked when they first arrived in Lyme. “Though I doubt the Duke can have a lot left, with this number come in to join us now. How many do you think there be, Tom? I heard a man say ‘twas near four thousand.”


  “Five, I heard.” But the numbers were too great - none of them had seen a tenth as many men before. Ann had perhaps had the clearest picture of what the numbers meant that afternoon, when, riding a cart with Nicolas Thompson at the rear of the army, she had suddenly come to the top of a rise and seen the whole line of the army before her as it marched towards Taunton. The entire valley had been black with people, as though a huge ants’ nest had been kicked and had erupted. The sight had touched her with awe and dread; awe, that so many people could come together in so short a time, to march so determinedly for the same cause; dread, because they no longer seemed like a group of men, but rather like a swarm, a plague of dark, hundred-legged caterpillars, bristling with pikes and scythes and banners, hunching themselves and then stretching or twisting sideways as the road bent or widened or narrowed, while small knots of cavalry hurried along the flanks like colourful, long-legged spiders. As she had watched the blue and gold banner at the head of the foremost spider hurry through the green fields and orchards to the walls of Taunton, she had shivered, despite the heat, and felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck, for it had seemed more like a plague of Hell than an army of God.


  But the people of Taunton had thought different, clearly, for they had poured out of the gates of their city and lined their streets in hundreds to welcome the Duke. All the bells in all the spires and towers had vied with each other to ring out the peals of triumph, as some still did now, five hours later. Above the great tower of St Mary’s that same blue and gold striped banner now floated serenely, its confident motto, ‘Fear Nothing But God’, rippling in the wind to remind friend and foe alike that in this war victory would be the wages of virtue, defeat and death the wages of sin.


  Ann turned to her father and John Spragg, who was with them in the throng of the main street. She had begun to sense her father’s irritation with Tom, without fully understanding its cause. She wanted to heal it, if she could.


  “Where do you think we can see the Duke, father? I’ve been with the army two days without a sight of him yet.”


  Adam looked at her and sighed, wondering again what he was to do with a daughter in the army. “The Duke’s got more to do than parade around for maids to gawp at, Annie. Apart from which, ‘tis hardly proper for you to be out on these streets with the town so full of soldiers. ‘Tis no place for a girl.”


  There were very few women on the street, it was true, in comparison to the large number of men; and some of these turned their heads to look at her as they went past, in a way she was not used to at home. But she did not feel afraid.


  “Oh, father! ‘Tis a celebration!”


  “I know, but ... “


  “You can leave her to stay with me for a while, if you like, Mr Carter. I’ll look after her. And all these soldiers be godly family men enough, like ourselves. They won’t do her no harm.”


  Adam glared at Tom, hating him. You are not her husband yet, he thought. Remember that, young man, and take care! His hands shook with the sudden violence of his emotion, and he clenched his fists to control them, wondering at the strength of his feeling. But being betrothed to a girl hardly gave Tom the right to give her father advice about his own daughter, as though he were a child or an old man. Tom, however, was looking away, across the street, and did not notice his anger. Adam felt John Spragg’s hand on his shoulder, and unclenched his fists slowly.


  “Come along with me, Adam. ‘Tis just a step across the street to the White Hart, and I should like to see the Duke again too.”


  So Adam relented, and went with them, though he still seethed inwardly. He wondered that no-one seemed to notice when he felt so strongly; was it like this, too, when he was afraid?


  There was a crowd of men outside the White Hart, for Monmouth had made it his headquarters; but the Duke himself did not seem to be there. Instead Lord Grey came out, laughing, with several well-dressed, perfumed cavaliers of similar fashion. Tom cursed, and deliberately told Ann the story of Grey’s flight at Bridport, in a voice quite strong enough for most of those around to hear.


  “And yet we’m still to have the sodomite for our leader of horse, for all that, because he’s a Lord and do look pretty,” he ended, so loud and scornful that Ann felt sure Grey must have heard it; and indeed he glanced at them coldly as he strode into the crowd. But he passed without speaking. Grey was a foppish, weak-looking man with big eyes and delicate hands that played for a moment with the ringlets of his wig. Ann noticed how the strong perfume that he and his friends wore drifted after him, contrasting strongly with the stale sweaty smell of most of the men around her.


  “He doesn’t look much like a champion of the good old cause,” she said mischievously. “I wonder when he was last inside a conventicle?”


  “Never!” said Tom vehemently. “Such men’ll betray us, if the Duke don’t rid himself of ‘em. They see him as a King, and theirselves as his courtiers, keeping his godly followers away from him. ‘Tis like Israel says, the Duke should listen to us and the preachers, not fancy cavaliers like that one.”


  “Remember the Duke’s a fancy cavalier himself, boy,” said John Spragg quietly. “He’s been in no more conventicles than Lord Grey.”


  “But the man’s a soldier of God for all that,” said Tom. “With the Lord’s blessing he’ll learn to lose his vanity and bring back that godliness to the nation that Israel says we had under the Protector.”


  “Won’t Monmouth want to be King, first? Surely he doesn’t talk of a Commonwealth, a religious republic, now?”


  Before it had happened, Ann had had her opinions, but never believed the rebellion would really come at all; and now that it had come, it was too overwhelming to be sure where it would lead. But Tom was certain.


  “It doesn’t matter what he wants, now. ‘Tis like Israel says - we’re an army of common, godly people. ‘Tis us that fights - the leaders must do what we say.”


  Adam frowned. “That’s not what matters, Tom. ‘Tis the leaders that matter. Monmouth don’t want to be Protector. He’ll be King.” He smiled at Tom’s innocence as he thought of the contrast between the Cromwell his father had spoken of, the heavy, blunt-featured farmer he had once seen a woodcut of in a book, and the Duke of Monmouth. Monmouth was a prince, King Charles’s illegitimate son, an aristocrat like Lord Grey; not a man who could share power and work with others, nor yet one who could bully and dominate others by the sheer force of his personality.


  He was a man who would be King because people loved him, and would follow him for love - he was that, or nothing. “If he can lead us to win a few battles, and get rid of his Papist uncle, that’s all you can expect from him. We’ll have to put up with a few Lord Greys, just the same.”


  “‘Tis a pity, though, Adam, bain’t it?” said John Spragg thoughtfully. “When there’s dozens could lead us better. Noll Cromwell was no fop like Grey, nor was Lord Fairfax neither, from what they say. And the country thrived just as well without a king, as I recall.”


  “Cromwell was no more’n a king without a crown,” said Adam. “This Protestant Duke’ll do us well enough, if he’s soberly advised, as he will be, if he lets us crown him.”


  “We don’t need no more kings, Mr Carter!” burst out Tom vehemently. “Look around you! Do these people look like courtiers, who want to change one king for another? Or follow fops like that fool Grey, or Robert Pole? These are the people who held Taunton against King Charles in my grandfather’s time - people who want to go to the meeting house and pray like us in our own way, without any vicars or bishops or kings to come between us and God! Look at them - Ann, don’t you see?”


  Ann looked across the square, where all the doors and windows were decorated with bolts of cloth or flowers or branches of green trees, like a festival. Nearly all the men, even the preachers, had some flower or sprig of green in their hats, for this was the badge of the army. The atmosphere was serious, yet joyful at the same time, as though everyone felt they had been set free; yet from what she had heard of the time of Cromwell’s republic, before she had been born, it had not been a time of great joy or freedom except in religion. Tom’s words about Robert made her think of London, the tempting, thrilling London Robert had described to her, and she wondered if the army would go there, and if it would be as exciting as Robert had painted it. Certainly there must be evils there; but for all Tom’s boastful enthusiasm she did not want a country ruled by men as narrow and dogmatic as him and Israel Fuller. Was that what these men wanted; these men around her, with the keen, purposeful joy in their faces, and the cheerful sprigs of green in their hats?


  “I’m for a Protestant King,” she said, and smiled at her father, ignoring the jealous, bitter disapproval on Tom’s stern handsome face.
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  THERE WERE no orders for the army to move next day, and Adam was determined to use part of the time to ensure that Ann went home, or at the very least, did not follow the army out of Taunton. But in the morning he could do nothing, for it was spent in continued practice drill in the army camp outside the town.


  The Colyton men had now cut down the basic musket drill to two minutes between each volley, at which Sergeant Evans seemed almost pleased, though he would not admit it; and they watched with tolerant scorn the fumbling efforts of the newly-formed regiment of Taunton men, Colonel Bassett’s Blues, who took a good ninety seconds longer. Even when they did fire, most of the Taunton men’s shots skimmed the bark and leaves off saplings in the hedge two or three feet above the haycock targets.


  “Reckon they be trying to knock the old blackbirds out of their nests,” chuckled William Clegg good-humouredly.


  “They’ll learn, in time,” answered Adam. “We were as bad as that a week ago.”


  “So long as they listen to their sergeant, instead of falling asleep on the job,” snapped the sharp, sing-song voice of their beloved tormentor. Sergeant Evans looked pointedly at Adam and winked at the others. The sergeant had a long memory, and Adam had not yet been allowed to forget that first day when he had been too tired and deafened by the endless noise to know when to stop. But although the Welshman was stern he was not vindictive, and as the Colyton men saw how they had improved, they were coming to trust his judgement as much as they feared his tongue.


  “What’s this? Are you musket men taking your ease again?” broke in Roger Satchell, striding over from where he had been exercising the pikemen. He glanced at the haycocks and laughed. “I see you even bring your sheets to work!” For that morning Sergeant Evans had somehow procured two bedsheets from some unsuspecting housewife, and had strung them up on a line just above and behind the haycock targets, so that they could easily see if bullets had missed and gone too high.


  “I did have hopes of taking them back as good as they came,” the sergeant replied. “But we’ve still got a few hayseeds here who think we’re out to shoot pigeons!”


  “Not too many though.” Roger Satchell looked approvingly at the twenty-odd holes produced by a dozen volleys. “I think if you’d tried that a week ago, the poor housewife would have had nothing left but rags. But we need to learn to work together. Sergeant, fall your men in over there, if you please!”


  For the rest of the morning they practised the complex drill of manouvering with the pikemen, forming squares and lines and columns, each designed to enable the infantrymen to use their two main weapons to the maximum advantage to protect each other, destroy the enemy on foot and remain impregnable to their horse.


  So far on the march they had had little time for this sort of drill, for most of their time had been spent in learning to handle either musket or pike satisfactorily, without thinking about how they could use them to help their neighbours. But they all remembered the near-disaster at Bridport, when musketeers had jostled pikemen against the wall, and they had all nearly been run down by their own panic-stricken horse: and the sergeant and Roger Satchell could remind them of several times on their fumbling triumph on the way to Taunton, when they would have been dangerously open to attack, had they been faced by an enemy more determined than the terrified, conscience-stricken militia.


  So they saw the point of the exercises easily enough, and worked hard and willingly until the sun stood high overhead, and the sweat was pouring off even the sergeant’s face. (“Though I reckon his throat ought to sweat most,” muttered William Clegg. “For that’s where all his work’s done!”)


  In the afternoon Colonel Wade’s Red Regiment was itself strengthened by recruits, a company of musketeers from Taunton, and some pikemen, mostly armed with scythe-blades mounted on poles. Roger Satchell and Sergeant Evans were assigned to help train them, alongside their own officers, to bring them as quickly as possible up to the standard of the rest of the regiment, so the others found themselves free to rest or go into town if they chose.


  Adam had spent half the night wondering what he should do about Ann. He was at once worried by her presence with the army, and deeply grateful for it. Grateful, because in the last two days she had helped him to forget his own fears and see the adventurous, triumphant, confident side of everything; worried, because soon they would go into battle, and he did not want his daughter to see her father hurt or frightened. He did not want any of his family to see that.


  He had also seen her with Tom in the last few days, far more than he had done before. Always, before, he had seen them as children in his own or Tom’s parents’ house, and the respect Tom had shown him had been natural and obvious. Now, perhaps because they were betrothed, perhaps because Tom stood with his father-in-law in the ranks and shielded him with his great pike, the respect seemed to have gone. In the evenings, around the camp fires, Adam had found that Tom stood near Ann, walked with her, as though he owned her; and he, her father, could not get near. It did not seem right that a father should be jealous of the husband he had urged his daughter to accept; but Adam did not like it, and he fancied, from looks he had seen on her face, that Ann did not always like it either; especially when Tom boasted, as he had taken to doing, about what he had done to the militia at Bridport, or would do to them in the future.


  For all these reasons Adam had decided that it was his duty to send Ann home, whatever her or Tom’s reasons for her staying. He had thought long last night about how he should do it, and smiled to himself a little at the answer. There were times when a man’s strength could become his weakness. He put on a suitably stern face as he approached his prospective son-in-law.


  “Tom, I am afraid I have bad news for you. I have been wrestling with my conscience most earnestly in the night, and I am convinced it is wrong for Ann to be here.”


  “‘Tis no proper place for a woman, I sees that.” Tom’s voice was slow, troubled. He had liked having Ann with them the last few days; it had given him great confidence, to know that she could see him marching proudly with the other pikemen - always the tallest and strongest of the foot-soldiers - and that she was there in the evening to listen admiringly to his stories of the fighting. He felt she admired him here more than she had done at home; and he had seen more than a few men cast envying glances his way as they walked through the town last night. But now he felt guilty and resentful, afraid that her father had noticed some of this. If only they had been married, before the revolution had begun!


  “‘Tis not a proper place for a woman at all, Tom,” Adam went on. “Only the armies of the ungodly are followed by women, and the Lord is not like to look kindly on our cause if we do ape their ways.”


  “She does no harm, though. I heard Surgeon Nicolas say how she were a great help to him with those two as were wounded yesterday.” A sullen, resentful look, like that of a scolded boy, passed across the big young man’s face.


  “Such sights are not fit for her to see. War is man’s work, you know that.” Adam sighed, and put his hand on the boy’s broad shoulder. “I know it is hard for you. ‘Tis only natural for her to admire you when you do your duty to the Lord, and for a lusty young lad like you to want to be with his sweetheart as much as he can, but ... “


  “Oh no, Mr Carter, ‘tis not that.” Tom hesitated, almost blushing, but Adam let him stammmer on. “That which you’re speaking of now, ‘tis only vanity, and ... and the lusts of the flesh. ‘Tis not for that I seem glad that Ann’s here, ‘tis only ...”


  “‘Twould be natural if you did, Tom, I know that.” Adam’s voice expressed understanding, but he did not want Tom to think of his daughter like that, at all.


  “No ... no, Mr Carter, ‘tis not that, truly. ‘Tis just that it seems safer just now for her to be with us, than to be travelling cross-country with the militia about. And there’s even been militia in Colyton, she says.”


  “That’s my worry, too, Tom. The thought of a young woman wandering alone in the countryside at this time is something that no father - or husband - would want. But I cannot safeguard her while we’re on the march either, if she’s to ride behind in that old cart with the surgeon. You know, Tom, not every man in this army is as pure a follower of the Lord as you. ‘Tis a sin, boy, a sin for her to be here. And as her father, I hold myself responsible ... “


  “But where else can she be?” Again Tom wished that he and Ann were married, that more of the power of decision were his. Beside Adam Carter now, he felt little more than a clumsy, overgrown boy.


  “Well now, ‘tis that I’ve been cudgelling my brains to find out. And since she cannot go home and she cannot go with us, it seems best that she stay in Taunton when we leave. Though not with old mother Trumble, if it can be helped.” The house where Ann and surgeon Nicolas were lodging, and caring for the few wounded men that they had so far had to deal with, made Adam’s stomach heave with disgust. It was small and dirty and smelly, with scraps of old food and insects in every corner. “But there’s a better place, if they’ll have her. Roger Satchell told me of it, and gave me a letter to take. The Ladies’ Academy.”


  “Where’s that to, then?”


  “Here, in Taunton. Roger sent his daughter there, he says. ‘Tis a school for girls of the gentry, and good Protestants, too - supporters of the cause. If she could stay there she’d be all right. Safe, out of harm’s way. And it may be they could find some way of getting her home later.”


  For a moment Tom said nothing, but Adam, watching him carefully, saw the eyes look away from his own and the shoulders sag, and he knew he had won. However much Tom might like to keep Ann with him, following the army, he was ashamed to admit it. His only motives could be lust and vainglory, not the prudence and loving care a young man owed his betrothed wife. As the force of his arguments sank in, Adam saw Tom’s swagger fade, and a more familiar heavy, round-shouldered clumsiness return.


  “Will you go there now, Mr Carter?”


  “Yes. But I need you to come with me, to tell Ann. You know what the maid’s like - she has her own reasons for doing things sometimes, which is why I love her. But if you’re to be her husband, she’s got to learn to obey you sometime.”


  “I suppose she has.” Tom sighed awkwardly, knowing himself outwitted. True, he was stronger than Ann, and would have the right - in fact the duty - to beat her when they were married, should she show signs of straying from the straight and narrow path; yet in truth he had known her too long not to be afraid of her quick mind and tongue, and was not sure he would win such an argument with her, if she opposed him. A terrible mute anger swelled in him as he strode into the town beside the slight, upright figure of his future father-in-law.


  The town was as busy as it had been yesterday, but most of the people in the streets were from outside, like themselves, and it took them some time to find someone who could direct them to the Ladies’ Academy. When they reached it, they had to knock several times, before the door was timidly opened by a young girl of twelve or fourteen, wearing a bright yellow and red summery dress that looked as though it was only worn for special occasions.


  “Good afternoon, miss. Could we see Miss Blake, please? I have a letter for her from Captain Satchell.” Adam smiled, the girl’s snub, freckled nose reminding him of his daughter Rachel.


  “Oh! Yes, of course. Come in. Could you wait here? She’s rather busy at the moment. I’ll see if I can find her.”


  She showed them into the courtyard, and hurried away. It was like stepping out of the street into a garden. The busy noise and clatter was gone, to be replaced by the birdlike laughter and voices of the little girls who fluttered everywhere like butterflies in their bright summer dresses. A group of younger girls stared at them and giggled, and Tom and Adam took off their hats awkwardly, Tom looking more than ever big and clumsy and out of place. But clearly something far more exciting than their arrival was going on, for after a moment the girls hurried away through another door.


  “They look pretty rich maids, these,” muttered Tom nervously. “‘Twill be a bit awkward for Ann, won’t it?”


  “Don’t worry. Roger Satchell sent his daughter here. And they’re only little; perhaps Ann can teach them something.” Adam, too, felt slightly abashed by the obvious gentility of the place. But it seemed wholesome enough; a haven of cleanliness and quiet, after the mud and sweat and noise of life outside.


  “Now, sirs, what can I do for you? You bring a letter from Master Satchell, I hear?”


  “Yes - Captain Satchell, ma’am.” Adam turned to face the woman who had suddenly appeared from behind them. She was a tall woman of about forty, with a plain, stark, slightly withered face. The nose was too big and the mouth too thin for beauty, and the eyes were too cold, as though they knew that love and admiration were not for them; yet it was a striking face, proud and commanding like a man’s, used to being obeyed. The woman wore a plain blue dress and starched white apron, and in her right hand she carried a sword.


  “He ... he gave me this letter for you, ma’am. ‘Tis about my daughter.” Adam forgot what he had to say as he gaped stupidly at the sword. The blade was razor-sharp, oiled and gleaming, with an elaborate basket hilt. It was no plaything. Her hand held it firmly and easily, as though she knew its balance well.


  “So. You wish your daughter to stay here, Master Carter.” The cold eyes examined Adam’s dusty, crumpled clothes and short greying hair with disapproval.


  “If it be at all possible, ma’am. You see, she has served the Duke by bringing horses for the cavalry, and now there’s no way for her to get home. But the army’s no place for a girl.”


  “I see.” The eyes examined the musket slung over his shoulder, calmly and carefully, so that Adam felt she saw how new it was, and also the scorchmarks where he had not yet cleaned the pan properly after this morning’s firing. Then she turned to Tom. “And who is this fine young fellow? Do you come to protect Master Carter against our fearful regiment of women?”


  There was a sudden giggle amongst some of the younger watching girls, quickly smothered by a glance from the girl in the yellow dress. Adam saw that Tom was blushing, while a thin, quizzical smile played around the lips of the school mistress.


  “No, ma’am. I’m ... I’m betrothed to marry Miss Carter, see, so I ... I’m to be her husband.”


  “Indeed. That does normally follow, yes. Your name?”


  “Thomas Goodchild, ma’am.”


  “And so, Master Goodchild, you feel that your army is a danger to women, do you?”


  “Why no, ma’am! Of course not!” Tom blushed deeper, acutely conscious of the interested gaze of the schoolmistress playing with her swordhilt. Why had Ann’s father got him into such an absurd situation? But he had to go through with it now. “‘Tis just that ... that she would be better off with you, like.”


  There was another smothered giggle, this time from the older girls, and the thin smile spread to Miss Blake’s eyes in triumph.


  “Indeed. That may well be true. So, Master Carter, where is your daughter, Master Goodchild’s wife to be?”


  “She’s in town with surgeon Nicolas Thompson, ma’am. We came here first to see you.”


  “I see. Well, if she is a true follower of the Lord as you say she is, she is most welcome. But now you must excuse me. We are to wait upon your leader, our new King.”


  She turned away before Adam could show his surprise, and with another younger, rather mousy schoolmistress, began assembling the children. After a brief hesitation, Adam and Tom turned to go. But as they reached the door, Miss Blake’s ringing voice followed them.


  “Leave the door open, Master Goodchild, if you will. We follow you directly.”


  And so they came out into the hurly-burly of the street, followed by a truly extraordinary procession. First came Miss Blake, her sword still in her right hand, and a small, intricately bound Bible in the other; and after her, two by two, came about twenty girls, each in their best and richest summer dresses, followed anxiously by the second schoolmistress at the end of the line. The smallest girls - some only six or seven years old, came at the front, and the eldest - young women of fifteen or sixteen - at the rear. Each girl, large and small, carried a little silken banner above her head, embroidered with letters and slogans in support of the Protestant cause.


  When they were all out in the street, Miss Blake formed them up carefully into two lines, a stern, anxious look on her proud face, and inspected her charges under the astonished eyes of the soldiers and others jostling past. Then she marched to the head of the line.


  “Miss Musgrave, have you locked the door? Good. Right, girls, let us hear you sing as we march!” And they marched away towards the centre of the town, singing the 23rd psalm.


  “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want,


  He maketh me to lie down in green pastures ...”


  They threaded their way through files of marching soldiers, tethered horses, and slow-moving carts, out of the town towards the camp.


  “The woman’s proper mazed!” said Tom, astonishment succeeding the smart of his embarrassment during the interview.


  “She is too.” Adam shook his head in wonder as he watched the procession, trying to imagine his own wilful daughter as part of it. “But she may keep Ann on the path of righteousness, at least,” he added hopefully, half under his breath. “Come on, lad, let’s go and find her.”


  They had hardly gone a few yards towards Ann’s lodgings before they met her and surgeon Thompson hurrying the other way. Ann’s apron was stained with old blood, as rusty brown as the hair that was straggling loose from her cap, but her eyes were alight with excitement.


  “Father! Tom! Have you seen them?”


  “Seen who?”


  “The girls from the Academy. They’re going in a procession to the camp to see the Duke!”


  “Yes, my dear, I know. They’re just down there.” Adam wondered if he should say more, but Ann’s enthusiasm left him no time.


  “Oh good. Come on, Mr Thompson, quick! We must see them. They say they’re so pretty!”


  She was ahead of them, hurrying up the street with the old scarecrow surgeon, with all the impetuosity of the child Adam remembered; there was nothing to do but shrug and follow after. At least she was going the right way, and he could introduce her to Miss Blake later.


  At the gates of the city they caught up with the little procession from the school. The girls had met a troop of soldiers, and somehow Miss Blake seemed to have persuaded them to act as her escort, so that now the column following the tall schoolmistress was four abreast, each rank consisting of two girls in the centre with their silken banners, with a tall pikeman on either side. Then Miss Blake persuaded the pikemen to sing, too. They began a little sheepishly at first, and then with a growing sense of fun, so that the colourful procession pushed its way to the centre of the busy camp amid a religious choir of male and female voices, making heads turn all around.


  Ann, struggling in the crush close behind, saw a group of men come out of one of the larger tents to see what was happening. There were a few in dull red coats, like Colonel Wade, whom she recognised; and several others, including Lord Grey, in fine coats and long wigs that reminded her briefly of Robert. Her father and Tom forced their way through the crowd to join her.


  “Father, which is the Duke? Is he there?”


  “Yes, my dear. The one in the purple coat - there!”


  “Oh.” She craned on tiptoe to peer over someone’s shoulder, and then found a better place where she could see unobstructed. As she did so, the tall young man in the purple coat stepped forward, an amazed smile on his face, while Lord Grey and the others stood a little back from him.


  Miss Blake held up her sword to halt her column, and dropped a deep curtsy before him. Then, solemnly, she held out the sword and the Bible, offering them. There was a hush of indrawn breath as the crowd waited to hear what she had to say. The old lady’s voice rang out harsh and proud over the field.


  “My lord, on behalf of the daughters of the Protestant Somerset gentlefolk at present being educated at the Taunton Ladies’ Academy, I beg you to accept these twin gifts of a sword and a Bible, as a symbol of our hope that you will right soon become the true defender of the faith of our beleaguered nation.”


  She curtsied again, and the awestruck, smiling Monmouth accepted the gifts gracefully amidst a roar of approval from the surrounding crowd. Then, holding the Bible aloft, he thanked her, in that clear, youthful voice that went straight to the heart of his hearers.


  “Madam, your gifts express the true desire of my heart. I came into the field with a design to defend the truths contained in this book, and to seal it with my blood if necessary; though with such support as this, I doubt not that the Lord will give us the victory!”


  Ann shivered as she heard the last words, and then cheered eagerly with the rest. He seemed so young, she thought, and innocent. She longed to protect him, as she had once longed to protect Robert. Robert, who had once fought for Monmouth too ...


  There was continuous cheering now, and laughter, as each little girl in turn presented the Duke with her banner, and was thanked with a kiss from the Duke and Lord Grey. But then, amidst the laughter, came an awful, heart-stopping hush. Lord Grey was holding aloft a banner, presented by a little ten-year-old girl in a green frock, which bore a crown in the middle of it, and below the crown, the two letters JR - for Jacobus Rex, James the King, Monmouth’s uncle and enemy! No, Ann thought, surely it could not be happening - surely the little girl could not be so stupid as to present him with a banner like that! It was madness! Then someone laughed, and she realised, as the ripple spread through the crowd, that it was meant for James, Duke of Monmouth, as a hint that he too should become King! The relieved, tumultuous cheering broke out around her more wildly than ever.


  But even as she cheered, she saw Tom’s face strangely quiet and frowning nearby; and here and there, in the crowd, one or two others, looking silently down at their boots in disapproval. She clutched his arm, laughing.


  “Give thanks, Tom! ‘Tis a sign from the Lord! A Protestant King will lead us all to salvation!”


  “No!” Tom snatched his arm free, and looked away. Hurt, she turned to her father, who was watching with a strange half-smile on his face. He tried to say something but his words were lost in the shouts of the crowd.


  When the noise died down Monmouth thanked them again, the banners were distributed to the Colonels of the various regiments, and the ceremony was over. The girls from the Academy marched back through the crowd, passing within a few feet of Ann. Forgetting Tom’s snub, Ann turned again to them both, radiant with delight.


  “Father! Tom! Wasn’t it magnificent! What a fine, proud lady!”


  “Fine enough from a distance, anyway,” muttered Tom wryly, avoiding her eyes. But Adam smiled, and put his hand on Ann’s shoulder.


  “A fine lady indeed, my dear. I’m glad you think so, for we’re to meet her presently.”


  “Meet her, father? Why?”


  The question could not be answered immediately, for the crowd, breaking up around them, jostled them apart. But in a few minutes everyone had gone, and Ann, Tom and her father were together again, walking quietly across the fields back towards the town.


  “What did you mean about meeting that woman, father? You don’t know her, do you?”


  “I do, my dear. I met her today. She has agreed to take you into her care when the army leaves Taunton, until such time as you can make your way safely home.”


  Ann stopped still, surprised. A chill of disappointment flowed through her. “But father - am I not to go with you and help the surgeon, as I have done? He says I have been a great help - ask him if you do not believe me!”


  “I’m sure you have, Ann, and I’m very pleased for it. But an army is no place for a girl, you must know that. ‘Tis neither safe nor proper for you to be with us now.”


  Ann looked at her father, and saw by the set of his stern, seamed face and steady eyes that he was in earnest, and that it was useless to resist. Many times in her young life she had argued and pleaded with him, and often, by the hint of tears in her innocent green eyes, she had won; but there were other times when she knew, before the argument started, that nothing would move him. This was one such time. Yet she did not want to stay behind. She glanced at Tom for support. At first he seemed to be avoiding her eyes, but then he too turned to her with but that peculiar, firm, tight-lipped frown his face took on when he refused something he saw as a temptation, like the time last year when she had tried to persuade him to join in the maypole dance.


  “Your father is right, Ann. The lady is a godly woman, as you saw, and ‘twill be more proper to for you to be with her than with us.”


  “It will take a burden from my mind, Ann, to know that you are safe,” added Adam gently, his hand still on her shoulder. “And the lady has promised to give you some transport home, or to Lyme, as soon as she judges it safe. Come, shall we go and meet her?”


  “Yes, father.” Ann sighed, resenting the way she was treated like a child, but accepting for the moment what she could not change. Then she brightened suddenly, as she remembered the ceremony. “Perhaps she will teach me to handle a sword! I’ve always wanted to learn!”
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  BUT IN the event Ann found the two teachers at the Ladies’ Academy very much more forbidding and less amusing than she had imagined. They did not teach her how to use a sword. Instead, there was a considerable display of disdain when she started to eat in front of the other girls in her normal way with a knife and her fingers, for she had brought no other cutlery of her own and had indeed never used a fork, but there seemed to be a great deal of fuss in the Academy about how to use one. She was lent one, and tried to use it, but became furious when she banged her teeth and her neighbours laughed. After that she had to share a bed with a maid over the kitchen, who was not at all pleased to see her, and snored and sweated all night so that Ann could hardly sleep.


  The next day began better, because Monmouth, taking the advice of his friend Lord Grey, and perhaps inspired by the gesture of the girls of the Academy, proclaimed himself King. Ann was thrilled as she listened to the ceremony, and watched him touching sufferers for the King’s Evil. Yet she felt afraid too, for the very excitement of the revolution’s seeming success made the thought of returning quietly home and keeping her promise to God harder to bear, though she knew she would be damned if she did not. And it seemed worse, to have to submit to the discipline of the Academy, like a little girl.


  So she was relieved the next morning, when, only a few hours after the army had marched out of the town, Miss Blake sent for her and told her she was to leave. Ann did not question her judgement, though she was a little surprised when Miss Blake told her she was sure the roads would be safe. The militia, Miss Blake assured her, had been defeated, and anyway, if there were problems, old Amias could always lay about him with his riding whip. She had arranged for Ann to take two young ladies home to their parents in Chard, for they should have left some days ago, the end of term being past.


  If only it had not been for the two young ladies, Ann thought, it would have been pleasant enough to be on the road again, even going back the way she had come. She sighed as they screamed for the twentieth time that morning because the cart lurched into a pot-hole. They were nice enough girls in their way - just young and empty-headed, with four or five times as much wealth as her and surely, she thought, half as much sense.


  “Look at the old biddy by the cottage, clucking at her hens!” one of the two, Elspeth Simpson, shrieked gleefully. “Look at her face! I bet if she’d gone to the army, she’d have made the King’s soldiers drop dead with fright!”


  “She’s probably frightened her husband off already. He probably ran off to join the army just to get away!”


  “For shame, you two!” Ann scolded. “What if she should hear you?”


  “Oh, she won’t hear. She’s probably deaf as well. Anyway, look at her, she only understands chicken talk! Cluck! Cluck! Cluck!”


  The two dissolved into giggles and Ann gave up in disgust. If only my lord Monmouth could see them now, she thought; they were quite changed from the demure young damsels who had presented him with their silken banners amid such pretty curtsies and blushes two days ago. But it was no use her trying to control them; free from the iron control of Miss Blake and her deputy, Miss Musgrave, they seemed to be possessed by a demonic urge to behave as badly as possible.


  She turned away to watch the changing scenery. The weather was even hotter and stiller than it had been for the last few days, so that even with the cooling movement of the air in the lurching cart she could feel the damp perspiration prickling under her dress; but it looked as though it was settling in for a change. Huge billowing mountains of cumulous cloud were pouring up into the sky in the south ahead of them, making the little herds of sheep and cows on the green rolling hills look like ants beneath the pillars of a great citadel; and themselves like pilgrims creeping slowly, endlessly up the track towards the palace of the Lord.


  Her father would see those same pillars of cloud behind him as he marched north-eastwards from Taunton towards Bridgewater, she thought, and wondered uneasily what they portended. Were they a sign that the Lord was rising with them, ready to wreak vengeance on His enemies? Or were they a more ominous warning, a Judgement of the Lord upon those who had sinned? She wished she could have stayed with her father. Whatever God’s judgement was, she could have faced it better with him.


  The cart lumbered on out of sight of Taunton, and Ann gradually fell into a half-trance, ignoring the prattle of the girls, letting her relaxed body jerk and lurch with the motion of the cart like an old rag doll. Her eyes, lazily focussed on the road ahead, watched as it slowly wound its way up a slope, past a few poor cottages with one or two pigs and a few vegetables, and on through a wide pasture grazed by half-a-dozen cows, browsing and lazily switching their tails against the flies in the heat. The cart climbed upwards through a coppice, the light hazel and oak leaves giving them a welcome, fluttering green shade as they passed under it; and came out onto the scrubland that was at the top of most hills, humming with bees and larks and resplendent with yellow gorse.


  And so down towards the trees in the next valley, where a cluster of partridge chicks scurried panic-stricken across the road in front of the hooves of the troop of dragoons who were riding towards them out of the wood.


  The old man reined the horse slowly in until it stopped. The girls’ prattle rose to a shriek and then died. They waited.


  The dragoons rode on at a slow walk, unhurried, unexcited. Their grey and yellow coats were worn and dusty; they sat their horses easily, as though they had spent half their lives in the saddle. As they came nearer Ann heard a few gruff remarks pass amongst them, raising a coarse laugh, though she could not hear what was said. Old Amias moved the cart to the side of the road, to let the dragoons ride past easily if they wanted. They rode slowly closer, their horses on a loose rein, taking it easy. Ann and the two girls found themselves staring up into twenty weather- beaten faces, each wrinkled and burnt by the sun, many with sharp pencil-like moustaches, all with a cruel, appraising look in their eyes.


  “Halt!” Their officer raised his hand, and they halted as one. He saluted and smiled, a brief flash of yellow teeth that seemed out of place with the callous, hungry stares of his men.


  “Good afternoon to ‘ee, young ladies. A fine day too, is it not?”


  “I thank you, sir. It is indeed.” It did not seem to Ann necessary to remark on the towering clouds that were almost over them now, huge and heavy in the sultry air.


  “And where might three such lovely ladies be going on so fine a day? Eh?” The last syllable came sharp, an impatient jolt belying the seeming politeness of the rest.


  “To Chard, sir.”


  “To Chard? And why there?”


  “To take these young ladies home, from their school in Taunton.”


  “From their school in Taunton? I see. Have they learnt all there is to know, then?”


  There was a harsh laugh from the ranks behind him, quelled by a look from the captain; yet it was not a look of anger, so much as one almost of acknowledgement for the applause.


  “Of that I know not, sir. But their term of study is ended.”


  Ann felt her voice small and disregarded after the laughter; yet it had suddenly become vital to keep the talk on the normal level, on matters of politeness.


  “Their term of study is ended. Indeed. Could that be, perhaps, because there is an army of rebels in Taunton?”


  The strange sweetness of his voice deceived Ann into pretending innocence. “An army of rebels, sir?”


  “Oh come now, miss, don’t play schoolgirl games with me! The army of the traitor Duke of Monmouth is in Taunton, is it not?”


  She stared back at him, appalled. But before she could decide what to say, the voice of young Elspeth answered for her, shrill with pert defiance.


  “No, it is not. You are too late! And it is lucky for you that you are, too, because the Duke of Monmouth has enough fine soldiers to shoot you all to pieces, if he likes!”


  There was a brief silence, broken by laughter at the high voiced mimicry of one of the dragoons. “Shoot us all to pieces, eh? Ooooooh, stop it, that hurts!”


  The captain smiled too, more broadly than before, showing the gold in two of his upper teeth.


  “So, left Taunton, has he? And left a little clutch of lady rebels behind him, it seems. Where’s he left for, then, miss? Eh?”


  “Be quiet, Elspeth. Say nothing to these men!” But it was unnecessary for Ann to reprimand her; Elspeth was already blushing with mortification at their laughter. Ann faced the captain silently, defiant.


  “Say nothing? May I remind you, miss, that it is a capital offence to harbour traitors?”


  “We harbour no-one, sir. I am merely taking these two girls from their school to their homes in Chard. We don’t know where the Duke of Monmouth is, save that he is not in Taunton. And we beg your leave to pass safely along the King’s highway.”


  “Safely along the King’s highway, my hussy? Why, so you shall.” The captain stared at her with a look at once revoltingly close and endlessly distant, as though she were a thing that he knew everything and nothing about, a thing that had everything and nothing to do with herself. “But ‘tis dangerous to ride along the King’s highway these days, don’t ‘ee know. There’s lawless rebels round every corner causing all manner of harm. ‘Tis lucky for you that there’s some of the King’s loyal troops about, isn’t it? Lucky ... for some.”


  He turned, almost regretfully, to his men. For the first time the callous, sunburnt faces turned away from the girls, to watch him carefully.


  “Corporal Taylor. You were unlucky to be on duty the other night. Choose two men and escort these young ladies along the King’s highway to Chard. And corporal!”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “See that they come to no - undue - harm. I would talk with them further on my return.”


  “Sir. Richard Jones, fall out with me. And ... you, Daniel Sellar.” There were several muttered curses, and a few sly, envious grins as the second man was named; and then with a last, longing look at the girls, the troop rode on.


  Ann looked at the corporal. He was short like a dwarf, so that his head hardly came above his horse’s; yet broad as a man twice his size, with unusually long arms and restless, hairy hands. He had a thin pencil moustache and a blue, closely shaven chin. As she looked at him he twisted his mouth into an awkward grin and winked at her; but it was not a wink that conveyed any fun. She shivered as his eyes flickered guiltily away from her to confront his companions.


  One of these - the first named - was tall and bony like an old skeleton, with sunken sunburnt cheeks and flat pale blue eyes that stared immovably at Elspeth, as though she were water in a desert. Only the third man - Daniel Sellar - gave Ann any confidence. He was short, but not unusually so, and well-covered, with the beginnings of a paunch. His skin seemed only slightly darkened by the sun, and was smooth and hairless, so that Ann guessed he might easily be bald under his regulation wig and helmet. Strangely, the expression of calm self-satisfaction on his face reminded Ann of the butcher in Colyton, so that she almost expected him to come out with one of the same cheery jokes that she always heard when she went to buy meat.


  But none of these men said anything. The tall man stared at Elspeth, while the squat corporal glanced quickly at the other two, his hands fidgeting nervously with the reins. The plump butcher sat calmly, a wistful smile on his lips. They waited while the troop of dragoons wound out of sight over the hill, and the sound of their hoofbeats faded among the twittering of the larks.


  “Well, Amias, drive on! If these gentlemen are to escort us we cannot prevent them.”


  Ann’s voice broke the spell, and old Amias, who had been sitting hunched and still as a treestump, shook the reins and urged the cart back into motion.


  “Aye. There’s a beautiful greensward down there in the wood ahead!”


  It was the man like the butcher who had spoken, with a pleasant enough smile on his face. The corporal laughed, but Ann did not understand the joke, and turned away. A little way ahead of them the road entered the wood where the dragoons had come from, and she remembered from when they had come to Taunton that beyond the wood was a wide, empty valley peopled only by sheep and a couple of isolated shepherd’s cottages. It seemed a long way to Chard, and the high thunderclouds were closer now, almost blocking out the sun. Perhaps the man had meant the wood would be a good place for them to shelter.


  “‘Tis around this corner. Drive your cart in there, man.” The corporal had suddenly ridden to the front of the cart, and roughly seized the bridle of the cart horse as he spoke, forcing it off the road.


  “But ... why should we stop here?” Elspeth’s voice was high and worried, trying to be calm.


  The corporal ignored her. “That’ll do. Now get off. Take a walk in the forest. Go on, man, move, or I’ll slit your belly!”


  Old Amias had hardly opened his mouth to protest before the corporal’s sword was gleaming at his throat, and the flat of it caught him a stinging thwack across the back as he hurried stumbling off into the trees.


  “Stop it! What are you doing? Leave him alone!”


  Ann stood up and leapt down angrily from the cart, but immediately wished she had not. The smooth man, the butcher, had dismounted from his horse and caught her, his hands gripping her arms firmly.


  “Not so fast, my lovely!”


  “Let me go!”


  He held her closer and she smelt the thick, rank smell of his sweat, the foul heat of his breath. She looked up at him; the smooth, heavy flesh of his face was quivering with excitement, and his eyes were staring at her with that same intimate and distant look that she had seen in the eyes of the officer, which made her feel that she herself was not really there for him at all.


  “Let me go!”


  But her struggles seemed to delight him; he smiled, and his grip on her arms tightened. He bent forward to kiss her. She turned her head away and kicked him hard in the shin, more by mistake than design. He yelled and twisted her round suddenly, so that he held both her arms behind her. She saw the big horrified eyes of Elspeth and Kate in the cart, staring down at her; then the bony man leapt into the cart and lifted Elspeth over his shoulder, and Kate jumped off the front of the cart and was running away into the trees, pursued by the corporal.


  Afterwards she remembered thinking how ridiculously short the corporal’s legs were now that he was dismounted, and wondering whether Kate would outrun him. Then there was a rough burning pain around her neck and shoulders, and she realised the butcher’s hand was in the front of her dress, trying to rip open the bodice. But it would not tear, the seams were too strong. She saw Elspeth struggling on the ground, with her dress thrown up over her head, and the bony man kneeling on her arms as he fumbled with the flap of his britches. Then Ann wrenched one arm loose, and half-turned, almost free, before she bent forward with the pain of her other arm being forced up her back. A sword blade glinted dully in front of her nose.


  “Don’t fight no more, hussy, or I’ll stick this right up inside yer! Hold still now!”


  And then it was horrible and ridiculous at the same time. He held one arm behind her, and with his other hand slipped the sword under the front of her dress, between her legs, and moved it slowly upwards, so that it was entangled in the petticoat around her thighs. She wriggled, so he jerked her hard upright, and she felt the sword prick her groin.


  “Hold still now I told you!”


  And so, trembling with horror, she felt the blade work its way upwards until it was against her stomach, where it caught in the waistline. He tugged away from her and the cloth ripped; then he worked the sword further up until the point was between her breasts and then under her chin, so that she had to move her head up and sideways to avoid it. He tugged sharply, and she screamed as the point dug into her neck; then he let go of her arm, put the thick sleeve of his other hand behind the point of the sword, and wrenched the sword towards him. Ann stumbled and the bodice of the dress ripped open. He tore the sword clear through the skirts so that her dress and petticoat were ripped open all down the front.


  She stepped away, and would have run, but the sword was at her throat.


  “Don’t go!” he said. There was a demoniac gleam of triumph in his eyes, and she could see a pulse throbbing urgently in his neck. He moved the swordpoint down from her neck, and flicked the dress sideways with it so that the point rested on her nipple.


  “Now take it off,” he said. “Slow, if you don’t want this up yer.” He dropped the sword further, and flicked the dress away from her hips. The sword’s point tickled the hair between her legs.


  “Please ... “


  “Take it off. Slow.” His voice was slurred, as though the pulse in his throat hindered him from speaking. She struggled clumsily out of the dress, careful to be slow. She heard a muffled scream, and behind him, to the left, she saw the naked hairy buttocks of the bony man pumping urgently between Elspeth’s tense, childish thighs. Elspeth’s head was still hidden by her skirts. Beside them, two of the dragoon’s horses were grazing peacefully near the cart. There was no sign of Kate or the corporal. Ann pulled her second arm out of the dress, let it fall behind her, and stood trembling in the middle of the glade. naked except for her boots and socks, the dragoon’s swordpoint in her pubic hair.


  “Lie down. Go on, down on your back. Lift your knees. Spread ‘em. Go on, more That’s it. Right.” He stuck the sword in the grass between her legs, so that she could not easily move without touching it. Then he began fumbling with the hooks and buttons on his britches.


  “You’re going to get it now, girl, I’ve had this lot for a long time. You got it coming to you now, by God!”


  The grass itched strangely on her skin. She looked up and saw the head of one of the thunderclouds above the trees. God’s thunderclouds. A cuckoo called in the wood. She looked between her legs and saw the man with his boots off, pulling his britches down to his knees. She could not believe this was happening to her. She pushed herself backwards, wriggled her legs around the sword, got up and ran away.


  It was very easy. Even as she heard the man roar she was out of sight in the trees; in a minute she was out of sound as well. The wood was coppiced, with hundreds of tall saplings sprouting out of old stumps, each resplendent in its summer dress of fresh light green leaves, excellent cover. She ran hard, desperately changing direction to left and right, ignoring branches and brambles, until for a long time she had heard only the crash of her own feet on the old leaves. Then her legs began to shake and betray her, and she almost twisted her ankle and fell.


  She stopped, clutching a tree, and listened. But there was only the sobbing gasp of her own breath, and the scream of a startled blackbird. Her skin was tingling and sore where it had been lashed by twigs. She listened harder, earnestly, thinking her ears were failing her. A pigeon cooed in the trees overhead, and there was the tiny peet! peet! of bluetits. Far away to her right, there was the sudden flurry of wings and the co-co-cock! of a startled pheasant. Then nothing - and through the silence the faint gurgling of a brook somewhere downhill ahead of her. Also a breathless, feeble whine, like a whipped puppy, that came again and again, obscuring everything, until she realised it was the sound of her own crying, and stopped it, panic-stricken in case it had been heard. But there were only the birds and the gurgle of the stream. She made her way towards it, trying to steady her trembling legs and quieten the rasping, painful breaths so that she could still listen to the safe silence of the wood.


  The stream chuckled busily on its way in a tiny channel a foot wide at the bottom of a deep valley. Every few yards there was a small pool caused by a dam of old sticks and leaves, and she drank gratefully from one, pausing like a deer between each sip to listen. She washed away some of the blood from the cut on her neck and scratches on her arms and body, and realised she was naked. Only boots and short stockings. Ridiculous to be wearing nothing except boots and short stockings, yet she could never have run so fast without them. But where could she go, naked?


  A horror of the future flooded in on her, and then vanished as a blackbird shrieked in alarm a short distance away. She blundered across the stream and up the far bank to a wide slope of four-foot-high ferns. She scrambled in amongst them, her back bent low, trying to break as few as possible, until she was in the thick fibrous heart of them, where she lay and panted and listened.


  She lay there all afternoon, while the big flies hummed around her and settled on her sweat. Little stealthy crackles and rustles in the last year’s growth of ferns set her heart racing with terror, until she saw a robin hop out from a place she had been sure had been hiding a man. Birds she did not mind, so long as there were no snakes.


  Then the rain came, torrents of water rattling all around in the trees and undergrowth so that no-one could have heard a horse a yard away; and after her initial shrinking she lay back, naked as she was, letting the raindrops run off her arms and breasts and stomach and legs and mingle with her tears that she did not now have to keep silent, tears of fear and outrage and yet at the same time of relief and even jubilation, that the Lord had saved her from rape and was now baptising her with His blessed rain. She opened her mouth to let the water in, and sucked drops from her hair, and then rolled over onto her stomach so that her back could also be cleansed from the man’s touch.


  It rained for over an hour, and when it ended she was no longer afraid, but only profoundly grateful. She sat quietly, watching the steam rise from her body and the ferns around her. She could see part of a rainbow, and the glory of its colours and the tumult of the birdsong made her feel as though she were in church, a holier church than she had ever been in, where the beauty of holiness was quite unadorned and natural. She thought how pure and fresh the world looked, as though it were newly created, and she with it, like Eve alone in her garden.


  For a while she sat so, at peace, watching the rays of the setting sun sparkle on the damp fern leaves, until the flies and gnats returned and made her itch, and she noticed her boots and stockings, and began to wonder where she could get more clothes. Yet she felt it no longer as a panic, but as an irritation, a tiresome need. She thought of trying to find her way back to the glade, to look for her clothes, and see if there were any sign of Kate and Elspeth; but that would be foolish — the three dragoons might still be there, and if they were not, their friends might return the same way. She shuddered at the memory of the bony man’s loins forcing themselves down upon Elspeth, again and again; she would have to find the two girls somehow, but she could not help them now, naked like this. Her best hope was to find a shepherd’s hut or a farmhouse where she could borrow clothes first and ask for help.


  She waited a little longer, until the sun had gone and the colours of the wood were all pale blues and greys, and she judged there was still enough light to see by, and yet enough dark to help her avoid being seen. Then she stood up calmly and walked down the slope, glorying in the rough caress of dripping fern leaves on her skin. It was a long slope, about a quarter of a mile or more, and at the bottom of it she stepped quite suddenly into a little lane where it forded the stream. To her left, the track continued through the bracken to another arm of the wood, which still echoed with the birds’ evensong; to the right it turned a sharp corner and disappeared around a little cliff where the bank of the steep little valley ended.


  She hesitated, uncertain which way to go. A bat flittered by overhead, and a horseman rode around the corner.


  The horse snorted and bucked, and Ann screamed and ran back into the ferns. There was a clatter of other hooves, a whoop of ‘View Hallooo!’ and horses came crashing into the ferns after her. She tripped, fell, and stumbled to her feet, but a horse was up with her, the rider leaping from his saddle and grabbing her arm. She swung her free arm round wildly and caught him a hard clout across the face, jolting her shoulder and making him lose his grip; then she was away, but he caught her ankles and she fell face down in the bracken. She turned over, writhing and kicking to be free, and then something like a tree hit the side of her jaw and she knew nothing.


  Words. Too many words. Different voices. What did they mean?


  “... gipsy ... fine pair on ‘er ... look at they scratches ... been doin’ it with a wildcat, maybe ... runnin’ around askin’ for it ... fought like a wildcat though ... that’s how they likes it ... gift from God, though, bain’t it? ... Quite enough words like that, sergeant ... only talking, sir ...”


  She felt herself lifted and wrapped in something warm and scratchy. She struggled to fight it off but the effort was too great and everything faded. Then the words came again, further away at first: “just like them ... keep it all for theirselves ... what d’you ‘it ‘er for anyway? ... sergeant, take those men back to the road ... can’t blame ‘em, though, can you ... let me see her closer ... Ann!”


  A bottle was forced against her lips and something trickled into her mouth, burning her throat and nose. She spluttered and opened her eyes.


  “Ann! It is you, isn’t it? My God, what have they done to you?”


  “Robert?” Her voice sounded small and slurred and distant. She tried to put out an arm to touch him but the warm scratchy thing prevented it. It was still a dream, then.


  “Have some more of this.” The brandy scorched down her throat and sent sudden life through her veins. She sat up and saw him properly, on the hillside beside her. It was not a dream. The blanket fell away from her. He covered her carefully, glancing back over his shoulder to the men on the road.


  “Did the rebels do this? Was it Monmouth’s men?”


  “Monmouth’s men? No, I ... Ooooh!” The side of her mouth was aching and swollen where the man had hit her, making it hard to speak.


  “I’ll have the man whipped for that! Yet it is hard to prevent them in such a case - in God’s name, where are your clothes?”


  She felt his words almost as a reproach, because she had tempted his soldier.


  “It was your men took them. Your men - soldiers of the King!”


  “My men?” He did not disbelieve it. Slowly, slurring her words because of her throbbing jaw and swollen tongue, she told the story. She told it bitterly, spitting out the details of uniforms and names he asked for as though they were stones to hurt him with. Yet when at last she bent her head and cried at the humiliation of it all, the humiliation that returned because she had to tell it before a man, she let him hold her and comfort her without pushing him away. She could not help it; and even when her tears were over she let her head rest against his chest for a long, longed-for moment while the peace she had felt earlier returned to her. If only she could rest, sleep, forget it all.


  “So.” She pushed him away and sat up. “You must help me to find them, Robert, for the sake of those poor girls. If you can trust your men with them, that is.”


  “Never fear that. But are you strong enough, Ann, to show us the place and ride?”


  “I can manage.” But her small bruised smile seemed feeble when she stumbled even as she got to her feet. Her legs began to shake as they had done before. She felt cold suddenly and ashamed to be so naked and weak. She hugged the cloak tightly around her.


  “You may ride before me on my horse. Don’t be afraid of the men.” Nonetheless she did fear and hate them as she walked the few yards through the ferns to the horses. Their muttered conversation stopped, and a dozen hungry eyes explored her. She feared them as she had never feared men before, and felt a new meaning to the story of the tree of knowledge.


  There was nothing to see in the glade by the road. Even the cart had gone, though its tracks were still there. Robert set his troopers to search the coppice round about for the best part of an hour, but there was no sign of the girls; just a long ribbon of cloth on a bramble, and Ann’s ripped dress thrown in amongst some trees.


  Only later, when they had ridden halfway to Chard, did they overtake a cart which had turned down a side road at the sound of their coming. The old man driving it sat still as a tree trunk, as he had done that afternoon. But Ann recognised him in the moonlight. When she assured old Amias he would come to no harm, the bundle of sacks stuffed under the seat moved, and Elspeth crept out, still pale and dumb with shock. Ann dismounted and rode with her in the cart, but Elspeth neither wept nor spoke all the rest of the way, except to say that old Amias had hidden her in the trees while the dragoons had been chasing Ann and Kate, and that they had not seen Kate again.


  21


  SHE HAD not seen a man flogged before. It gave her no satisfaction. The cold, disbelieving way in which the colonel of dragoons had received the complaint; the humiliation of the identity parade in which every man had ogled her knowingly, and one of the three, the man she had thought of as like her kindly village butcher, was not there and could not be accounted for; and the prolonged, prurient questioning of the court martial, had so filled her with cold fury that she longed to get to the punishment; yet when she and Elspeth were finally led into the inn courtyard where the two men were stripped to the waist and tied to rings in the wall, she was too exhausted to feel anything.


  She and Elspeth were the only women present, and gradually, as the flogging began, she realised that the same horrible prurience had returned. The officers and men were interested, not in the cruel whip slashing into the backs of their comrades, but in the effect of this sight on the two girls. It was as though each man was thinking he would have done the same, if he had known he would not be caught; and so the blame and real punishment were for the girls, for having dared to tempt them and then escape. Elspeth could not bear it, and turned away; but Ann bit her lip and watched every stroke, dry-eyed and pale and scared, until at last the bloody torsos were cut down, and staggered clumsily away, every unassisted step winning them glory in the eyes of their comrades.


  “I trust you are satisfied, ladies?” The dragoon colonel’s sneering bow rubbed salt into their wounds, and took in Elspeth’s tears with covert pleasure.


  “I shall be satisfied when Kate Grenfell has been found, and I am out of the care of his Papist Majesty’s lawless troops!”


  Ann had thought her words a triumph, but in fact even they had only added to her own frustration, for when she had asked Robert when she was to be sent home, like Elspeth, he had smiled in surprise.


  “You surely cannot think it safe to travel the roads by yourself? Elspeth’s mother lives in Chard, but yours is many miles away. And I have no soldiers to spare to escort you, even if you could bring yourself to trust them, which does not seem likely, after your words today.”


  “Then what am I to do?”


  “In the first place, answer some questions.”


  “More questions? But Robert, I have spent all day answering questions!”


  “About the misconduct of the dragoons, yes - but you must allow that we have been more than courteous in getting you prompt redress for that; now perhaps you can help us. We are after all here to put down a rebellion, and you are in the fortunate position of having spent some time with the rebel troops. Brigadier Lord Churchill has specially asked to speak with you this evening.”


  Ann stared at him, shocked and disbelieving. This masterful, supercilious Robert was new to her - or rather, it was a return to the Robert she had first met, before he had started professing love to her in a way that had seemed real, and that had coloured all her own feelings towards him with passion. Surely he had not forgotten? He could not have been playing so cold a game, that he was merely indifferent to her? But then he, too, was a man – he had been part of the conspiracy of this afternoon.


  Her stare troubled him. A slight tinge of red came into his freckled cheeks, and he stood up suddenly and strode to the window to look out.


  “Here he comes now. He must have seen us return.” There was no disguising the relief in his voice. A moment later there was a knock at the door and he almost ran to open it.


  “Good afternoon, sir. This is the young lady - Miss Ann Carter. Ann, allow me to present Brigadier John Churchill, the - er - commander of his Majesty’s forces in the West.”


  It was ridiculously formal, yet how else was he to present her? Despite her anger, she grinned at Robert’s confusion, and saw her amusement mirrored in the faintly raised eyebrows of the Brigadier. He solemnly took off his hat to her in a sweeping bow, and smiled quizzically at her hasty curtsy.


  John Churchill was a strikingly handsome man in his late twenties, of middle height, with sparkling brown eyes and a smooth, boyish, almost ladylike skin that reminded her irresistibly, in the first moments, of the Duke of Monmouth. The same polite, open manner, that made people feel instinctively that they could trust him.


  “A pleasure indeed, Miss Carter. I see that I was not misinformed about your attractions.”


  Ann paled with anger, all amusement gone. She was in no mood to blush and simper at such remarks from any man. “I am sure all of Chard is talking about my attractions by now, my Lord.”


  “Forgive me.” She was pleased to see a blush on his face rather than her own. “I must apologise once again for the actions of my men. Though I trust you will have received ample apologies, and satisfactory redress, by now.”


  “I have had a bellyful of apologies, Lord Churchill, and two of the men have been punished, if that’s what you mean. But I don’t believe they regret what they did.”


  Lord Churchill’s blush deepened slightly, conscious at once of the accusing look in Ann’s wide, bewitching eyes, and the compelling shape of the young body beneath the worn blue dress which Robert had bought – or perhaps borrowed – from the innkeeper’s wife.


  “Regret? I think ... I am sorry to say that that would be asking too much, Miss Carter. You must remember that I, and my men, have just returned from two years fighting the King’s battles in Tangier, which is a very different country from our own, and where honest Englishwomen are a rare sight indeed. Any women are, in fact. And so perhaps they have forgotten some of the decencies of normal behaviour.”


  “Forgotten?” Ann felt her voice rise in fury, but she could not help it. “And you excuse them for it? Then all I can say, Lord Churchill, is that I thank the Lord that this invasion of ... of our country by foreign savages will soon be swept into perdition where they belong! You needn’t fear my father or Tom Goodchild treating little girls like that if they find them! God bless the Duke of Monmouth!”


  “So your father is with the Duke?” Her rage calmed Churchill; he was used to being in command of his feelings when others lost control of theirs. This, Ann realised when she thought about it later, was the difference between him and his old friend James Scott, the Duke of Monmouth; under the surface similarity of their easy charm and boyish good looks, John Churchill hid a calm level-headed self-confidence, a severe unchanging certainty in the success of his own decisions, which his former friend constantly aspired to and seldom attained.


  “He is, sir - as I hope you and your soldiers of Satan will find to your cost soon enough!”


  “Indeed! But I thought he was marching away from us, towards Exeter, now!”


  “No, Bridge ... water.” Ann’s voice trailed away as she realised how she had fallen into the trap. She shut her mouth and bit her lower lip to keep it in place, glaring at him.


  “Bridgewater!” The two men smiled at each other. “Well, that’s what your troops said, was it not, Captain Pole? So it seems we must go after them, if we can get past the guard they left in Taunton. Let us hope your father isn’t among them, eh, Miss Carter?”


  But Ann was not to be drawn this time. She had already said too much, though perhaps Robert had known it already. The two men looked at her quizzically. Oh, why did they have to be so rich, so handsome? At any other time it would have honoured her for two such men to be paying her close attention. But then, devils could take the most pleasing shapes imaginable; her eyes widened as she remembered the words of Israel Fuller’s sermons.


  “Tell me, Ann, is your father well armed? Surely he must be, for you to be so confident of his victory?”


  “Well enough.”


  “And what does that mean? A scythe blade tacked to the end of a pole?”


  “My father is armed with the spirit of the Lord, sir, as is all the Duke’s army. That is why they will beat a thousand of your Papist devils!”


  “Amen. But the Lord often uses earthly means to put his wishes into practice. Even Oliver Cromwell’s men did not go into battle wholly unarmed.”


  “They had muskets when we met them coming out of Colyton, sir, as I told you,” said Robert. “Killed old Will Danvers with a shot in the chest, damn ‘em!”


  Ann’s eyes shone as she saw the pained, bitter look in Robert’s face. She had not known Will Danvers, but she knew her father had been at the bridge and the thought of it hurt Robert badly. Just now that filled her with a fiery, vindictive pleasure that she had longed for all day.


  “Yes, that was my father did that,” she said, her eyes drinking up Robert’s reaction. “And he’s got a better musket now, they all have. Brand new muskets from Holland - and they know how to use them, too.” She broadened her accent deliberately. “So I wouldn’t go riding too near the likes o’ they, Robert Pole, if I was you. ‘Twon’t be like that night you met us after chapel; not this time!”


  She saw John Churchill watching carefully, and did not care. This was between her and Robert. He stared back at her, his nostrils flared with fury.


  “Will Danvers was a good friend of mine! The man who did it will hang for that, when I catch him!”


  “You’d better pray he don’t catch you first, Robert Pole! The whip’s in t’other hand now! The men of Colyton have got their company in the Lord’s army, and they’re out looking for you! If my father don’t get you, there’s always my lover, my betrothed, Tom Goodchild! You remember we spoke of him, that day on Colyton Hill? Well, he be out lookin’ for you too, with an army of five thousand men and the spirit of the Lord behind him!”


  “You told them!” Robert rose to his feet, white, his lips shaking as he spoke. “You went home and told them what I said to you, and laughed! Ann, you vile, tattling ...”


  “Captain Pole, be quiet, sir!”


  “But ... “


  “Hold your tongue, sir! I will not have you air your quarrels in my presence, do you hear! I am come to interrogate the girl about the rebel army, not to listen to a lover’s tiff! Sit down, sir!”


  Robert subsided into a chair, staring bitterly at the triumphant fury on Ann’s face. Churchill turned to her, suave and polite.


  “I was not aware you had met Captain Pole before?”


  “Oh yes, sir, I have met him before. He promised me all kinds of things, too, to tempt me to do his will. I was to go to London, and live in a fine house with a servant of my own, and I know not what else besides. Only when I did not agree, the next time I saw him he was firing a pistol at myself and my father on the roads at night, like any common highwayman. I see now what a fine officer he makes, for soldiers such as yours!”


  “We were policing the roads in search of dissenters, sir,” said Robert stiffly. “She has already admitted she had been to chapel.”


  “To worship the Lord in the proper way, instead of bowing and mumbling all your Papist high church idolatry! We worship as everyone will do, when we have a Protestant King!”


  “Quite so, Miss Carter. But that day is hardly upon us yet, when the Duke of Monmouth is wandering around the countryside at the head of a rabble of fanatical yokels with no horsemen and no guns, now is it?”


  “He’s got guns, all right! Four great field guns. I’ve seen them. And horses - I took him some!” In her anger with Robert and all men Ann did not care that she was telling Lord Churchill vital information about the Duke’s army. It was not as though she were showing them its weaknesses. She had seen the army, and knew it was far too strong to be beaten. What did it matter if she enjoyed frightening them a little with its strength?


  “You took him some horses? How many? How?”


  “Six. We rode them from Colyton. And half a troop of militia joined us on the way. There was militiamen running in to join us all yesterday, and the day before.”


  “I see. But militiamen do not have horses. How many horsemen do you think the Duke has?”


  Ann looked at him carefully, thinking hard. She knew it was an important question, and she knew the Duke’s army was short of horse; that was why she had taken her pony to join them in the first place. But what kind of number should there be? What number would impress this man, frighten him? She tossed her head, carelessly, affecting boredom.


  “Oh, I don’t know. Hundreds.”


  “Hundreds. How many hundreds?”


  Hundreds was too few. He tried to hide it, but his tone had been a shade too patronising, too complacent. His eyes were as intent as before. She took her time, enjoying the game now that her rage had subsided and she knew some of the rules. She started by making the numbers small, to build up their hopes.


  “Well, there was near on a hundred in the troop John Clapp was in, I saw that. And he said there was three hundred that come from round about Lyme. But that was when we were here in Chard.” She was near the truth of the matter here, as perhaps Churchill would know; but she had no intention of stopping there. “And then there was a troop of - how many did they say it was - five hundred come in to us from North Devon when we was near Taunton. And then the Taunton men themselves, of course - how many would that come to? Must be well over a thousand by now, I suppose. Maybe two - ‘tis difficult to count so many.”


  He watched her steadily, but she could see he was shaken. “Five hundred from North Devon, you say. And when did they arrive?”


  “The night after we came to Taunton. There was a lot of folk cheering ‘em in the streets when they came in, and the Duke looked mighty pleased.”


  “As well he might be. You would not lie to me, now, would you, Miss Carter? I think your father might say it would imperil your immortal soul.”


  “My soul is safe enough, my Lord Churchill, whatever I do. And I have no need to lie to you about our new King’s army. Everyone in the county is flocking to join it, to rid us of such devils as your dragoons from Tangier.”


  Churchill watched her for a moment longer, and then turned aside to Robert, evidently uncertain what to believe. “Then ‘tis strange he should not turn back on us here, don’t you think, Captain Pole? What would you do, with an army of five thousand men and a thousand troopers, if you knew that your enemy numbered barely four hundred horse?”


  “Turn on them, sir, as we thought he would do yesterday. But perhaps he doesn’t know we are here.”


  “It is his business to know! If I had a quarter as many troopers, and as much support in the country, I would know everything for fifty miles around - and those in our position would be selling their souls dearly, like the last guard in Thermopylae! And yet here we have him marching off to Bridgewater - not Exeter, which might do him some good, but Bridgewater - and so making us a present of another day or so to bring our forces together! By Heaven, Miss Carter, I shall need better evidence than this to convince me that the Almighty is riding with James Scott, however many horsemen he has!”


  “I pray that you shall have it soon, sir.” But despite the warmth of her answer, Ann could see that her words had dented the man’s confidence less than she had hoped, and a shiver of doubt went through her. What if the Duke of Monmouth were making a mistake, and leading her father and Tom into danger instead of victory? And Churchill said he had only four hundred troopers - he could easily be beaten. She must get away, and find the army again, to tell them.


  John Churchill had got to his feet, and took up his hat from the table by the door.


  “You shall have your wish soon enough, young lady, but I fear the result will hardly be to your liking. In the meantime, I trust that your friend Captain Pole will see that you have everything you need, so far as we can provide it.” He bowed, as though to take his leave, but she interrupted.


  “What I most need is a horse, to make my way home from here. My mother and sisters will be missing me.”


  He stopped, his eyebrows lifted in amusement.


  “Then I am afraid they will have to miss you a little longer. You have pretty eyes, Miss Carter, but not so pretty that they can beguile me to give away horses to an enemy of the King, especially when you are likely to ride to the rebels before you go home, and tell them the weakness of my forces, as you have told me the strength of yours.” He paused, and looked at her knowingly, in the way all men had looked at her that day. “In any case, after your experience of yesterday I would never forgive myself if I let you loose on the roads again without an escort, in such dangerous times.”


  She swallowed, and felt a weight like lead in her stomach. “Then what am I to do? Stay here in Chard?”


  “I doubt you would stay long in Chard if I left you here. No, Miss Carter, there is only one thing for it. Much as I disapprove of women following the army, you will have to be an exception. I can only hope that further acquaintance will do something to improve your opinion of us. We will ride at first light tomorrow. Captain Pole will see to your requirements.”


  He bowed, and went out. Ann turned her back on Robert, and stared bitterly out of the window.
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  THE RAIN was trickling down Adam Carter’s neck. He hunched his shoulder to try to keep it out, and only succeeded in dislodging a further puddle that had formed in a fold in his collar. His feet were sodden. For the twentieth time that day he slipped in the endless mud, and barged sideways into Philip Cox.


  “Steady, lad.” Philip grunted, himself sliding in the mud and struggling to keep his balance. “This bain’t no place to sit down.”


  “Be faster if we did,” Adam muttered, nodding wearily at the long, slippery slope in front of them, a road crammed with wet, stumbling figures like themselves. Then he looked down, forgetting conversation in his concentration on the endless task of finding firm ground for his feet.


  Even those few words were welcome. It had been raining heavily out of dull grey misty skies ever since they had left Bridgewater, and all spirit and humour had long since been washed out of the ranks, leaving each man plodding along slowly in his own sodden silence, hugging the fire of his own hopes and courage deep inside his drenched, mud-spattered coat.


  How far away it seemed from last night, when they had entered Bridgewater so triumphantly - with drums beating, bells ringing, and people lining the streets to cheer and welcome them into their houses, putting them up free of charge for the honour of having one of King Monmouth’s men at their hearth! Adam remembered the little grandmother, red and shrunken and wizened and cheery as a winter apple, who had busily led away himself and John Spragg and Philip Cox, proudly shown them her little cottage, asked about their favourite food so that she might cook it, and given up her own great bed for them to sleep in. It had not seemed so great, with three full-grown men in it, but it must have been better than the chair where she had insisted on sleeping herself.


  He wondered what Mary did, alone in their great bed, waiting for news. How much had the militia really disturbed her? But they would not harm women, surely - they would be too afraid of what would happen to them, when the husbands returned. Perhaps they would put up in the house, that was all.


  And Ann? But she was safe enough now, in the schoolmistresses’ keeping. That at least he had solved wisely. It had been like Ann, to bring those horses. She had always been impulsive - he remembered a day when she had been little, seven or eight. He had complained to Mary about his supper, and Ann had stumped out of the house when their backs had been turned, down to Dick Symonds, the butcher, to insist that he gave her a better piece of meat for her father. She got it, too! He smiled at the memory.


  But an army was no place for children, nor for girls of her age either, especially with Tom Goodchild around; the arguments in Taunton had proved that. The boy would settle down well enough now that she had gone. Adam remembered how worried he had been by that look in the boy’s eyes when he had been with her - hungry, eager; it made Adam a little sick, a little frightened. Ann wasn’t a little girl any more, he must accept that, he wouldn’t be able to protect her for ever; but she should be married first, then all that would natural and proper.


  If only the boy didn’t swagger so!


  If only he himself were not so afraid.


  It was no shame to be afraid, he told himself again. Anyone could be afraid, if he was marching to shoot and be shot at, to stab and be stabbed. The shame was not in being afraid, but in letting your fear master you so you could not do your duty. But no-one seemed to be as afraid as him. The others laughed and joked and boasted and mocked the militiamen who had run away, which he could never do, somehow - he understood too well why they ran. And so again the darker fear came, like a well opening in the back of his mind - perhaps they were the chosen of the Lord, and he was not.


  He slipped again in the mud, and another trickle of rain dripped down his neck. He staggered upright and marched on, pushing his gloom away, determined to keep up with the rest. He might be afraid, he might be damned, he might never have been one of the Elect, but at least no-one knew. Not yet. He still had his self-respect. So long as he did not show himself a coward in battle, they need never know.
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  “YOU HANGED him?” Ann stared at Robert as he stood by the door. Her outraged voice echoed in the tiny panelled room. “In God’s name, why?”


  “In God’s name. And that of King James, more important. He would not recant, but swore that his Majesty was the devil incarnate, and that we were Papist traitors to serve him, when we should be serving the Duke of Monmouth.” Robert’s voice was harsh and defiant, as though he had been caught stealing and did not care to repent.


  “So will they hang me too, then, if I say the same?”


  “No, of course not! Not at least unless you ride in arms against us, and curse everyone in a loud voice, as he did.” Robert ventured a half-smile, which froze on his face as she watched him.


  “Oh, Robert! What are you doing?” Her hushed, horror-struck whisper seemed to fill the room, so that for a chilling, irrational moment the ridiculous fear came into his mind that she might be a witch.


  “We are protecting the country against the King’s enemies. This is a war, Ann, a rebellion, not a children’s game.”


  He came forward into the room, carefully, and sat down on the bed, feeling her sullen rejection as he did so.


  “And am I just a children’s game?”


  “No.” The words slowly dissolved into the silence between them as they read each other’s faces. There were hard, tight lines about Robert’s eyes and mouth, and a thin determination in his lips, that she had not noticed before; yet behind them were the same spare, freckled features and the slightly puzzled, earnest, intent look, as though she were a problem he could not solve. Her own face was harder now, though she did not know it; her wide green eyes more prominent, her skin somehow finer and clearer over her bones.


  Perhaps it was only the tension, the lack of things to smile about, but it seemed to each that the events of the past few days had already begun to refine and sharpen the other’s face, so that the character beneath showed through more clearly.


  “You know you are much more to me than that. I told you so before.” The words came slowly, as though they were hard to say, yet his grave eyes never left hers as he spoke.


  “Is that why you keep me a prisoner then, and drag me behind you in the back of a cart? So that you can have your wicked way with me at the end of the day, as your dragoons have tried to do already?”


  She enjoyed the pain that flicked across his face. It was her revenge for the long, wet day lurching from side to side of the cook’s cart, trying to ignore the glances of the troopers and infantrymen round her. With each jolt of the cart the clumsy cook’s apprentice had tried to fall as closely against her as possible, and stay there, gazing daftly at her, his gap-toothed grin reeking of garlic.


  All day, too, she had been fascinated and horrified by the difference between this army and the one she had followed with surgeon Thompson. The royal troops were far fewer, but they marched and carried their arms with a casual, insolent confidence which made her hate and fear them. The newly arrived infantry were only armed with matchlock muskets, which her father had boasted were obsolete; yet they were well-oiled enough, and their owners handled them with a familiar smartness wholly alien to Monmouth’s men. In her father’s army there were always one or two in each rank who were out of step with the movement being made by the others, glancing around anxiously to see what to do next with the unfamiliar instruments. Not so here. And the dragoons and the blue-coated Lord Oxford’s Horse, Robert amongst them, manouevred their mounts swiftly and easily without any of the rearing and cursing she remembered from Lord Grey’s men.


  But while their skill fascinated her, she was horrified by their callous contempt for the people of the countryside. Several times that day the foraging party attached to the cook’s cart had stopped in a village to requisition food; and if this had not come quickly and plentifully they had forced their way into the cottages, pushing the inhabitants aside to seize what they wanted. While they were stopped at midday, two men had been caught, suspected of having been with Monmouth’s army. She had seen them led bound through the ranks, with men laughing and spitting at them and trying to trip them up; later she had heard searing screams from a cottage a little away from the road. Alarmed, she had asked what it was, and been told by the leering cook that the prisoners were probably ‘being made to warm their hands at the fire, to help them remember what they might have forgotten’.


  That evening Robert’s troop had ridden into camp with some more prisoners after a skirmish with Monmouth’s troops near Glastonbury. He had just told her that one, a felt-maker named Jarvis, had been hanged on a tree because he would not recant.


  She herself was safe for the moment, but she felt like a calf being led and saved for a more dreadful slaughter, with Robert more like a potential butcher than a lover. Except that there was no lust or cruelty in his eyes, as she had seen in those of the butcher in the forest; only pain at her words, and that well-bred, earnest, slightly shy concern.


  “I could never abuse you like that, Ann. You should know that too.”


  “Why should I know it? I know nothing about you, but that you broke my brother’s leg, and have just come in with a prisoner from my father’s army whom you have hanged. You threaten to hang my father, and are an officer in an army that goes around the country stealing and torturing and raping. That is all I know about you! And that you would trick me away from my home with fine words and never a thought of marriage!”


  She stopped, a sudden stupid flush of tears in her eyes, appalled at the last words that had escaped her. That was never a thing to mention now - everything she had said before showed how it must be over. Yet it was the heart of everything between them.


  “Trick you? By God, Ann, I was never more honest with any girl than you! Nor had so much patience neither! And you must think yourself very fine indeed, to be talking to me of marriage when your father is marching the country in open rebellion against the King!”


  “My father is risking his life for the cause of Truth. I hardly think that can be said for you, or any man in this devil’s army. So if there had been any question of marriage, I think the honour would have been yours.”


  “Indeed.” He controlled himself, contempt beginning to succeed to rage. “Well, there was no question of it, that I recall.”


  “No.” Again the silence, the mute reading of each other’s faces. He swayed slightly as he stood in the middle of the room, and she waited for him to leave, but he could not. He was held to her as by a magnet, by the memory of those afternoons on the hillside, and the vision of her body beneath her dress, the body that had lain naked and hurt on the ground the other night. and that he had held in the crook of his arm on his horse, shivering slightly through the folds of his cloak.


  “How is your chin?”


  Her hand leapt to the purple bruise at the base of her jaw. It ached still, but she had forgotten it in the troubles of the day.


  “Well enough, thank you. The surgeon you sent last night gave me a poultice for it, and it has taken away most of the pain.”


  “So nothing is broken?”


  “No.”


  “I am glad.”


  Silence. She noticed the sound of the little clock ticking on the mantlepiece, and the clatter of horses being led across the yard outside. She wondered if he would go, and realised he was the only friend she had in this place.


  “I came to ask, if you would have your food brought here, or would dine with me and the other officers.”


  “Here, if you please. I am not a prize heifer, to be prodded and gloated over by your friends.” But she blushed slightly at her rudeness; it seemed absurdly formal to talk of having her food brought to her, when she was used to cooking for others. Even if she had wanted to accept, she did not know the right words.


  “Then perhaps I can have mine brought here also?”


  “As you like.” But it was she that liked as well; suddenly she knew it so strongly that she felt her hands shake with the fear that he would change his mind, that her rudeness would drive him away.


  “I will go and order it. Is there anything else you require?”


  “No - thank you. Oh, yes!”


  “Well?” He turned back at the door.


  “If you could - if the landlady has a comb, or a brush; I have not been able to touch my hair for the last two days.”


  “It will be a poor inn if she has not!” A smile touched his face at the appeal in her voice, and he was gone.


  Immediately she regretted what she had said; she regretted it, and she did not. Surely it was not wrong to want a friend in such a strange place; but she could never think of Robert as just a friend, and she had shown it. To ask for a comb was to throw everything away with feminine weakness and vanity. Nonetheless, she really did need one; she was sure there had been lice in the bed last night, and she had seen one on the head of the cook. Although that was vanity too; nearly everyone in Colyton had lice from time to time. It was only her own mother’s whim of a weekly inspection that kept her own family free. At first Ann had been glad that her borrowed clothes had not included the protection of a Puritan cap, for she loved to wear her rich, auburn hair loose and free; and later she had been too proud to ask for one, even though it would have saved her from some of the soldiers’ looks today. She should not have asked for a comb; Robert would think she was flustered about her appearance because he was going to eat with her, which was not what she had meant at all.


  He returned in a few moments with the news that the food would be brought to them when it was ready, and to offer her his own brush and comb, which he used for his wig.


  “I never thought of them when you asked, but they are bound to be better than anything you would get from the inn. See here.” He showed her a folding comb with an engraved ivory handle, which he had got from his wig-maker in London.


  “Oh, no, Robert, surely! Thank you, but I couldn’t use those. They are far too fine. My hair is much too dirty.”


  “Tangled too - and probably full of lice from these wretched inns. Come on, take them. That’s what they’re for.”


  “Oh no, I couldn’t ... “


  “Then let me.” And before she knew it he was beside her, holding her head with one hand, using the comb with the other. His touch froze her like a startled rabbit, so that she trembled in immobility, torn between the desire to wrench herself away in outrage, and the longing to relax meekly against him, to feel his firm body embrace her as she had done on those stolen summer afternoons. The latter she must not do; the former would be too much of an insult for something so trivial, so kindly meant; and so she stood still, tense and rigid, while he pushed her head gently forward against the motion of the comb, and the sparks crackled between them.


  He knew what he was doing. At first he combed lightly on the surface of the hair, getting it straight, finding out where the tangles were; then when he found them he worked the comb gently but firmly in, holding the hair up with his other hand in order not to pull on her head so that she never had the excuse that it hurt, or that he was clumsy. He tugged one or two of the worst knots apart, and then began to comb with deep, strong, luxurious strokes. She began to relax, just a little bit, and then a little more ...


  “Ah! Got one!” He stopped, and there was a little crackling sound between his fingers.


  “Oh no! Robert ... “ She made as if to turn away, but his strong fingers gripped her head.


  “No, stay still! There’s another. If I get them now I’ll have them all, before they go out into the room. If the room’s clean, that is. Here, sit down.” He pulled a stool for her out of the corner, and pushed her down onto it, and again, somehow it would have been too ridiculously churlish to resist. As she sat down she relaxed more, dropping her head forward a little so that her hair hid her face. At least he would not think she was trying to entice him with the beauty of her locks, she thought, and for a second the absurdity of it all threatened to bubble through her embarassment, and she had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.


  “I think that’s all. Four - that’s not very many.”


  “I do try to keep it clean, you know. My mother goes through it with a fine-toothed comb every Friday, and I wash it once a fortnight.”


  “Indeed. A proper lady of fashion, then.”


  “Us bain’t all ignorant yokels, even down Colyton way, you know.”


  “I do know.” He was using his brush now, with deep, steady strokes from the crown of her head to her shoulders. She felt the brush tingle on her scalp, and then pull the long swathes flowing down, and she relaxed into the luxury of it. He pushed her head gently to one side and then the other, and then cupped his hand under her chin so that her head was arched backwards, and the brush smoothed the warm red locks gently back from her brow.


  He bent forward, and kissed her on the forehead.


  “Robert, no ... “


  “Your supper, sir!”


  The call and the knock on the door came so closely on her words that she was able to pretend she would have stood up anyway, even if no-one had knocked. But she knew she would not have done that; even as she spoke she had been turning in response to the kiss, and her sudden leap to her feet was caused by guilt, not revulsion or fear.


  “Captain Pole, your supper!”


  “Yes, thank you. Bring it in.” The earnest frown on his face was somehow more appealing now than ever, as he stared at her, surprised, puzzled whether to apologise or smile in conspiracy. Then he looked away as the landlady and her son came in and began to set the table. They did it with a great deal of fuss and enquiry as to how he liked it, and all the time their eyes came back to Ann, measuring, assessing, and then looking away again. Disgusted, she turned away and stood with her back to them, staring out of the tiny window onto an empty square of cobbled courtyard.


  “‘Tis the best we could do, sir, at a moment’s notice, what with the whole town being full of soldiers and that.”


  “It looks very good, at any rate. Thank you.”


  “Put that down careful, now, Sam. Not that I’m complaining, sir, you understand. ‘Tis a great honour, o’ course. Do ‘ee think you’ll be staying long, though, sir? Only ‘tis a powerful number of men for a small town like this yer.”


  “I have no idea, I’m afraid. You must ask my Lord Churchill, I suppose - or the Duke of Monmouth.”


  “Oh, I shouldn’t ask ‘im, sir. We haven’t had nothing to do with no rebels yer. No soldiers at all, ‘til you came.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. That will be all, thank you.”


  “Yes, sir. I ‘ope ‘e’s tasty, sir. ‘Tis only a young fowl, just coming into lay. too. My husband said ‘twas a dreadful pity, but us thought to keep the best one for you and the young lady, seein’ as you wanted to eat separate, like.”


  “Yes, thank you. Very kind.” Ann heard the clink of coins as he paid for the meal, and then the door shut as they went out. She stood staring out at the cobbled courtyard, her back to the room.


  She was a whore. Everyone thought she was: the soldiers, the officers, the landlady of the inn, Robert. She felt her ears burning under her hair, with the thought of what the landlady must be saying to her son as she went down the stairs, and what the officers must be saying at their table. But it was worse than that. She wanted to be a whore.


  If the landlady had not knocked, she would have turned and kissed Robert, kissed him wholeheartedly as she had done before, forgetting her father, and Tom and Simon, forgetting the rebellion and Kate and Elspeth, and the stealing and the torture and the hanged man in the tree outside, forgetting God! All for a man who was a landowner and a soldier and perhaps a Papist, who admitted he had never had any thought of marrying her!


  “Won’t you come and eat? It does look reasonably palatable, for all her talk.”


  She turned and faced him, seeing him fully as though for the first time; the tall, slightly gawky figure in the blue coat and riding boots; the strong sensitive hands; the thin, freckled face between the dark curls of the wig, with that strange, earnest frown that never quite went away even when, as now, he was smiling.


  “Yes. Certainly I will.”
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  “WHAT DO ‘EE think ‘tis, Joseph?”


  “They’m burning the city down in front of us. looks like.”


  “No, can’t be that, man. They wouldn’t do that.”


  “Looks more out to sea, don’t it, than in the town? Can’t ‘ee see the light on the water?”


  The little group, standing on the brow of a hill a few miles south of Bristol, strained their eyes in the gathering dusk, trying to see how close the red, leaping flames were to the wide, dark estuary of the Severn.


  “Be an accident maybe?”


  “That’s no accident there. John. That’s a sign sent to us. A sign from the Lord, or from his good people in the town.”


  “‘Tis easy to say ‘e’s a sign, Israel, but what do ‘e mean? What be the townsfolk trying to say by it?”


  “They be calling us to come now, to take the town while they’m ready to deliver it up to us.”


  “Now hold on, now. Israel, how can ‘ee be sure of that? We can’t know that’s what ‘e means.”


  “‘He set before them a pillar of cloud by day, and a pillar of fire by night, that they might follow Him.’ The men of Bristol know their Bible well enough, from the good sermons of the Reverend Ichabod Chauncey, whom I’ve heard preach on that very text before now. ‘Tis only to be expected that they should think the army of the good Lord would know it too,” Israel Fuller insisted. “Do ‘ee hear me, Mr Satchell? I say ‘tis a sign that we should descend on the heathen tonight.”


  “A sign it may be, Israel, but we can hardly go tonight. My own feet are almost burnt up from walking, and ‘tis still a good ten miles to Bristol, and a fight in the dark at the end of that.”


  “I warrant there’ll be no fight at all, Roger. That city is crammed with men of our own faith. We have only to march around the walls for them to fall to us like those of Jericho.”


  “Then if that’s to happen, I’d rather we went in daylight, so that I can see, and tell my children of it later!”


  “Use your eyes now, John Spragg! You can see the beacon now, can’t ‘ee, calling us on? I say we should not delay, whatever the weakness of our flesh. We should take the city tonight.”


  “‘Twill still be there tomorrow, and the good folk in it. Anyhow, Israel, ‘tis not for the likes of we to decide these things. King Monmouth got us this far well enough, and ‘e’s seen more soldiering than any of us here. He’ll know what to do.”


  “Pray God you’m right, friend.”


  “Of course I’m right. He’s the Lord’s chosen leader, isn’t he? And the Lord will give His servants the victory.”


  “Amen.” There was a fervency in the one word, echoed from throat to throat, that made it more pregnant with prayer than many a whole service Adam Carter had attended before. For him it was at once an assertion of belief, and a prayer that the belief be shown to be true; that he had not offered up his life on a false altar. Perhaps they were God’s chosen army; perhaps even he himself might be saved, as part of it.


  As the gruff prayer went up, a silent, expectant awe came over the little group on the dark hillside. For a while no-one spoke, and they stared north across the valley from Pensford to the great red glow in the darkness where the city of Bristol should be. From time to time they could see great flames flickering, sending up a brighter glow which must be a shower of sparks and smoke into the night sky. Adam thought that if it were a signal, it was a dangerous and reckless one, for a fire of that size could easily spread and burn the whole city, as London had been burnt nineteen years before. The secret thought even crossed his mind that the fire might be lit, not as a sign from God, but by Catholics, as folk said the one in London had been: to burn the Protestant sympathisers in the town, so that their army would march in tomorrow to a heap of smouldering ashes, rather than the arsenal of men and supplies for which they hoped.


  But it was late, and they were too far away to tell. The glow died slowly, as they watched, until at last it was only a small red spot to the north, and the men glanced at the millions of clear stars above them, glad that it would be a dry night, and turned to stumble wearily back to their camp.


  25


  THE VOICES of the girl and the man filled the little panelled room, so that everywhere was music, and the little rushlight on the table that lit the deep golden red hair and shining eyes of the one, and the dark wig and the solemn face of the other, seemed like the centre of the world.


  “When nothing could my fancy please,


  At last I fell into a dream;


  Methought I saw upon the seas


  A ship that sailed against the stream


  And so do they that seek to find


  Content but in a quiet mind.”


  Their voices blended and completed each other, flowing together in harmony, like the clear surface of a stream and the deep current beneath. On the last note Robert dropped his voice to an absurdly low rumble in his chest, as though his part of the stream had dropped into a pothole, and Ann’s high suprano wavered helplessly until the two streams broke over a waterfall and cascaded into laughter which filled the tiny room, setting the rush flame leaping and dancing between them. At last they paused, and the song faded into the silence of memory.


  “‘Tis true enough,” said Ann reflectively. “If time would just stop now, perhaps I could have content and a quiet mind.”


  But Robert refused to be solemn. “If only time would stop? You are like the child who wants the impossible, and forgets what she has already! Think of the time we have now, for instance!” And he burst suddenly into lively song:


  ‘See, mine own sweet jewel


  Mine own sweet jewel, mine own sweet jewel!


  See what I have for my darling,


  A robin a robin redbreast and a starling!


  These I give in hope to move thee


  And yet thou sayest I do not love thee!’


  As he sang he pretended to pull little birds out of all the pockets of his coat and set them carefully before her, and then at the end suddenly gazed distractedly around the room, as though they had all flown away.


  She laughed again, with a laughter that somehow would not stop, but came bubbling out of her almost painfully, yet with a glorious sense of release, so that at last when she stopped she felt quite calm and happy. She smiled at him, wiping the tears from her eyes.


  “Oh Robert, it’s so good to laugh with you again! I know no one who can sing so foolishly as you!”


  “Nor I as you. Come here.” He patted the side of the wooden chest on which he was sitting, and she got up and sat beside him, her eyes still smiling, her mouth soft and longing. He slipped his arm around her waist and looked at her for a long, quiet moment before they kissed, a gentle, exploratory kiss that neither dared break nor take any further, until at last they drew uncertainly apart.


  “You don’t hate me any more, then?” he asked. She watched the way his brows crinkled slightly in that puzzled frown as he spoke, as though he could not quite believe that she was there.


  “No.” They came together in another kiss, longer and more passionate this time, and she felt herself as exquisitely relaxed as she had always been with Robert, at once thrilled and quite guiltless, as though she were in a dream.


  They paused at last for breath, and he stroked the line of her jaw gently where the bruise marked it. “Kissing doesn’t hurt it?”


  “No. I wouldn’t mind if it did.”


  “I think the bruise makes you look better. It shows off the perfection of the rest.”


  “Nonsense. It just adds to my bad points.”


  “You don’t have any bad points. I chose you because of that. You are perfection.”


  “Flatterer! You say that to everyone.” But she did not want to believe that, not tonight, not now.


  “You kiss to perfection too.” They were silent for another long moment, while the only sound in the room was the rustle of their clothes and the creak of the oak chest, and the rise and fall of distant voices and laughter downstairs. There was a shared sigh as the kiss ended.


  “Come to bed.” He stood up, holding her hand, and gently pulled her to her feet. She sat down beside him on the bed. He put his hand on her breast.


  “No, Robert.”


  His hand fondled the breast lovingly, and his other hand fumbled with the drawer strings round the bodice. There was a look in his eyes that reminded her of something.


  “No ...”


  “Let me see. Take it off.”


  “No, Robert, please. Don’t touch me!” She was on her feet, shaking, her voice high and raw after the silence. She fancied the voices downstairs died away, and then rose again in a shouted laugh.


  “What’s the matter?”


  No answer. She stood there, her bodice slightly loosened, her rich auburn hair hanging, half-hiding her face from the rushlight, in an attitude that drove him mad with desire.


  “Take it off! Or I will.” He rose, and grabbed her arm. but she flung away from him so violently that he dropped it, and stumbled over the stool. When he recovered she was standing by the door, a knife from the table in one hand, the door handle in the other.


  “Don’t you touch me! I’ll kill you!” Her voice was low and desperate, her eyes wide and wild. He stared, seeing the person now and not the body. He let his hands fall to his sides, and stood still.


  “Ann.”


  She watched him, and turned the door handle, as though she would go out. The knife wavered in her hand. “Promise you won’t touch me. Promise you won’t say that to me.”


  “Not if you don’t want me to. All right, I promise.”


  She put the knife down on the table, and sat down on a chair where she could reach it. Then she folded her arms on the table and burst into tears.


  “Whatever is it?” He moved forward to put his arm around her, then stopped as she jerked her head up and grabbed the knife again. He sat down warily on the chair the other side of the table.


  “I don’t mean to hurt you, you know. It doesn’t hurt. Well, only the first time and then not much, I think.”


  She looked at him with eyes of wonder, as though she could not believe what he was saying.


  “Robert, I can’t. Not now.” The light from the rushlight picked out glints of gold in her hair, and the beauty of it and the deep soft whisper of her voice ached in him, so that he hardly knew what she was saying.


  “But why not? It’s the perfect time. No-one will disturb us.”


  “No!” She had not shouted, but the vehemence of the word so filled the room that he thought it must have been heard all over the inn. He remembered the good-humoured laughs and knowing winks as he had said he was eating upstairs.


  “So it’s up to your old tricks, is it? Leading me on and then changing your mind at the last minute again. In case your mother finds out, or your father. Or is it your conscience this time, perhaps? God would have to have a hand in it, I suppose, with your damned Puritan rebellion!”


  “No, Rob. Please don’t!” She was shocked by the blasphemous way he spoke, although she knew she should not be. She had gone past that already, in her own mind. “It’s not that, it’s not God at all, or my father, or the rebellion. It’s not any of that. I want to, I do ... only I can’t! Don’t you see? Not now.”


  “Why not now?” His voice was cold, like a whiplash. He did not see at all.


  “Because ... I don’t know. It makes me feel ill. It frightens me – it’s like those soldiers in the wood.”


  “I am like the soldiers in the wood? The ones that were flogged?”


  “Oh, don’t be angry, Rob. I don’t mean you are like them. It’s just what you want to do. They made me take my clothes off, you saw that. They ... raped the little girls.”


  “And you think I want to do that?” He could not stand it, he had to get up and walk around the room. Her hand made a slight movement towards the knife and that made him even more angry. He whipped round on her furiously.


  “You don’t understand anything, do you? You’re just a silly little country girl from a muddy little village full of canting Presbyterian killjoys who would forbid walking if they thought they could! You’ve got so little idea of life that you think all a gentleman wants to do is sing songs and give you flowers and a few kisses, and that anyone who wants to do any more is going to rape you and then abandon you with a baby in your belly like some drunken yokel from your village! You can’t imagine anything more than that, can you? And so that’s what you’ll get, because you’re not worth anything more!”


  “But it was your soldiers who tried to rape me, Rob.” She stared at him, pale with shock, her voice little above a whisper.


  “And so you think I am like them. Well, I’m sorry, but I must disappoint you.”


  He strode to the door, opened it, and went out. She sat at the table, listening to his shoes clattering down the stairs. The flame of the rushlight fluttered, and then steadied as the air in the room grew still. “I love you, Robert,” she whispered, and then walked slowly over to her bed, lay down, and cried soundlessly with her face to the wall.


  26


  “I DON’T see it, John, I don’t see it at all!” Adam Carter heard the strain and tension in his own voice, but he could not control it. “The city’s over there, in sight of us. Why don’t we just go in and take it?”


  “Trust King Monmouth, Adam. I don’t know. I’m sure he’s got his reasons.” But John Spragg sounded no more composed than his friend.


  In truth it seemed inexplicable. The whole army had risen early to the urgent beat of drums, and after a hasty breakfast had formed up and marched smartly away, each man nursing his courage for the fight, checking his weapons, going through the musket or pike drill in his mind, keeping close to his neighbours, and looking ahead for the sight of the enemy. They had crossed the Avon bridge at Keynsham, cheering the troop of horse who had captured it in the night and repaired the militia’s clumsy attempts to destroy it. By ten o’clock in the morning they had been formed up in Sydenham Mead, a meadow on the east of the city. In front of them were the white walls of Bristol, the second city in all the kingdom, the key to their campaign in the west.


  Adam had stared at the walls silently. His lips had been dry and he had felt a pulse throbbing urgently in his neck, but he had not been afraid. Not then. Instead he had felt gloriously certain that this was the moment of victory, when the army would break through into the heart of England, and he himself would triumph over all his fears. The larksong overhead had sounded to him like the music of angels, as he waited for the order to attack.


  None came. At twelve o’clock Roger Satchell had ordered them to sit down in their ranks and rest; at one o’clock he and Sergeant Evans took them through their musket and pike drill, though they did not fire a volley. Now it was mid-afternoon and they were still waiting, no enemy in sight, their initial resolution torn to ribbons by doubts, complaints, and hunger.


  “I wish those buggers’d go away. Sergeant, can’t us use one of they gentry for a bale of hay?”


  “Not unless you promise only to knock their hats off, boyo. They’re too expensive, see.”


  William Clegg’s request raised a slight laugh in the ranks, but most men were too annoyed to think it funny. No enemy had come out of Bristol to meet them, but instead a crowd of about a hundred sight-seers, mostly curious gentry from the villages round about. Some of them even wandered here and there among the ranks, looking at their arms and talking to the men.


  “‘Tis bloomin’ ridiculous,” muttered John Spragg angrily. “I might just as well have a monkey on me shoulder, and hold out me hat for a farthing.”


  “We should have fallen on the city last night, when they sent us a sign,” said Israel Fuller. “The Lord would have delivered it into our hands.”


  “He will too now, if we wait,” said Adam. “We’ve got this far. He won’t abandon us now.” His fine hopes of the morning were fading now, in the midday sun, but they were still alive. It had to happen, they had to take the city. Monmouth must have good reasons for waiting. He knew more than they did; their job was to keep themselves in good spirits, ready for the fight.


  Roger Satchell took up Adam’s lead. “Come on, lads, how about another psalm? Sergeant Evans, you lead us.”


  There were several sighs and groans, but Sergeant Evans struck up the twenty-third psalm in his strong baritone, and the whole company followed him, one or two hurriedly leafing through their well-thumbed Bibles, but most knowing the words by heart. A group of the gentlemen spectators came over to watch them, and laughingly applauded at the end.


  “Don’t worry about them, lads,” said Evans scornfully. “Let’s try another one now, number 146. Let’s see if we can really reach those city walls, like they did at Jericho.”


  “Raise ye your voices to the Lord on the field of battle, and He will hear ye,” intoned Israel Fuller. Again they sang, their deep droning voices prompting other regiments to join them. All along the meadow the anthem went up, the long solemn lines of men offering praise to their Lord.


  In the middle of the psalm it began to rain. Heavy, isolated drops fell at first, almost immediately becoming a steady, torrential downpour. The rain sent the spectators hurrying to their horses, and ran down Adam Carter’s face in streams, so that no-one would have known if tears of frustration had come into his eyes at the scorn with which the Lord had rewarded their song.


  The rain continued, and its first heavy downpour settled into a steady, dispiriting drizzle that soaked them all from head to foot, trickling down collars and into boots, turning the ground beneath their feet to mud as they splashed miserably back across the Avon bridge to Keynsham. There was talk of a night attack, and some clung to the idea desperately as they tried to build fires with wet wood to cook and dry themselves in the evening, but most were too weary to care.


  “While there’s food there’s hope,” said Philip Cox, stirring a pot of rabbit stew they had rigged on a tripod over a smoky fire. He poked the meat to see if it was tender enough, sending a tantalising fragrance around the waiting group.


  “Food’s all I do hope for right now,” muttered John Spragg. “Bain’t it done yet, Philip?”


  “Another ten minutes yet, I reckons. Quick cooking makes hard eating, as my old mother said often enough.”


  “Aye, but when you’m starved as I be it don’t make no difference. You’d think if ‘e was going to let us stand in that field all bloody day ‘e’d’ve brought us some vittles, wouldn’t ‘ee? ‘Tis only common sense, after all.”


  “Perhaps he didn’t know we’d be standing there all day,” said Adam, still grimly, stubbornly optimistic.


  “Perhaps ‘e don’t know nothing. Perhaps ‘e don’t know how to lead us.”


  Tom Goodchild’s bitter words shook Adam like a physical blow. It was the thought that was at the back of all their minds, the thought that no-one dared admit, for fear that it would become its own truth, and destroy them. Adam stared at his prospective son-in-law’s gaunt, bony frame, seeing the childish panic in the usually strong face, the grey eyes deep and shadowed in the firelight, the lips loose, almost trembling. He felt a sudden, unreasoning fury at the overgrown boy in the man’s body; what he said was true, but it must not be said, or it would destroy them.


  “He knows more’n you, Tom. He’s brought us this far and he’ll take us further. We’ll take the city, you’ll see.”


  “The Lord sent us a sign last night and we did not follow it,” said Israel Fuller. “He is a just God, but a terrible one; He has no mercy on them that heed not His words.”


  But it was not Israel’s words that chilled Adam with the horror of damnation - it was as though his own fight with himself were now being conducted with them all; with those who he had previously feared because of their unquestioning bravery. Such words were too true to speak now. Courage was not a matter of truth. Courage came from daring to believe the impossible.


  “Harsh words, Israel,” he said. “More suited to be used of the heathen than of us. Didn’t you say we have friends in the city? Perhaps the Duke was sending for them to open the gates to us, to avoid needless bloodletting.”


  “In that case ...”


  John Spragg’s words were cut off by the crack of a pistol. There was a shout from the village behind them, followed by more shots, the rattle of horses’ hooves on cobbles, and a confused melee of urgent yells and orders.


  “Get your muskets, lads, quick! And pikes! Fall in, hurry! Come on - Philip, leave that stew!” The bullroar of Sergeant Evans’ voice had them running everywhere, like bees in an upturned hive. Adam grabbed his musket, and fell into line beside John Spragg. He was hurriedly fumbling with the pan to see if the powder was dry when he heard a roar of fury, and saw Tom Goodchild rolling on the grass with the spilled, scalding stew all over his leg. Philip Cox ran and kicked him out of the way, cursing and desperately trying to pick up the cauldron before all the stew was spilt. Sergeant Evans grabbed Philip by the shoulder, yelling at him to leave it and get his musket, and then Adam heard a bang and hum like a hornet go past his ear, and stumbled backwards over a stone as a horse’s shoulder hit him in the chest.


  That stone saved his life. A cavalry sabre swished through the air where his head should have been; and as he recovered himself, scrambling on all fours in the wet grass, there were horsemen everywhere, trampling and shouting and pushing through their half-formed ranks. Then he was on his feet and they were gone.


  He stared helplessly round at the others, his hands muddy and empty, his musket lost. Then he looked at the ground and screamed, a horrible, shuddering scream that went on and on and on until his body was empty of breath. Philip Cox’s severed head stared up at him from the grass by the fire, its eyes glinting insanely in the firelight. The headless body was slumped three feet away, blood pumping out of his neck in long spurts that hissed as they hit the fire.


  Adam stared at the head, his own eyes huge with unbelieving horror. “Philip!” he yelled, hoping his friend would answer, but the face stayed set in its fixed, crazy grin, and small flames from the edge of the fire began to flicker along its hair.


  He turned away and was sick, long and desperately, tears mixing with his vomit on the grass. Then as he turned, pale and shaking, to look again, Sergeant Evans grabbed him and thrust something cold and hard into his hands. Adam looked, saw it was a musket, and pushed it away.


  “No ... “ He felt a heavy smack on one side of his jaw, and then the other. He glared at the sergeant, enraged.


  “Get in line, soldier, and hold that musket! You’ll be dead, too, else!”


  Adam found himself back in his line, with the rest pushed there by the sergeant, facing the road into the village where the horsemen had gone. Behind him, Roger Satchell was forming a second line facing the other way to defend their backs. When that was done the sergeant lined the hedges too, so that they formed a defensive square.


  But they were too late. The royalist cavalry had been and gone. They heard shouts and shots from other parts of the village, but no-one came their way.


  After about an hour, Colonel Wade came to Roger Satchell with the news that the army had been attacked by troops of horse from two directions at once. The royalists had been beaten off with some losses, the Colonel said, and three prisoners had been taken. From the prisoners they had learnt that Lord Feversham, the royalist commander, had brought the entire royal army up to face them, and that they were therefore to retreat immediately to Bath, rather than risk a battle.


  It began to rain heavily about eleven o’clock, so that the soil they buried Philip Cox in turned to mud as they threw it over him. They began the retreat about midnight, without having had any of the rabbit stew he had tried to save.
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  “SO YOU had no idea that Parker’s troop was there, as well as yours?” Robert Pole handed the messenger a glass of wine, eager for his news. Ann felt suddenly cold, as though the man had left the door open to a winter wind, instead of the warm, damp breeze of June, rich with the scent of flowers and the tumult of birdsong.


  “Parker? My dear sir, we had no idea that Monmouth was there, let alone Parker! We simply stumbled on them by accident.”


  “But hadn’t they put out a guard? You could have been caught in an ambush!”


  “So we should have been, if the rebels had any horsemen worth the name. But they’ve only ladies’ riding-horses, and hacks, and coach-horses, that never heard a shot fired in anger before. We cut our way through them soon enough, and then beat up the camp - the foot were still cooking their supper! I beheaded one myself, by his stewpot!” The big, smooth-faced young cornet laughed at the memory.


  “But you say Parker was in trouble?” Robert lounged by the mantlepiece, frowning and watching the messenger carefully.


  “Yes, at first - and when we found out what was up, we went to rescue him. Feversham had sent him out to fright the rebels, and they’d sent nearly all their horse against him - three times his number, so he was in trouble, till we came at them from behind. But then they ran soon enough. The whole army was gone by morning.”


  “The whole army? But man, from what you say, your forces combined could not have been above four hundred! And Feversham had only a few hundred more, to defend the whole of Bristol!”


  “God’s truth. But they were there in the night, and gone in the morning. We found a whole room in an inn laid for supper, with plates and napkins all ready, and fifteen pairs of boots by the door. I took a pair myself - fine Spanish leather too!”


  “I don’t believe it! So what did you do - sit down and eat the meal for them?”


  “No, Rob, ‘twas a little burnt by then, what with the cooking all night. ‘Tis something I mean to take up with our friend James Scott, if I meet him again - ‘tis churlish in a man who wants to be King to burn his friend’s supper, and flit before he comes.”


  Ann sat silent through their laughter, a laughter quite different from her own and Robert’s the night before. Oddly, she did not think so much about how bad the news was - she thought, with the surface of her mind, how she disliked this stranger, this young Cornet Smythe, with his big, blond good looks, and the affected way he had of stroking the moustache on his upper lip as he spoke, as if he were afraid people would not notice the fair hairs against his blond skin. He stroked it again as he caught sight of her, and whistled softly, raising his eyebrows in appreciation.


  “God’s fish, Rob, they said you’d a lady with you, but I never thought ‘twould be such a piece as this! You must introduce me at once!”


  Robert did so, and explained her presence as best he could. Ann stared stonily at his elaborate bow.


  “But if your father has the bad fortune to be with our mountebank friend, James Scott, Duke of Monmouth, I can only sympathise, Miss Carter. For I’m afraid I have worse news for you still.”


  “What’s that?” Her anxiety to know overcame her reluctance to speak. Was it her father?


  “‘Tis that the rebels have failed also in their noble attempt to take Bath.”


  “What? They fled from a few hundred at Bristol, and tried to take Bath the next day?” Robert’s surprise made him abandon his lounging position by the mantlepiece.


  “God’s truth. They launched a frontal assault on it with their crack troops, drawing immediate fire from Lord Fitzharding’s militia within.”


  “Well, good for them. ‘Tis no mean feat to attack a city after a night’s march in the rain, even against the militia.”


  “Ah, no, Rob, wait.” Cornet Smythe stroked his moustache solicitously, savouring the moment. “You see, his crack troops, in this instance, considering the importance of the noble city of Bath, comprised of a single herald, who rode boldly up to the walls and immediately let fly a salvo of fine words to the effect that if they did not open their gates at once he would burn the city single-handed over their heads. Whereupon the gallant militia, showing their full knowledge of the rules of war to a nicety, shot him dead; and James Monmouth. honour being satisfied, marched his army away again.”


  “Never! It can’t be true!” Robert stared at him open-mouthed, then burst into amazed laughter. The messenger beamed, enjoying the reaction hugely. “But wherever does the man think he is going?”


  “On a winding road to the chopping block, by the looks of it. But here’s a point, Rob. Orders from Lord Churchill. You are to proceed to meet him in Bath tonight with the supply carts, so that we may join up with the main army in time to give him the final blow. After, of course, congratulating Lord Fitzharding’s noble militia on their stirring victory over an unarmed herald.”


  “Thank God for that. I’d better start as soon as possible, then, before someone else comes with a message for me to trot up to London and fetch him a consignment of oranges.”


  Robert spoke a little bitterly, conscious that he was missing most of the excitement. When they had left Chard, John Churchill had ridden north as fast as he could with most of the dragoons and horse, closely followed by Colonel Kirke and his Tangier infantrymen, to join up with Lord Feversham near Bath. Robert, meanwhile, had been left behind with a small detachment of troopers to guard the slower-moving forage-carts, and find as much food as he could on the way. It was a necessary task, but hardly one that he enjoyed, although he suspected he had been given it so that he could enjoy some time with Ann, who also had to travel with the carts.


  Half her life seemed to be spent on carts. Next morning Cornet Smythe left, clattering urgently back to the war, and Ann climbed miserably onto the forage-cart. She sat there dully as they lurched up and down the steep, muddy roads towards Bath, indifferent to the profusion of summer life all around her. The rain had passed on, and the long grass of the hedgerows steamed in the sun, while the flowers vied with each other to offer the brightest colours to the busy insects. Robert had picked her a nosegay of the best of them - red campion, forget-me-nots, ragged robin, moon daisies - but they lay unheeded beside her, wilting in the heat.


  She felt herself as useless and unnecessary as the flowers; something picked up in delight for a moment, and then dragged around endlessly until her attraction was entirely gone. She pushed her hair irritably away from her face. The other night at the inn she had felt her passion for Robert return, sweeping aside her loyalty to her family and sense of duty. For an evening the idea of a future with Robert had seemed once again a thrilling dream that could really come true; now it seemed just a dream, and nothing more - a confusion of thoughts in the night. She felt no emotion but weariness and sick worry for her father, somewhere wandering these lanes behind a fearful, irresolute leader.


  They stopped at midday to eat bread and cheese at a place where the road forded a little stream. and kingcups and water-lilies floated in the eddies. A heron flew morosely away as they arrived, and a kingfisher zipped downstream in a flash of dazzling blue. She got out of the cart gratefully, and Robert came back to talk to her. She noticed how his freckles seemed to grow darker in the heat of the sun, and had a sudden longing to put out her hand and touch them playfully. But there were too many eyes watching.


  “How is my lady in her fine chariot? I am sorry I have to force you to travel so roughly.”


  “There is no need to force me to travel at all.”


  “I have to obey my orders. And orders are not always unpleasant.” An ironic smile crossed his solemn face.


  “Orders! But, Rob, it is nonsense. I can tell you nothing more about Monmouth’s army than you know already. And if you were to let me go I could tell them even less about you.”


  He did not answer at once, but watched a group of swifts swooping low over the river, changing course erratically as one insect after another caught their eyes.


  “Agreed. But my orders were also to take as good care of you as possible, and see that you fell into no more danger from troops of either side. Which I have done.”


  “Unless you think of the danger of having my bones shaken out of my body, from forever being jolted to pieces in carts.” She put her hands on her back and arched it cautiously, hoping it would still bend as it should. Several eyes watched her, and she turned away from them, glaring scornfully downstream. “And having my body shot through with hungry glances from your troopers.”


  “Eyes cannot hurt, Ann. But you are right, this is no place for a woman. Look, I have friends in Bath. We will be there in a couple of hours and I will find a safe place to for you to stay until this is all over. It will be better than following an army.”


  “Do you think it will be over soon, Rob? Do you really think it will be that easy?” She kept her eyes on the stream, her voice level, trying to hide the sick fear in her heart. So soon things seemed to have changed, after the euphoria of Taunton. Or was it all nothing but royalist lies?


  His laugh was almost embarrassed. “From what Nick Smythe said, it hardly seems that the rebels are making the best of their chances. does it? I almost feel sorry for your father, Ann, even if he did shoot Will Danvers - but perhaps he will have the sense to leave before the end, when he sees the way things are going.”


  “My father won’t run away.” Ann remembered the night her father had decided to go to Lyme, and the nights before that, when he had spoken of it. She remembered how solemn the decision had been, how sure he had been that it was right. She remembered Israel Fuller’s words. “Those who die in the service of the Lord shall be saved, but those who abandon His cause shall be lost forever.” She shivered as she thought where that placed her.


  “Then your father is a brave fool, like the Duke of Monmouth himself - though Monmouth is more fool than brave, if he gave up Bristol to a handful of troopers as Smythe says.” Robert shrugged, an embarrassed pity in his eyes.


  Late in the afternoon they reached Bath, and joined the rest of the royal army. The city was buzzing with life, as Ann remembered Taunton had been. But here there were no green branches or Protestant texts in the windows, only the banners of the regular army and militia regiments. Men and women were hurrying everywhere to buy and sell, organise, watch and cheer.


  Ann was impressed by the smart uniform coats and orderly drill of the soldiers, but there was none of the eager light or purpose in their faces that she remembered from the soldiers at Taunton. These were merely men doing what they always did, with the casual skill of long practice. Their chief interest in the town seemed to be in spying out the ale-houses, or the girls who passed them in giggling bunches, pretending to ignore the stares they provoked.


  Robert left her sitting in a cart outside an inn where he had heard Lord Churchill was, and went inside. It seemed strange to be among such a crowd of townsfolk, who were not connected with the army. For a moment she wondered if she could escape, but she saw how most of the people were looking at her, and heard some of the remarks they muttered to their neighbours as they went past.


  “Soldier’s fancy piece, must be.”


  “Poor girl - do you see her dress?”


  “Don’t look so happy, do she?”


  “‘Ere, girl! ‘Tis me you been lookin’ for!”


  “See what happens if you run after soldiers.”


  So she sat quietly, hanging her head and feeling how hopeless it would be to ask for help from strangers here, if that was what they thought of her. She must get back to her father. She could not bear the shame of it; the double shame of everyone thinking she was Robert’s whore, and her own shame of knowing she dare not play that part; that she wanted to do what was wrong and dare not, so that she did not even satisfy him.


  She got out of the cart quietly, ignoring the sergeant’s reproachful eyes, and waited, alone amongst the soldiers, until at last Robert came out. He was relaxed and smiling.


  “So, are you ready? I find I have a cousin in Bath, whom you can stay with. I never thought she would be back from London so early, but she is - and her husband has offered to entertain half the officers tonight. We could scarce have come at a better time.”


  It was as though the incident of last night had not happened. They hurried through the bustling streets, Robert pointing out the uniforms of the different regiments they saw, and telling her of their recent exploits. Several times he saluted an officer he knew, and each time Ann felt the man’s eyes linger speculatively on her as they passed.


  They stopped outside a tall, terraced house in a smart area near the centre. Robert knocked gaily on the door, which after a delay was opened by a liveried footman in buckled shoes and a white powdered wig. He had a long, melancholy face whose mouth opened into a weak smile as he saw who it was.


  “Master Robert, sir!”


  “Simeon! How good to see you! I am come with the army, all unannounced and unexpected. Is my cousin at home, or mine host her husband?”


  “Your cousin Marianne is here, Master Robert, but Mr Ashley is in town. However he is expected home shortly.”


  “All the better - it’s the lady I need now. Simeon, this is Mistress Ann Carter, a friend of mine whom I have rescued from the rebels. She is in dire need of hospitality.”


  “I see.” The man’s cadaverous eyebrows rose in a faint expression of surprise as he looked at Ann. “Then I will announce you to Mrs Ashley at once. Perhaps you could wait in here, sir.”


  He showed them into a spacious room with pannelled walls, a window overlooking the street, a large fireplace and two carved wooden chairs, as well as several stools and benches around a table.


  Ann turned on Robert as soon as the footman had gone out. “Robert! What ever made you tell him that? You have not rescued me from anyone!”


  “Have I not? I thought I found you wandering naked in a wood?”


  She blushed, unnerved by his air of ironic self-assurance. “You know why that was.”


  “I know, but I think you will get a much better welcome in this house if we change the story a little. They are my family, after all, and so, I suppose, loyal supporters of the King.”


  “But ... “


  “Robert! What a charming surprise!” The woman who burst into the room and greeted Robert with a rapturous kiss on both cheeks was slightly shorter than Ann, dark and vivacious with curly black hair pulled in ringlets over her head. Her face was soft like a child’s, lightly powdered with a patch on her left cheek, and her rich royal blue satin dress, cut low over a swelling bosom decorated by a string of pearls, proclaimed, if the house and footman had not already made it obvious, how far above Ann she was in worldly possessions.


  “Marianne, this is Mistress Ann Carter from Colyton, whom I have had the good fortune to rescue from the rebels.”


  Ann curtsied, terrified; yet she could not help noticing the similarities in the two faces that watched her as she did so. Marianne’s face had no freckles, and was more lively; but there was the same slightly earnest frown, that in Marianne’s face instantly dissolved into a smile of welcome.


  “Then I don’t know whom to congratulate first - you on choosing such a charming damsel in distress, or Miss Carter in having found such a dashing knight-errant! But you look tired, my dear, and hungry. Have you travelled far? He hasn’t forced you to ride all day, has he?”


  “Yes, my lady. Well, nearly, that is ... “ Ann’s answer was really to the first question, but Marianne’s words bubbled out so fast she could not stop them.


  “How exactly like Robert! He always had to go over just one more hill when I had already told him a dozen times I was wore out. And I suppose it’s even worse when he is in the army - he treats you as one of his troopers, no doubt! Sit down, my dear, sit down, while I ring for some refreshment.”


  Ann sat down nervously on the window-seat, fearing to sully the beautiful tapestry cover with her borrowed blue dress, which was stained with the mud of the past few days. She jumped in surprise as Robert’s cousin pulled a long, green, tasselled rope that hung from the wall beside one of the chairs. She heard nothing, but a moment later the footman reappeared.


  “Cups of chocolate for myself and these poor travelers, Simeon! And some of those honey cakes of Mrs Taylor’s. That’s the one thing we missed in London, Robert - Mrs Taylor’s cooking. You can say what you like about your Whitehall chocolate shops and caffys, none of them could hold a candle to our Mrs Taylor!”


  “I am glad to hear it. Marianne. But I’m afraid I shan’t be able to stay and taste them if I am to come to see you this evening. For I have to see my men are safely billeted and the supplies disposed of as they should be ... “


  “But you have only just come! You can’t be in and out like this!”


  “My dear Marianne, we are at war, you know.” He put his hands on her shoulders and looked down at her like an affectionate elder brother, though really she was older than him. “I will come again to your party this evening, but really I have only come now to introduce poor Ann, and beg you to find her a room for the night and perhaps lend her some clothes, so that I may make all Lord Feversham’s officers jealous of me.”


  “Clothes? Well, I don’t know, she is a little larger than me ... but I am sure I can find something.”


  Ann felt the little woman’s eyes on her rather harder now, appraising more than just her size, and the mudstained, threadbare blue dress she had got from the innkeeper’s wife. She remembered the eyes of the passers-by in the street.


  “So you are acting more than the gallant rescuer, Rob, are you? Well... “


  “No, Marianne.” Robert hesitated, a little embarrassed. “Ann and I are old acquaintances, true, but she needs a room for the night out of pure charity. She has already seen more than enough of our soldiers. And you can hardly have her under your roof and refuse her your table, now, can you, Marianne? So where is the harm in making a little stir while we are about it?”


  “None in the world.” Marianne’s eyes sparkled with sceptical amusement at Robert’s embarrassment. But the face she turned to Ann was quite friendly, as though they were all part of a delightful conspiracy. “A room you shall have, my dear, and better clothes as well. Now begone, Robert, back to your soldier’s games. Ann and I will have a little talk over our chocolate, and then see what we can do. When you come back you will scarce recognise her.”


  “I ... I only need simple clothes, Mrs Ashley. A clean dress, perhaps, that is all.” Ann had almost felt afraid to speak, when her fate was being decided so capably without her; but now Robert had gone, she felt she had to say something. And she had the uneasy feeling that things might go further than she intended.


  “Don’t worry, my dear, I know just the thing.” Marianne stopped talking and sat down on the window seat beside her. Ann felt herself blushing under the friendly, conspiratorial gaze, and looked down awkwardly, not knowing what to say.


  “So my cousin Robert has found a wild country rose, has he? It seems not all the excitement is in London, after all. Tell me about your dramatic rescue, my dear.”


  Ann’s blush deepened. How absurd she had been, to think Robert might want to marry her The whole situation was hopelessly false. She had only the haziest idea of how to behave in a house like this; and surely that must be apparent to everyone. If she was welcome here, in this lady’s house, it was clearly not as a prospective bride. She was just a plaything in Marianne and Robert’s game. Surely she should break out of it, smash their silly games with the truth. But then, if she told the whole truth she would only embarrass him, and perhaps end up outside, alone on the street or with the soldiers again.


  She was saved by Simeon bringing in a tray with the cups of chocolate and a plate of the honey cakes which he set on a little table near them. When he left she had recovered herself and decided. What did the truth matter to Marianne? She was not interested in Ann for herself, but only in the game, as Robert was. Perhaps they were not the only ones who could play games.


  “I was caught by soldiers, Mrs Ashley. I was out with three friends in a wood, when they came and … and caught us. It was horrible!” She covered her confusion in tears, not all of which were feigned. Marianne Ashley cooed in sympathy, and offered her a scented handkerchief.


  “I’m sorry, Mrs Ashley, I shouldn’t weep. But I’d rather not talk about that, if you don’t mind. Anyway, afterwards I was alone in the wood, and Robert came along with his troopers and found me.”


  “But why did he bring you with him to Bath? Surely your family must be anxious to know where you are?”


  “I ... yes, I am sure they are, Mrs Ashley. But … Lord Churchill could not spare any men to take me home, and Robert would not let me travel the roads alone, in case I should be attacked again.” It was the second lie: she was committed to this story now. But the tale seemed to appeal to Marianne. She smiled ironically, clearly finding it more exciting and amusing than sad. Ann noticed the artificial patch on her left cheek, and wondered how it stayed on.


  “How very thoughtful! So he found a poor country maid and took her under his wing! My young cousin seems to be profiting by this rebellion. Tell me. Miss Carter, what do you think of him?”


  “He is very kind, Mrs Ashley.”


  “Indeed. But I mean, as a man, girl. Do you find my cousin handsome, for example? It is always hard for me to tell, being his cousin.”


  Ann felt herself blushing again, and looked down at her hands awkwardly, exaggerating her innocence as she had once done with her father. “I ... don’t know.”


  But Marianne was not so easily put off. “Don’t you find his freckles rather spoil his face? And he always looks so solemn, I think. I prefer a man to more open in the face, more merry. Like Lord Churchill, for example. You wouldn’t say Robert is as handsome as him?”


  “No, I suppose not. I’m not sure. I had not thought of it.” In truth she hadn’t. She felt a fierce protective jealousy as Marianne spoke. She had never thought to compare Robert to other men like this, as though he were a portrait in a picture gallery. She loved his face because it was how he was, it was part of him. To think of him in this way seemed to make him into a thing, a picture on a wall rather than a person. “I had never thought of him like that.”


  Marianne’s laughter bubbled over. “Oh, but you must! How serious you are - you are just like him! This is how men think of us, you know - surely we should be allowed to think of them in the same way?”


  “Perhaps. But ‘tis vanity to think just of that. The face is the window of the soul.”


  Marianne raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Oh ho! So you are a Puritan too! You are not one these canting fanatics who meet in conventicles and the like, are you? But surely not, or you would have been safe with Monmouth’s troops.”


  “My family go to church every Sunday, Mrs Ashley.” Ann kept her voice level, realising the mistake she had made. It was strange how half the truth could be a lie. The seriousness of her gaze seemed to convince her hostess.


  “And so you should. But you are not one who sees a little powder and paint as the invention of the devil, are you, instead of as an adornment to this window you speak of?”


  Ann smiled at the obviousness of the question. “No, I have never thought that. Though I have not had much opportunity to try them.”


  “Then perhaps it is time you did. Finish your chocolate, girl, and then we will see what we can find to help you to make my cousin the envy of his colleagues tonight. It is the least you can do to repay him for his rescue.”
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  IT WAS nearly two hours later that Ann descended the stairs again to meet Robert and the other officers. She was at once terrified and absurdly, ridiculously proud. The butterflies in her stomach were held in tightly by a corset that gripped her waist and forced her breasts up and together over the low decolletage that left half her shoulders bare. Her mother, she knew, would have fainted to see her like this. But Ann was in a dream - the dream she had had when she imagined leaving home and going with Robert to London. She knew it was only a dream, but for the moment there was no escaping it, so she might as well do it with show.


  As Marianne said, somehow the light dusting of scented powder over her breasts and neck made them feel a little more clothed, as something she was wearing rather than a naked part of her. The powder on her face, and the little beauty patch on her cheek, made her feel as though the face were not her own, but a beautiful mask behind which she could hide. She knew now that what her mother had said was true; if the face was the window of the soul, then powder was a disguise, a curtain, rather than an ornament. The irony was that the sense of disguise helped the very Puritan part of her soul which disapproved of all this. She, the real Ann, could hide behind the performance and powder and scent, and meet the officers who were the enemies of God and her family, without herself being seen.


  But for the moment this part of her was in abeyance; she was in too much of a trance of joy and nervousness. The long russet dress matched her auburn hair, which hung in carefully combed curls around her face; her hands, coming delicately out of the broad, white-slashed sleeves, held out the wide skirts of her dress, which the bustle spread out voluminously from around her narrow, pointed waist. The dress and underclothes had been relatively easy to adjust; the main problem had been to find her shoes, but in the end Marianne had managed to borrow a pair from a neighbour. They were a little too tight, but then no-one could see them under the dress, and Ann thought she might be able to kick them half-off if she were sitting down.


  Marianne had come upstairs to fetch her, and they descended the stairs together. There was already a murmur of conversation from the main room, and at the foot of the stairs three men turned to look at them. One was Lord Churchill; another, a short, cheery man in a green coat and yellow waistcoat, was Marianne’s husband; the third was a tall, well-built man of about fifty, in a rich blue coat and fawn waistcoat. Ann looked at him curiously, and instantly felt respect for the strong, commanding, rather harrassed-looking face framed by the immaculately curled full- bottomed wig.


  Marianne’s husband was the first to see them.


  “So-ho! This is the surprise you have been keeping from us for so long, my dear!” His eager, jovial eyes appraised Ann with frank delight. “Am I to be presented to my own guest?”


  “Of course. Gentlemen, this is Mistress Ann Carter, a refugee from the Duke of Monmouth’s army, whom my cousin has bravely rescued for us.”


  All three men bowed, and Ann curtsied in return, glad of the powder to hide her blushes. She glanced anxiously at John Churchill, afraid that he would tear aside her pretence and tell her true story; but he merely smiled ironically back at her, and she sighed with relief. Perhaps Robert had told him she was to be here tonight. If there were a conspiracy to make her part of these people, at least it was thorough.


  Marianne was presenting the men to her.


  “This old rake is my husband, as you may have guessed; Lord Churchill you know; and this distinguished gentleman here is Monsieur Louis Duras, the Earl of Feversham, the saviour of Bath, and commander-in-chief of his Majesty’s army. It is a great honour to have you in our house, my lord.”


  Lord Feversham bowed. “It is a great pleasure to come, madame. We need such a relaxation after a ‘ard day in ze field.”


  Ann was surprised at the heavy, charming French accent; she had never heard one before, and found it hard at first to understand what he said. But as she watched him throughout the evening she saw how perfectly it fitted him, like the fine manners and clothes that made him somehow more of an aristocrat than any of the Englishmen around him.


  “And you ‘ave ‘ad a dangerous escape from our enemies, I hear, mademoiselle. I trust you ‘ave not been ‘armed?” His eyes crinkled as he smiled, with almost fatherly concern. She wondered what he would have said if he had known the truth.


  “No, thank you my lord. Robert - Captain Pole - rescued me in time.”


  “I am glad to ‘ave such gallant gentlemen in my army. I trust we will be able to take our revenge upon your enemies before too long.”


  “Yes, my lord. You are very kind.” She could not bring herself, even now, to speak words that wished destruction upon her father’s army, even in a lie; she had an awful fear that if she did so, especially in front of this man, the commander of the King’s armies, it might come true just because she had said it. But Lord Feversham was satisfied; his words were mere politeness.


  “How soon do you think it will be, my lord? Surely it cannot be long, now that you have them in retreat?” Marianne’s husband asked, his short, round figure oddly self-important beside his aristocratic guest.


  “A few days only, I hope, now zat we ‘ave our full forces gathered. But we ‘ave yet to bring zem to bay. If zey dare to stand to face us, at all, of course.”


  “As they failed to do at Bristol, I hear. ‘Twas a gallant action indeed, my lord, to save the city with so few against so many.”


  “Merci, monsieur, you are most kind.” Lord Feversham bowed with a rather stiff good-humour. “But of course, it is normal for a small force of regulars to defeat large numbers of rebels, as my Lord Monmouth could tell us from his own experience in Scotland. And our Lord is usually smiling on men who show resolution, rather than those who ‘esitate.”


  Ann shivered at his words, so that Marianne glanced at her anxiously for a moment. Then Marianne’s face relaxed into a knowing smile as Robert came into the hall. His eyes widened as he saw Ann, and he hurried to be near her.


  “La fortune de la guerre, hein?” smiled Feversham. “So you are zis young man who uses war to capture young ladies, are you? I ‘ope it does not lead him to neglect his other duties, my Lord Churchill?”


  John Churchill smiled. “Not so far, my lord. I shall be ready to claim the young lady in payment myself when it does.”


  “I congratulate you on your luck, monsieur. Such beauty does not fall into the hands of tout le monde.”


  Ann blushed again, not knowing what to say, and Robert bowed.


  “Thank you, my lord. And may I say that having been favoured with such luck, I shall do my utmost to see that she does not fall into the hands of any other man.”


  There was general laughter at this, but Ann hardly heard it. After the conflicts of last night the words were the greatest compliment she would have wished for. As she caught his eye and looked her thanks, there was such pain and hope under the surface of the smile he gave her that she looked away again, unable to bear it. For some reason, despite all the power and opportunities he had, he loved her - gauche, ignorant and rebellious as she was. If only she could enter wholly into his world, and be what he wanted, then she would not feel so guilty at his kindness.


  They went into the dining room, and sat down around the table. There were about fifteen of them all told, but only five women, so that Ann had men all around her: Robert on her right, Lord Churchill on her left, and opposite, two officers from the foot regiments. Churchill turned to her while Robert was engaged in conversation with the people to his right.


  “I am glad to see you looking so much better than when we last met. I had no idea we had captured such a lady of fashion.”


  “I doubt if anyone would look so fine if they’d been treated as I was, my lord. I suppose we all look much the same when we come into this world, and leave it.”


  “With a few differences, yes.” He glanced down appreciatively at her bosom, then looked up with an amused twinkle in his eyes. “But I am all in favour of people improving themselves in the time in between, as you seem to be doing.”


  “I am glad you find me improved. After all, ‘twas you who ordered Robert to look after me.”


  “I did indeed. I only hope things go as well for the rest of your family.”


  Again she felt a cold shiver down her spine. But her courage was growing; perhaps she really could play this part that Robert had given her, at least in public. Her eyes did not waver from his.


  “Thank you, my lord Churchill. I am sure they are in God’s hands.”


  Which is more than I am, she thought; I am in my own hands now, and those of these men. But then God favours those who do not hesitate, as Lord Feversham said. She sipped the wine in front of her, and felt its glorious courage flood through her veins.


  “Tell, me, Lord Churchill, there is something Lord Feversham said just now that I did not understand. I wonder if you could explain it to me.”


  “It depends what it is. His Lordship moves in higher circles than I. Not all his reasoning is clear to me either.” The frosty clarity in his words reminded Ann of something Robert had said about Churchill hoping to be commander of the King’s forces himself.


  “It was only that he said that the Duke of Monmouth should know about regular troops being able to beat rebels, because of something that happened in Scotland. What did he mean by that?”


  Churchill laughed. “‘Tis a good question indeed, young lady, and raises some more interesting ones. Have you heard of the battle of Bothwell Bridge?”


  “No. Where is that?”


  “In Scotland. I suppose you are too young, and your friend Robert too. But ‘tis famous enough in the army. I think Colonel Weston was there, were you not, sir?”


  “Where’s that, John?” One of the officers opposite, a florid, red-faced man of about forty-five, leant forward, wiping his mouth with a napkin.


  “With Monmouth at Bothwell Bridge. Miss Carter wants to know about it.”


  “Does she, by God! Damn fine battle, miss, best I was ever in! Brilliant campaign, superb - set out from London and caught the damn covenanting Highlanders while they were still doing their kilts up!” The man laughed, and winked at Ann as he bit enthusiastically into a drumstick.


  “Yes, but why were you fighting them?” Ann smiled to herself at the pop-eyed eagerness with which his eyes kept returning to her breasts. The other officer was staring at her too, eager to break into the conversation. A dress like this was certainly a wonderful way of getting attention.


  “Why? Damn load of rebels, that’s why! Covenanters, Presbyterians, like this lot here, rising against the King. But we gave ‘em what for! No match for regular troops, see. Half of ‘em never seen a musket before!”


  “And the Duke of Monmouth was with the King’s soldiers?”


  “With ‘em? He was leading ‘em, girl. Best campaign we ever fought, I say, though Maastricht wasn’t so bad. But he was too soft with ‘em afterwards, too soft by half. Hardly hung more than three or four at most - sent the rest home, telling ‘em to be good boys and not do it again. He was too soft-hearted.”


  “But they didn’t rebel again, did they? He was right about that,” said Churchill quietly, helping himself to some more venison.


  “No, John, they were too well beaten. But you’ve got to make an example of rebels. Now regular war’s a different thing. I remember at Maastricht ... “


  “But if the Duke of Monmouth defeated the rebels then, surely he may defeat you now?”


  The simple innocent question fell gently into a lull in the general conversation, so that more eyes turned to Ann in surprise. Colonel Weston’s jaw fell open, the words robbed from his mouth; then he recovered himself with a hearty laugh. Robert looked at Ann uneasily.


  “Ah, well now, there’s a question. But ‘tis rather a different situation, don’t you see. Quite different altogether, wouldn’t you say, John?”


  “As far as he is concerned, it is.” Churchill seemed amused by the stir Ann had caused, and glanced quizzically at Lord Feversham to see how he would take it. The Frenchman’s calm face gave little away.


  “But how is it different?” Ann persisted. “Surely if the Duke of Monmouth could win a battle then he could win one now. You said he was a brilliant soldier.”


  Churchill intervened. “He was brilliant then, Miss Carter, because he had men like Colonel Weston and his troops to lead. Well-disciplined troops, regulars, used to obeying orders in battle. And he was fighting men who two weeks before had been shearing sheep on the farm. But now the situation is reversed. It is he who is leading untrained rebels, we who are the regulars. And of course we have our own fine commander, who has shown us at Bristol the difference that that can make.”


  There was the slightest hint of irony in Churchill’s voice as he spoke of Lord Feversham, which made Ann wonder for a second about his sincerity.


  “But has Monmouth no regular officers as well?”


  “A few who he picked up in Holland, perhaps, or persuaded to come with promises of high office - such as my estates, now that I have disobeyed his royal command.”


  “Disobeyed his command? What do you mean?”


  An ironic smile dimpled Churchill’s youthful face as he glanced around him, to be sure of his audience. Clearly the joke was too good to be shared with Ann alone.


  “Oh, have you not heard? While I was at Chard I received a letter, most impressively sealed with some new concoction I had not seen before, from my old friend James Scott, Duke of Monmouth. Most courteous it was too, and better writ than many of his. It advised me, so far as I remember, that he had heard I was so far mistaken as to be in command of some troops raised in opposition to his royal authority, but advised me - wait, gentlemen, this is the best - that he had been persuaded by some counsellors friendly to himself that this was only some inadvertent mistake of mine, due to my not having heard of his being proclaimed King; and that he would overlook this venial fault if I would but repair to his royal camp forthwith.”


  His words were greeted with an uproar of laughter and astonished exclamation, in which Ann’s small voice was quite lost. Then Lord Feversham’s voice carried through the rest.


  “And what answer did you return to zis most gracious message?”


  “Why, my lord, the only answer I could give. I bad my trumpeter sound me boots and saddles at once, and set out immediately for his camp. But I found, as you did at Bristol, that our new monarch has a somewhat curious idea of hospitality. By the time I arrived, the birds had flown, so I sulked and came to you instead.”


  Amid further laughter, Colonel Weston called out: “I hear the Duke of Albemarle had such a letter too! But I wish I had! It seems our friend James has forgot his lesser friends, or indeed half of us round this table should have had one!”


  “Aye, and he could at least have remembered me, after the scrape we got him out of at Maastricht!” said the tall, cadaverous officer next to Colonel Weston.


  “And we at Mons!”


  Ann watched and listened as four or five of the officers round the table vied with each other for stories of how they had been close to the Duke of Monmouth, and should have had a royal letter from him. She was surprised that there seemed to be no embarrassment, no sense of divided loyalty or fear that one of them might obey such a command if it came. Churchill’s letter was just a joke, about a man whom they had once known and respected, but who had now stepped outside the pale, cut himself off from the rigid rules of their club.


  She remembered her own father’s serious, agonised soul-searching about whether to join the rebellion; and Monmouth himself, spreading his arms in boyish delight and gratitude for the love of his followers at Taunton. It all seemed a world away from the hearty, unquestioning loyalty that surrounded her here. Surely one of these men must feel something for their old leader, some doubt about their own cause? She saw Lord Feversham watching the others too, perhaps wondering the same thing. But she saw no doubt on their faces - only bullish confidence and laughter.


  “You’ve met the Duke of Monmouth, haven’t you, Robert?” she asked, as the conversation began again around them.


  “Not to speak to. I was at a party with him once, in London.”


  “What’s he like?”


  The lift of the eyebrows told her the stupidness of her question. After all, she had seen the Duke herself, as much as Robert had. But he played the game, his words answering her even as his eyes told her to drop the subject.


  “Tall. Handsome. A bit of a gambler, I believe. Though it looks as though he’s made his last throw now.”


  They looked at each other, alone together for a moment in the hubbub of conversation. He smiled, flushed with the wine, aware that the words had hurt her. Then his face tensed and she saw the pain and hope conflict in his own eyes, and felt how simultaneously strong and vulnerable her enhanced beauty made her.


  “What … will happen to the rebels, if you … when Lord Feversham wins?” She changed her words as she became aware that Colonel Weston was listening again, eager to break in.


  “I suppose the leaders will be executed,” Robert answered. “That is the usual way.”


  “Aye. It’s the chopping block for friend James now. Unless he escapes.”


  Colonel Weston wiped his red face with a napkin. Ann ignored him, sensing that there was something Robert was trying to spare her.


  “And what about the rest? The ordinary men in the army?”


  “It depends upon the King, I suppose, and Lord Feversham.” Robert paused, frowning, and now she was sure he was trying to hide something. “Some will be hanged, of course, for it’s a capital offence. But the rest may be pardoned and sent home, like the Scots after Bothwell Bridge.”


  “No, not this time, laddie.” The harsh voice of Colonel Weston boomed confidently across the table. “A rising of Scots is one thing - at least they’ve got the excuse of being foreigners. But this lot are Englishmen trying to unseat their own King, for all he’s a Papist. He’s got to put ‘em down hard, to see they never do it again. We should have done that to the Scots in the first place, if it hadn’t been for Monmouth. Rebellion’s an ugly thing.”


  “Have you tried this salad, Ann? It’s Mrs Taylor’s speciality.”


  “Yes, thank you, Robert. ‘Tis very good.” Ann brushed aside his clumsy attempt to spare her, and turned back to confront the delighted Colonel Weston, pale under her powder. She sipped her wine to give her courage.


  “And what do you mean exactly, Colonel, when you say you’ll put them down hard?”


  The Colonel grinned, mistaking her grim determination to know for a desire for vengeance.


  “Well, miss, the law’s penalty for treason is the chopping block for gentry, such as our friend James Scott. As for the common man, they are to be hanged, of course, as your lover here says. But he didn’t tell you what they do afterwards, did he? It doesn’t mean that they are hanged until they are dead, you understand. There’s a lot more to it than that. They cut them down before they’re dead, and cut pieces off. They start between their legs ... “


  “No!” Ann dropped her glass with a clatter, and the wine spilled across the table like blood.


  “Stop it, man! That’s enough! It’s not decent to inflict these cruel stories on a lady!” Robert sprang to his feet and reached out across the table to grab the Colonel by the collar. The Colonel knocked Robert’s arm away angrily, and stood up in his turn, his red face almost beetroot with fury.


  “How dare you, sir! Keep your hands to yourself, damn you! I demand an apology!”


  “Leave the lady alone. It is for you to apologise.” Robert’s voice shook slightly, but it was quiet and cold, cutting through the Colonel’s hot, blustering roar like a breath of winter wind.


  “Then you had better name your weapons, sir, and find some seconds. I am not likely to apologise to a young captain of horse scarce out of the nursery.”


  “Gentlemen, zat is enough! You are a disgrace to our table. Zere will be no duelling in zis army while I have command of it!” The glaring eyes of the two antagonists turned to Lord Feversham reluctantly, as to an irrelevance.


  “Then the Colonel should apologise, my lord. His behaviour was deliberately indecent and a disgrace to this house.”


  “I hardly see what is indecent about explaining the due processes of law to a young lady who asks about them. It is only that this young popinjay is so uncertain of his own charms that he cannot bear his mistress to speak to anyone else, for fear she might change her mind!”


  Robert’s face paled still further at the stir of laughter with which one or two officers greeted this remark. Ann saw his lips tremble, and his right hand unwittingly grip a fork and press its point down into the wood of the table.


  “I shall have satisfaction for those words too.”


  “Gladly. Captain Farquahar will be my second, I believe.” The cadaverous officer beside the Colonel nodded gravely.


  “Not in my army! Gentlemen, I forbid this duel to take place until we have beaten ze enemy. You will obey me, or lose your commissions.”


  “Don’t fight over me, please. It doesn’t matter, Robert, really. I was just a little shocked at what the Colonel said, that’s all. But I did ask him.”


  “It matters to me.” Robert’s cold glance cut her out of the quarrel altogether. No-one else appeared to have heard her at all.


  “I will stand second to Captain Pole, my lord, if he will have me.” Robert nodded his agreement to Lord Churchill. “Thus you may be sure that it will not conflict with military discipline.”


  “Be sure it does not. And now, perhaps, gentlemen, you could endeavour to forget the matter and resume our evening’s entertainment, which you have so rudely marred.”


  Robert and Colonel Weston sat down, and the conversation resumed in subdued tones around them. Colonel Weston began talking rather pointedly to his friend, Captain Farquahar, about other duels he had been in, while Robert glared at him in silence. Ann too was silent, feeling herself rejected and foolish. She had started this, but did not know what to do to stop it. Her mind was still numbed by the ghastly thought of her father being treated as Colonel Weston had said. They must win, if that was the price of losing! And what other horrors were there, that Robert had stopped him from telling?


  Marianne attempted to rescue the situation, by suggesting that the ladies withdraw. She hoped that the gentlemen might not be too long in joining them, she said, so that they might have some music together. Ann rose, and followed the ladies into the withdrawing room.


  “Well, my dear, you seem to have made quite a stir,” said Marianne, settling herself comfortably near Ann in the window seat. “Two officers quarrelling over you already, and Lord Churchill and Lord Feversham almost contradicting each other! Quite an achievement for one night!”


  “Oh, I am so sorry, Mrs Ashley,” said Ann miserably, hanging her head so that the elaborate curls half obscured her face. She hated them now; they felt so conspicuous. “I didn’t mean to spoil your party, really. I should never have come here.”


  “Nonsense, girl! Spoil it? You have made it! We will be the talk of the town for months!”


  “But … what if they fight? Robert may be killed; and really there is no need for it. Colonel Weston didn’t mean to insult me, I’m sure.” She felt close to tears. It was all so stupid, so cruel, and so impossible to change.


  “‘Twasn’t an insult exactly, but he wanted to see you scream or faint, girl, which is much the same thing.” Ann turned to a large, matronly woman, Mrs Woodham, wife of one of the horse officers. “I’ve seen that man do the same thing many times. ‘Tis about time someone pulled his nose for him.”


  “And cousin Robert can take care of himself,” said Marianne. “He is supposed to be one of the best marksmen in Lord Oxford’s Horse, I believe.”


  “It just seems such a stupid thing to fight about. Especially when I do not feel insulted.”


  But Marianne’s cheerfulness could not be dampened. “Men are like that, my dear, surely you have realised that by now! All this business of a lady’s honour and insults that they fight over has nothing to do with how we feel about it at all. That hardly comes into it - it is their feelings that matter. You should be delighted to have them squabbling over you. Robert is paying you a great compliment, you know, to stand up for you like this.”


  Again the knowing, conspiratorial smile, that only made Ann feel worse.


  Ann knew it was a compliment, but she could not feel it. She sat quietly, listening to the conversation of the other women, feeling quite out of place, like a sparrow in an aviary. These people were not just different from her in their clothes and their possessions, but in their whole way of thinking. There had hardly been a reference to religion the whole time she had been in the house, and no-one but herself had expressed any doubts about the failure of the rebellion, or voiced the opinion that it ought not to fail. And yet these were the very people who had known the Duke of Monmouth personally, been his friends, fought at his side.


  She wondered if the Duke knew how his old friends were talking about him, and where he himself had got the confidence to lead a rebellion against them with an army of people of her own sort, honest God-fearing Puritans like her father. She wondered if her father had known the penalty of the law for rebellion when he had told her mother he was going, and if he had joined the army in spite of knowing it.


  The men came to join them after half an hour or so, red-faced and hearty, their conflicts apparently forgotten for the time, and the rest of the evening passed in conversation and song. Marianne sang to the accompaniment of her husband’s lute, and several of the men joined in a concert of lute, harpsichord, viol and flute, which would have delighted Ann had she felt more at ease. As it was she felt her spirits soothed, and she smiled at Robert, remembering their singing the night before. She wondered if tonight would have the same sequel, and saw Marianne wink knowingly at her husband.


  About ten o’clock Lord Feversham left, warning the others that there would be an early start next day, and most of the other officers left soon after. Robert lingered behind. For most of the evening he had sat near Ann without speaking. Finally, they were alone in the room on the window-seat, while Mr Ashley and Marianne showed the last of the guests to the door. He took her hand, turning it over in his, examining it with that earnest frown of his as though he had never seen it before, running his fingertips across her palm and along her fingers.


  “You looked beautiful tonight. I haven’t told you.”


  “You should have told me before. I don’t feel beautiful now.”


  “Why not? Because of what that old fool said to you?” His hand tightened around her own, so that she moved the other to loosen it.


  “No, not because of that. Because of you as much as him.”


  “Because of me? Why? What more could I have done?”


  “You could have done less. Oh Robert, I know that I should be proud because you are going to fight a duel for me and defend my honour and all these fine things, but it just seems stupid to me. ‘Tis not my way - not what I’m used to. You could get killed, and all for a few daft words from a half-drunken old lecher. If you really wanted to help me you’d save my father from what those words meant - from being hanged and ... cut up like that just because he’s fighting for what he believes in, for his true religion and a Protestant King!”


  Her voice rose with passion, and Robert glanced over his shoulder to see if the door were still shut.


  “I can’t do that, Ann, now can I? I too am fighting for what I believe in, you know - for the proper rule of law.”


  “You heard what that law does to people.”


  “Yes, I know.” His hand pressed hers tightly, seeking at once to comfort and to insist on quiet. His own voice fell to a low, earnest drone. “But what do you think your father’s army would do to me if they won, eh? What Cromwell did to King Charles?”


  “We didn’t do ... what Colonel Weston said. And the Duke of Monmouth didn’t do it to the Scots, either. Colonel Weston admitted that himself.”


  “True. It is a barbaric punishment. But the King can exercise mercy, you know. We’re not all butchers. I think perhaps it would be his best policy; and he is a shrewd enough judge.”


  “Pray God you are right. Pray God he does not get the chance to judge.”


  They were silent for a moment, looking intently into each other’s eyes, her hands imprisoned in his. They heard laughter, and the sound of the final farewells, from the street door outside. Robert began to speak very quickly, his voice low and earnest.


  “Listen, Ann, you must not let this rebellion come between us. You want to be my mistress, I know you do. I can see it in your eyes, just as I could see it there the other night. And you could do it so easily - you see how beautiful you are in these clothes, how people admire you and accept you. It’s right for you; I knew it would be, when I asked you before. And I knew you wanted to come to London then.”


  “But I didn’t come.”


  “No, you didn’t come because you were afraid of your family. I know that they could never accept it. You would have had to break with them anyway, don’t you see? So the rebellion doesn’t make things any different now, does it? In fact it helps you. You have to choose between your family and me, now, and it’s only good sense to choose me.”


  “But my father! You heard what might happen to him!”


  “What might happen to him. It may not come to that. I’ve already told you, the King may exercise mercy, and punish only a few. And anyway, your father may be killed in battle before that. That’s a risk he’s taken from the beginning.”


  “Oh no! Don’t say that, Robert! I don’t want him to die!”


  “No, of course not.” Robert sighed, looking at her pale, shocked face, thinking that perhaps he had been too precipitate. She was so beautiful, he could not bear to lose her. “Listen, there may be a chance to help him.”


  “To help him? How?” Ann’s voice was curious rather than eager, strangely cold and distant.


  “Well, it’s only a small chance. It’s just that, if your father should be captured, and I should have anything to do with it; I mean, if he was captured by my troops, or by someone I knew …”


  “Yes?”


  “I could try, at least, to see that he was spared the full punishment.”


  She did not answer, but stared at him as though dazed, her lips parted, a puzzled look of pain in her eyes. Then she took a long breath, and closed her eyes as though praying; and as she did so, the door handle rattled, and then the door opened slowly with a good deal of noisy hesitation and Mr Ashley came in, a little hearty and unsteady with the wine.


  “So, you are the last two, are you? Jolly good. Don’t get up, don’t get up! You look a picture there, the two of you together in that window-seat. A proper picture, don’t they, Marianne my love?”


  Marianne nodded her agreement, but Robert got to his feet nonetheless. Ann noticed how strong and lanky he seemed in front of his shorter relatives.


  “No, I must go, Richard, really. We were just saying our goodbyes. With any luck we’ll be up with the rebels tomorrow, and settle this thing for good. I don’t want to fall asleep in the middle of it.”


  “Indeed you don’t. But do you think it’ll really be so soon? That’d be within a day’s ride of the city.”


  “It could be, you know. They can’t be far away now, and ‘twould be folly to retreat much further.”


  “Then we could ride out and see it!” cried Marianne impulsively. “I was going for a ride tomorrow - perhaps I’ll follow you to watch. And I’m sure Ann would like to see her warrior in action!”


  “Well, I don’t know about that,” said Robert, frowning. “Battles are dangerous, you know, Marianne. People do get hurt.”


  “And only big boys like you can play such games, I suppose. I do know that. But if one sits on a distant hill, one can get a fine view, I’m sure, without any danger. Just like watching the hunt instead of following it. Don’t you think so, Richard my love?” She seized her husband’s arm eagerly, a twinkle of excitement in her eyes.


  “Perhaps, my dear. A very distant hill.” He beamed at her protectively. “But we’ll see in the morning. Don’t forget you have a refugee to look after.”


  “Ann? But she can come too. That’s excellent - old Blaze needs an outing - he’s getting ever so fat!”


  “Well, don’t forget I leave Ann in your care, Marianne. She’s very precious to me. I would like to see her safe when I return. And you may find she has seen enough of soldiers for now.”


  Robert bowed to them all, and went out. So that was it, Ann thought. She was here in safe keeping - a sparrow in a gilded cage. But she was too tired to worry about it now. She got to her feet in turn, swaying slightly as she did so. Marianne rushed to her side.


  “My poor girl, you look exhausted! He has kept you up far too late! You must go to bed immediately. Here, take this candle. I will send for Mrs Taylor to help you undress.”


  She showed Ann carefully up the stairs to her room, chattering all the way. Mrs Taylor came, and released Ann from the prison of the corset. Then she helped her off with the long, rich dress, folded it carefully on a trunk, and left.


  At last she was alone. She put on the long silken nightdress and climbed into bed. For a while she watched the shadows dance among the curtain hangings above her, and listened to the sound of doors opening and closing downstairs. She blew out the candle, and lay back, leaving the curtains of the bed open, and let the darkness of the room wash gently into her mind.
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  “WHAT’S THAT? There!”


  “Whatever now? Where, Tom?”


  “There - on the hillside. ‘Tis someone moving!” Tom Goodchild pointed nervously up the road, to a field on the left of the lane they were guarding. Adam looked carefully, but could see nothing; only the dark outline of the trees silhouetted against the sky to the north.


  “No. You must’ve been eating carrots, boy, if you can see something there.” Adam tried to make his voice sound jocular, to calm Tom down. It was the third time that night the boy had claimed to see something.


  But Tom was not convinced. “Wait till the moon comes back. You’ll see him then!”


  Adam sighed and waited. It was a rough, windy night, with dark clouds scudding across the sky. For most of the time they could hardly see each other, let alone men in distant fields. Adam peered at Tom, trying to see the expression on the big, bony face under the pikeman’s helmet, but he could barely make out the outline of the strong nose and pale cheeks, and the black pool of the eyes staring intently out into the darkness. Tom had not been the same since the wait outside Bristol, Adam thought, when he had lost confidence in Monmouth’s ability to lead them. Ever since then he had been jumpy, looking about him nervously as though they were about to be attacked, and muttering incomprehensibly to himself whenever an officer came past; the antithesis of the loud, boastful youth he had been in Taunton.


  It was understandable enough. Heaven knew they had had plenty to bear in the forty-eight hours since Bristol. Adam shuddered as the memory of Philip Cox’s head came back to him. He had thought he would go mad with that sight, for a time. All yesterday night, as they marched to Bath, he had seen the face in his mind, or in a chance shape of the moonlight in the branches. The face was never quite dead - it leered at him with that strange grin of fury that Philip Cox had meant for his attacker, and muttered soundless words that never quite became sense.


  At the dawn halt to Adam’s relief, Israel Fuller had led them in prayers of remembrance, assuring them that Philip’s conduct had always been that of one of the Elect, and that the manner of his dying had made it certain that he was called to sit at God’s right hand. Adam had felt himself strangely comforted by the thought of the nearness of death and the final judgement on their strife. He yearned for the comfort of knowing that he, too, was one of the Elect; if he could be sure of that, it would be so easy to die. But perhaps it was possible. He had not shown real fear so far. He had faced the enemy and he had not run. Not yet!


  And so for once he even managed to sing the psalm of remembrance with a passable attempt at good cheer. Then for the rest of that long Friday he had been too tired to think any more, as they left Bath and slithered in their filthy wet boots to this village of Philip’s Norton, struggling to help heave the carts and cannon through the narrow lanes, up and down the unending repetition of little coppiced hills with their few sheep and cattle and poor, muddy farms, whose inhabitants gaped at them in ignorant wonder.


  Towards the end of the day, a soldier in the company ahead of them had shot a countryman as he held a gate open for them, apparently for no more reason than that the countryman, confused no doubt about who they were, had said he was for the King. As they marched by, the men of Colyton had glanced curiously at the limp body sprawled in the mud. The jaw hung open in stupid surprise, and a dirty red stain discoloured the smock. At the time they said nothing, which was the worst thing of all. Only later that night, when they were making camp, did Roger Satchell say he hoped no man of his company would sink so low as to shoot unarmed countrymen. They all nodded in sober agreement, and glanced surreptitiously round at those amongst them they thought weakest.


  “There! He’s in the lane now. There’s two - three of ‘em!”


  The moon shook itself free of the entangling clouds. and the muddy lane they were guarding glistened like a snail’s path with sudden silver. Ahead, about a hundred yards away, the silhouettes of three men were picking their way carefully along it on foot.


  “You’m right this time, then, boy,” Adam murmured softly. He set his musket firmly in its rest, aiming at the man in the middle, the taller of the three. Something about his stride seemed oddly familiar. As they came nearer Adam could see that two of them were quite well-dressed - tall. with feathered hats and high riding boots. The third was shorter, with a plain round helmet. They were talking softly to each other. He could still not see their faces. They were about twenty yards away when another cloud caught the moon, and Roger Satchell called out a challenge.


  “Halt! Who goes there?”


  There was a muttered consultation, and then a voice Adam thought he recognised replied:


  “Friends of King Monmouth. Who are you?”


  “King Monmouth’s army. And the password?”


  “Psalms 27, 3. ‘Though an host shall encamp against me, I shall not fear.’ And the answer?”


  “‘Though war should rise against me, in this will I be confident.’ Advance then, friends, and identify yourselves.”


  The three men came forward solemnly. “I am Colonel Wade, Mr Satchell - you should know my voice by now,” said the shorter man in the helmet.


  “I thought I did, sir, but ‘tis best to check in the dark.”


  “Indeed it is, Mr Satchell, though I hope you know my voice also,” said one of the taller men. “I am glad to find you keeping such good watch.”


  “Thank you, Your Grace.” Roger Satchell bowed, the straps of his breastplate creaking as he did so. “I hardly expected to find you wandering beyond our lines.”


  “Is that a criticism, Mr Satchell?” Monmouth’s usually pleasant voice sounded sharp and nervous. “But no matter. I have been out surveying the land behind us, in case we are attacked ... and also, in the hope of being the first to welcome my friends from the Horse Guards, when they come in to join us. But they are delayed, it seems.”


  The moon escaped from the clouds again, and Adam and the others saw their leader glance wistfully back over his shoulder up the silent. silver lane.


  “You have hopes, then, that they will come over to us, Your Grace?”


  “Hopes, Mr Satchell? I have promises, firm promises from men with whom I have spent half my life!” The anxious voice rose sharply, and then stopped, as they all listened to the ghostly silence from the lane.


  “That is good news, then, Your Grace. We need good horsemen.”


  “And we will have them, Mr Satchell, do not fear. My Lord Feversham’s army will melt like butter in his hand when he tries to use it against me. My friends will not desert me. I know them, far better than I know anyone here. And I also have promises of a hundred and fifty horsemen from Mr Adlam in Wiltshire, who should reach us soon. Then we shall have a proper regiment of horse indeed - enough to make my Lord Grey here into another Prince Rupert.”


  “Yes, Your Grace.” Roger Satchell stared stolidly at the third man beside Monmouth, the effete languid Grey, whom he and all the others had seen flee from the militia at Bridport. There was another awkward pause, broken by the sudden eerie shriek of a nightjar.


  “So all is far from lost, you see. You will have your Protestant King in London by the end of the month.” Monmouth drew a deep breath, as though to steady himself, and let it out in a long, slow sigh. “But even royalty must rest. Come, gentlemen, back to the George. Keep good watch, Mr Satchell, and send for me instantly if a troop of horsemen should appear. Are you coming, Colonel Wade?”


  “If you have need of me, Your Grace. But if not, I would go the rounds of my regiment before I sleep.”


  “Of course, of course. It is only pleasant talk I need now, and Grey can give me that.”


  The two aristocrats strode away down into the village, and the men from Colyton listened until the splash and squelch of boots in the mud turned to the distant click of their heels on the cobbles.


  “So we’re to expect reinforcements, then?” said Roger Satchell quietly to Colonel Wade.


  “So it seems,” the quiet, sturdy young officer answered shortly.


  “And tomorrow? Are we to march further south?”


  “It may be. We are to meet and decide it in the morning.”


  “Let us hope we can get some rest first.”


  “Agreed.” The two men stood silently watching the moon flit from cloud to cloud, feeling the night wind cool on their faces.


  “Excuse me, sir, for asking, but did he say why we are marching south at all?” Sergeant Evans’s lilting voice broke in on their reverie, asking the question for the silent men in the dark ranks around him.


  Colonel Wade grunted impatiently. “No, sergeant, he did not. Or rather yes - it is to meet the horsemen that Mr Adlam is bringing from Wiltshire, and to find an easier road to London.” The answer was not satisfactory. Wade knew it, and so did Roger Satchell and the sergeant. The others guessed it, from the exasperation in Wade’s voice.


  Adam felt the little flutterings of panic begin again in his stomach. Could it be that Monmouth did not know what he was doing, and had marched an army of eight thousand men two days through muddy hills to the point of exhaustion, just to make a rendezvous with a few hundred horsemen who were as yet no more real than a promise? But that was the sort of thing that Tom had said before. Adam knew that he himself must not, dare not, think it.


  Sergeant Evans persisted. “It seems a pity to me, sir, that we did not take our chance at Bristol. Especially if the Duke had friends among Lord Feversham’s horse.”


  “Friends!” Tom burst out bitterly. “Was that his friends that rode through our camp t’other night?”


  “Aye, they got a fine way of showing their friendship,” said William Clegg. “Spill a man’s supper and then cut his throat! ‘Twas more like a bunch of Assyrians or Amalekites!”


  “Don’t be foolish, man!” Wade woke irritably from his contemplation. “We cannot expect all the enemy horse to desert to us. But if my lord the King has promises from officers amongst some of them, I am sure he is to be believed!”


  For a moment they were cowed by the anger in his voice. Adam though how strange it seemed to hear Monmouth spoken of now as the King. A week ago, in the euphoria of Taunton, they had all been speaking of King Monmouth, even those who wanted a republic; now they all tried to find their way around it when they spoke. At length Sergeant Evans began again, respectfully, yet insistent.


  “Nonetheless, sir, it seems to me that the best way to remind such officers of their promises would be to beat the enemy without them. Even if my Lord Grey is no Prince Rupert, I think our foot could match theirs, if we are not worn out first by marching away from them.”


  Adam could hear the earnestness in the sergeant’s voice; he was a professional soldier, he knew what he was talking about. In the last few days Adam had come to listen, more carefully than ever in his life before, to the tone of what men said, as well as the meaning of the words they used. Perhaps that was the result of fear; but it was his life that was at stake in Monmouth’s decision, as were Wade’s and the sergeant’s and those of all the other eight thousand men in the village and fields around them.


  “I agree with you, sergeant,” said Wade gruffly. “But such decisions are not made by a sergeant, or even colonels like myself, as you know. Still, you may rest assured that I shall press the counsel of attack at the Council of War tomorrow.”


  “I’m glad to hear it, sir,” said the sergeant. There was a deep murmur of approval from most of those in the ranks around him.


  Colonel Wade grunted thoughtfully. “But when I do so, I should like to feel quite sure that the men of my regiment, at least, are completely prepared for battle, whenever it comes. So before I leave you, Captain Satchell, perhaps I should inspect these men, now, to see that they are as ready to fight as they are to give opinions.”


  So there and then, in the grey darkness and fleeting intervals of moonlight, the resolute young colonel, himself only on his first campaign, inspected each man of the detachment as they stood in their positions guarding the main road into the camp. First he checked their equipment, ensuring that each musketeer had sufficient powder, bullet, and charge, and that each musket was loaded and primed and the powder dry. Twice he found men with damp powder in their pans, and cursed them thoroughly for fools who were as likely to endanger their friends as help them during any battle. He inspected the pikes, both the real sixteen-foot ones, and those makeshift instruments made by nailing a scytheblade to a long pole. He found three of these to be coming loose and ordered them to be replaced, along with one whose scythe had a split pole.


  Only after he had finished each man’s weapons did he enquire into his clothing and equipment, checking first the straps and fittings of those who had breastplates and helmets, and examining their other clothes, particularly their boots, many of which were sodden and splitting after the continual marching and slithering through mud. For the footwear he could offer little but promises that he would remember them when there were new boots to be found or bought; for the armour he had a sharp curse and simple advice for the man like Tom whose helmet straps were hanging loose, and another, one of the very few who had been given a breastplate at all, who was beginning to let it rust.


  “You’ve not got your mother with you now, boy,” he snapped at Tom. “So you’ll have to learn to dress yourself and see to your own clothes. But we didn’t bring a breastplate all the way from Holland for you to grow mould on it, or a helmet to collect eggs! ‘Tis to shield your brains, you great loon, if you’ve got any - how do you think it’s going to do that if it falls off the first time an enemy pike touches it, eh? Or have you got a skull made of steel as well?”


  “No, sir - ‘tis just that it’s uncomfortable sometimes.” Tom muttered awkwardly.


  “And how comfortable do you think you’ll be when a troop of royal horsemen comes down that hill and knocks your brains out, eh? And when this musketeer next to you hasn’t got a pikeman to defend him because you feel like scratching after lice? If you don’t want to wear it, boy, give it to me now and I’ll find someone who does!”


  Tom hesitated for a moment. and Adam had the awful fear that he would give up the helmet out of simple anger and bravado. But he muttered that he would keep it.


  “Then see that it’s properly fastened when you’re on duty, or on the march. I don’t want to see any man in my regiment without his equipment in proper order at all times. Remember, you’re not in this for your own profit or comfort now, but for the glory of God and to save the souls of your fellow men, especially those who are standing beside you. And the better prepared you are, the more that fellow man’s going to be able to rely on you when the time comes. ‘Tis doing the devil’s work for him to be thinking of your own comfort, or getting your powder damp, at a time like this.”


  At last Wade was finished. He left his list of improvements with Roger Satchell and tramped vigorously away into the camp. They were silent for a while after he had gone, letting his words settle into their minds under the sigh of the night wind. At last sergeant Evans hawked and spat, and Adam could tell by the satisfied grunt that followed that he was amused.


  “A man of your own style, sergeant?” he asked quietly.


  “He’s got a good headpiece under that steel cap, for all his youth. If you lads listen to him, you might keep yours.”


  There were murmurs of agreement from behind, and Adam felt reassured by the presence of the others around him, shoulder to shoulder against the night. The moon lit their faces for a moment, and each man looked around and drew confidence from the faces of the others. Then an owl hooted, and the moon went in again.


  The sergeant spat once again, and grunted reflectively. “Aye,” he said, in a murmur that carried only to those next to him. “If we had a man like that at our head, we might really get somewhere.”


  Adam stared quietly ahead, facing the dark where the silver lane had once been.
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  “IT’S DOING him the world of good,” said Marianne. “I don’t think he’s been ridden at all this month, and he gets so fat and lazy sometimes.”


  Ann smiled, and patted the neck of Blaze, the little dun-coloured pony that was sweating after the climb to the top of yet another hill. She liked him; he was older and more docile than her own, but had the same sense of being willing to go on when asked.


  “He’s lovely.” she said. “I’m very grateful to him.”


  Marianne smiled back, and then they both turned their attention to scanning the rolling hills and woods ahead of them to the south east, looking for signs of the army they were trying to follow. But again it seemed there was nothing; the whole enormous swarm of several thousand men with their brightly coloured uniforms, bright harsh bugles, clattering hooves, and rumbling guns, seemed to have vanished into the rich green of the June countryside. There was no sight nor sound of them; only the larks overhead, the sudden clap of wings and soft cooing of the pigeons in the woods, and the quiet, busy buzzing of the bees and other insects amongst the scattered reds and blues and yellows of the flowers in the hedgerows.


  “Perhaps they’ve all marched down a fox-hole!” said Marianne ruefully. “We should have followed them directly after all!”


  “Then we’d have been down the fox-hole too,” said Ann, and they laughed together. Now that the question of her relationship with Robert was temporarily forgotten, Ann was coming to like Marianne more and more. Her gay, flippant surface covered a great kindness and an extraordinarily strong will, both of which Ann had seen already. When Marianne had first suggested they should ride out to see the fighting, her husband had at first laughed, and tried to shrug it off; but by this morning Marianne had talked him round to the extent that he was to come with them, to see it for himself and keep them from danger. But then, when the horses were already saddled, a message had come for him from a business friend that could not wait. Ann had thought the ride would be called off; but somehow Marianne, by showing her own enormous disappointment and promising faithfully to keep at least a mile between herself and the army, and to return at the slightest danger, had got her husband’s permission for the two of them to go after all.


  So here they were, with only Simeon, the old footman, riding in attendance to protect them with a brace of old wheel-lock pistols hanging unconvincingly at his saddle-bow. He now sat his horse behind them, wiping the sweat from his thin, disapproving brow with the edge of his sleeve.


  “At least I’ve kept my promise,” said Marianne. “There must be ten miles between us and the nearest trooper. And I had such high hopes of being carried off!”


  Ann did not smile at that thought, but she did not mind it much either. Being out here like this reminded her as much of the joy of her escape from the dragoons as of the attempted rape; and just being away from soldiers of any sort, mounted on a horse which she could ride whereever she wanted, gave her an exhilarating sense of freedom after the crowds and restrictions of the last few days.


  She threw her head back, breathing in the pure air of the hilltop, searching for a lark, finding it, losing it, finding it again, and then letting it go and gazing at the glory of the cloudscape above. There was a small, irregular patch of blue to the south; she watched it for a while, as the clouds threw out long wisps of arms around it, gradually folding it smaller and smaller in their embrace, and remembered the endless midsummer blue of the sky above Colyton Hill a few short weeks ago.


  Then she heard the sound of musketfire.


  “Ann! Ann! Do you hear it? It’s over there, isn’t it, behind that hill! But where are the soldiers?” Marianne’s voice was quick and eager, unbearably excited. Ann looked back at her without speaking, her own excitement tinged with fear.


  “Come on! We can follow this track down to that field, and so over that ridge there. Then we’ll see something!”


  “But, my lady...” Simeon’s protest was too late; Marianne was already twenty yards away down the track, spurring her horse on as though they had only just started. Ann glanced at the worried servant for a moment, and smiled at the ridiculous combination of anxiety and male pomposity on his long, dreary face. Just as the man was about to speak again to try and enlist her support, she urged her own pony into a trot and left him.


  “But, Mistress Ann, it’s dangerous. Don’t you think we should turn back, as Mr Ashley said? My lady did promise, after all!”


  She ignored him, kicking her own mount to a canter to get further away. As she did so, she realised her own freedom more than ever. Old Simeon could not stop her. He could hardly stay on his own horse at anything faster than a trot, and Marianne … Marianne was no restriction. An idea began to form in her mind, and she began to hum a psalm to herself as she rode.


  They could still see very little as they reached the shoulder of the hill they had been making for, but the rattle of musketfire was much louder, and seemed to come from the end of a ridge to the south, along which Marianne was already galloping. As she reached the end she reined in, and waved excitedly to Ann to come up with her.


  At first it seemed like nothing, Just a few horsemen in a lane and some others running across a field, so that she wondered where all the noise was coming from. Then gradually her eyes took in a few more details, and then more and more, and she saw what a large action it was.


  Ann and Marianne were on a steep hill at the end of a ridge, looking down into a valley where a lane led over a low rise to a small village of several large farmhouses, small cottages, and an inn clustered round a church. Set back a little on the other side of the lane, on the edge of the village, were the high red walls of a manor house courtyard and garden.


  In the lane leading to the village was a swirling crowd of royal troops, horsemen and dragoons, some mounted and some not, cramped in on each other in the narrow space by a solid, steady line of rebel musketeers and pikemen who blocked the road like a dam. In front of this dam a millpond of confused soldiery was building up, as more and more royal troops came pressing down the road from behind.


  The fight had spilled over into the fields between the manor house and the lane, and as Ann watched, a troop of dragoons in the field dismounted, their flank shielded by mounted horsemen. They formed a line to fire their muskets at the rebels lining the hedge in front of them, but a volley poured into them from behind the hedge, leaving a good half-dozen stretched on the ground. After the dragoons had fired the horsemen rode forward, but their advance was met by loud cheers and another volley, barely three minutes after the first, killing and wounding several men and horses. Their smart trot forward to discharge their pistols at close range drew to a hesitant stop, and they quickly drew back out of the most deadly range.


  “What’s happening? ‘Tis very confusing. Why are they not drawn up in lines and squares, as they should be?” Marianne’s initial excitement had faded to a puzzled anxiety. “Surely my Lord Feversham should have them drawn up in lines? That’s how they fight - he told me so last night.”


  “Perhaps they were surprised and had no time. Look. Marianne - Monmouth’s men are drawn up in lines, across the road and behind the hedges. Perhaps they are having the better of it.”


  The triumphant tone was so clear in Ann’s voice that Marianne turned to look at her in astonishment, but Ann did not care. Now that she saw the armies actually fighting, she knew without a shadow of a doubt who she wanted to win; she knew it with her whole mind and body so that her hands clenched white around Blaze’s reins, and she could feel her heart pounding desperately in her throat.


  “Do you not think we should go back, my lady? ‘Tis mortal dangerous here, and you know my lord’s instructions.”


  “Oh shut up, Simeon, you old hen, we’re still a good mile away. Look, the King’s soldiers are forming a line at last, in that field. Perhaps they’ll attack! Oh, the poor dears - there’s another one down! I wonder if Robert is there?”


  Ann’s heart missed a beat, as though the words themselves were unlucky. What if Robert were there, and were killed?


  Please God, don’t let him be killed, let him escape safely! But please God, please, don’t let him win, don’t let this devil’s army of Papists and murderers form a line and defeat my father and our people - Your people, Lord. Your own army who believe in You! Oh Lord perhaps I have sinned and am damned forever, Lord, but it doesn’t matter about me, don’t punish them because of me! Let them win, Lord. What’s that, what’s happening now? Oh glory! Oh yes, Lord, be with us now, please!
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  AS ANN prayed, more dismounted dragoons struggled up out of the lane below, into the field by the manor house. Several royal horsemen got out of the lane too, forcing their mounts to leap and scramble up out of the sunken lane, through the hedge and into the field.


  But at the same time more of Monmouth’s men were pouring out of two doors in the walls of the manor house to face them. As they came out they formed up into lines, men with pikes and scythes protecting the musketeers, who fired at the royal dragoons and troopers who were struggling to order themselves. Monmouth’s men fired first one volley, then another and another as each company formed its line, and then the first company fired again.


  All over the field the royalist dragoons were falling. Smart blue and white coats crumpled and lay suddenly in the grass. A screaming horse dragged its dead rider jolting across the ground, his limp foot caught in the stirrup. Then the rebel troops advanced, pikes levelled, to drive the royalist soldiers back into the lane.


  Adam was one of the men who had come out of the manor house. He had fired two volleys and was now advancing across the field. In front of him a group of disordered, desperate dragoons were moving back towards the lane, trying to reload their short muskets as they went. Their wounded lay sprawled in the grass behind them.


  In all the noise, smoke, and turmoil, Adam’s eyes focussed on one man - a wounded dragoon, crouched in the grass about twenty yards in front of him.


  The man was going to fire at them, Adam could see it. He had risen out of the grass where he had fallen, and was on one knee, his short dragoon musket levelled at them, waiting. He had lost his helmet; as they came closer Adam could see the white powdered hair, the staring eyes and snarling, ferocious grin beneath it - a grin that was just like the one he had seen on the dead face of Philip Cox! They were marching forward at a fast, steady walk - they would be on top of him in half a minute or less. Why didn’t he fire, or run, as all those round him had done?


  The man frowned, and the musket wavered a little, as though he were having trouble seeing his target; but then it steadied, the neat black hole of its muzzle pointing straight at Adam, and the fierce, maniacal grin behind it searing his soul.


  “Fire, then, you bugger!” Adam heard a terrible voice roar. There was a huge echoing clang! and he felt his head knocked sideways. He closed his eyes, felt himself staggering, and then opened them to see Tom’s pike ripping the blue intestines out of the man’s stomach. He realised his helmet had been hit, and the voice had been his own.


  He stumbled forward, past the man, and then suddenly slumped to his knees. John Spragg bent to help him, his hand on his shoulder.


  “Leave him, soldier! Keep your line!” roared the sergeant. John hesitated and then was gone, pushed onward by the ranks behind. Adam put his hands on the grass, and stared at it until it stopped spinning and the humming in his head was quieter. He put his hand to his helmet and felt the dent where the musket ball had glanced off it. There was no hole. Something hot and wet dripped past his left eye. He put his hand up and it came away red. He remembered the man who had shot him and whipped around in a sudden panic. But there was no danger. The man was dying, twitching in a heap with the bloody mess of his entrails on the grass beside him, his mouth stretching open in a scream without sound.


  ‘I should kill him,’ Adam thought, ‘I should stop that agony.’ His suddenly shaking hand reached for his musket but even as he did so the man’s back arched in a final jerk, a faint gargle came from his throat, and he died, his sightless eyes staring at the buttercups above his head.


  “Oh Lord, help us poor sinners,” Adam muttered. “Be with us now and at the hour of our death.” He felt a momentary surge of disgust and pity for the man who had tried to kill him and was now dead; and then he felt fear for himself and forgot the man completely.


  He looked hastily around the field. The others had gone on. He was alone and terribly vulnerable. At any moment a horseman might cut him down as Tom had. But there were no royal troops coming his way; only a few disorganised horsemen putting up a desperate fight against a line of pikes and muskets; and nearer at hand, a man crawling jerkily out of the way of the advancing company from Taunton. He heard a volley, screams and cheers, from the lane, and looked down the hill to see his own company lining the hedge and firing down into the lane. He had to reach them; only with them he would be safe.


  “Hey, lads, wait for me!” He got to his feet, and staggered sideways as the faintness came over him; but he stayed upright, leaning on the musket, until the faintness passed, and then made his way forward at a careful, stumbling walk to the hedge. He leant against the bank beside William Clegg, gasping for breath.


  “Adam! Your face! ‘Tis all blood, man!” Adam peered at William, wiped his hand across his forehead, and stared stupidly for a moment at the blood. Beyond his hand, the hedge seemed to be swaying strangely. He gave his friend what he meant to be a smile.


  “‘Tis all right, I’m spared yet! And you’re not so beautiful yourself ...”


  A volley of shots from the lane hummed past them, and Adam saw a white blaze appear on a branch just by William’s head. There was a scream from down the line. Sergeant Evans’ furious bullroar rose above it as he strode along the line behind them.


  “Come on, move, you soldiers! Draw forth your scourers! Shorten them! Charge with bullet! Quickly now! Ram it home!”


  The trained response pierced the confusion in Adam’s mind. He seized his scourer guiltily and then put it back as he realised his musket was still loaded. He set it in its rest instead and looked through the hedge, down into the lane, seeking a target and waiting until he got the order to fire.


  The lane was choked with men and horses, some struggling to form into order, others struggling to escape. To his right Adam saw a cluster of royalist horsemen in blue coats attempt to charge the line of men under Colonel Vincent, who blocked the lane into the village. But the royalists had to slow down to guide their horses through the litter of dead and wounded men and horses in front of Vincent’s regiment, and a shattering volley poured into them from the hedges on either side of the lane, followed by another from the blockade. Only three or four of the dozen royalists reached the line, where they discharged their pistols, slashed wildly with their swords at the pushing, threatening pikes and scythes, and then hurriedly retreated.


  “Cock your muskets! Guard! Present!” Adam saw an officer on horseback waving his sword furiously and yelling to get his men together. He sighted on the man’s hip as he sat sideways on to the hedge.


  “Fire!” Through the smoke after the great boom and kick, he saw the officer’s horse rear wildly and plunge forward into a group of dismounted dragoons. blood pulsing from a wound in front of the saddle. All around it other horses and men were staggering and falling, the movement in the lane now definitely an impulse to escape rather than attack.


  “Hip and thigh! Smite ‘em, Lord! Smite ‘em!” He heard a wild, high yell of triumph from William Clegg, and on his left, the voices of Israel Fuller and John Spragg raised in a psalm of triumph.


  “Come on, boyos! Half-cock your muskets! Clean your pans! That’s it, now! Look to your primers. ‘Twas a good volley, lads, one more like that’ll finish ‘em! Prime! Shut your pans!” The sergeant’s orders came like a song now, too, but never for a moment did the Welshman stop or relax his urgency. And so on through the long drill until the muskets were ready again, in a little under two minutes. Adam saw the hedge sway again for a moment, and had to pause and lean against the bank until it was clear to him which was musket and which was scourer, but at last he was ready. And they were winning!


  “Fire!” Again the boom and smoke, and through it the sight of the grenadier he had aimed at stumbling drunkenly round in a slow circle, his arms waving stupidly as though to ward off something from his face, before his knees gave way and he crashed over onto his back. This time the pikemen advanced into the lane, their long hedge of steel pushing the remainder of the royal troops back down the lane to where they received another withering volley from the Taunton company. A surviving couple of dozen scrambled away through the hedge, and then there were none. All the royal troops had fled in front of them!


  A great cheer of triumph rose all along the line. The men in the lane waved their muskets and pikes to those lining the hedges, and Adam and William waved back, ecstatically. Then the men in the lane reloaded their muskets and marched off to the left, where firing could still be heard.


  But Adam’s part in the battle was over. He stood in the line for about ten minutes, and cheered again hoarsely as he saw King Monmouth ride hurriedly past on a white horse to confer with Colonel Wade. But the effort was too great; his knees began to shake uncontrollably, and he sat down sharply, like a dropped sack.


  John Spragg knelt beside him. “What is it, boy? Are ‘ee hurt bad?”


  “No, no. ‘Tis just my head ...” But though he tried Adam could not get up. He leant weakly against the bank of the hedge.


  “Don’t worry, us’ll get ‘ee to the surgeon.” The deep voice of John Spragg rumbled comfortingly in his ear.


  William Clegg eased Adam’s helmet off and mopped his face with a rag torn from his shirt. “Proper scarecrow ‘ee look with all this red on thy face, Adam. I reckon ‘twas the sight of it that sent all King James’s soldiers running just now. But you’d best wash afore you sees Mary again, I think. ‘Er’ll send ‘ee straight out the house, else.”


  But though Adam tried to join in the steady, comforting banter that was going on around him, he found that the words would not come. He was tired, and he began to forget where he was, and why he was there. He looked away, letting his eyes focus idly on the horizon. The last thing he saw, before he collapsed, was a group of three riders, two of whom looked like women - women? - on the crest of the steep hill to the north-east.


  32


  “IT’S HORRIBLE! Truly horrible! All those poor brave men killed and wounded!” Marianne shook her head disbelievingly, tears in her eyes. “Where is my Lord Feversham and John Churchill? What can they be doing?”


  “There are some more soldiers coming from the right, my lady. The others are running to them. Perhaps they will give the rebels a better fight.” Simeon pointed to the north, where a group of horse, in fact commanded by Lord Churchill, were beginning to give some protection to the hurried retreat of the surviving foot of Captain Hawley’s advance guard, which had been so decisively routed. About five hundred yards behind them the main body of the royal army was drawing up in a ploughed field to face the advancing rebels.


  Ann said nothing, but sat silently, her whole body tingling with horror and joy. There were tears in her eyes too, but they were tears of gratitude, that the Lord had heard her prayers and was giving Monmouth the victory! Despite the haughty insolent confidence of all the royal officers she had been surrounded by for so long, the victory was going to her own people, the ordinary good honest religious people of Colyton and Lyme and Taunton! It was really happening, here in front of her own eyes; her father and Tom and William Clegg and John Spragg and Roger Satchell were decimating the royal dragoons and grenadiers and horsemen, sending them scurrying like rabbits back where they had come from! The Lord God had remembered them all!


  She knew that Robert might be killed, as might her father or Tom or any one of them, and the thought filled her with horror; but greater than her horror and fear for their lives was her sense of the importance of the Cause, and her vengeful joy at the victory.


  She felt Marianne’s eyes upon her, and realised she was smiling.


  “Ann! How can you look at it like that? Don’t you find it horrible?”


  “I knew it would be horrible, Marianne. I have been with the army already.”


  “But how can you talk of it so lightly? Those same soldiers rescued you from the cruelty of the rebels. Where would you be now if it were not for them, you ungrateful girl?”


  “With my father.” The truth came very soft and quietly, so that she was not sure Marianne had heard or understood what she had said. So she spoke more clearly. “I would be with my father, Marianne, and my betrothed, who are down there now with the men of my village, fighting for our King Monmouth and the true religion. The story Robert told you was a lie. He rescued me, or at least found me alone in a wood, but only because I had nearly been raped by some of Lord Churchill’s dragoons - those men down there, who you feel such pity for! They raped the two young schoolgirls who were with me - one of them still hasn’t been found. I suppose Robert lied because he was ashamed to tell you what his own men were like.”


  Marianne stared at her aghast, her usually cheerful face blank with the double shock. Ann noticed how the beauty patch on her cheek stood out sharply against the sudden pallor of her skin. “But ... you are a rebel, then! And your father too?”


  “Yes, Marianne. I didn’t wish to pretend, but it was Robert’s idea. Lord Churchill knew it too.”


  “And I sheltered you in my house, and lent you my clothes, and my horse.”


  “It was really most kind of you, Marianne. I am most grateful. I didn’t mean to deceive you.” Ann was suddenly conscious of the careful calculating look in Simeon’s eyes as his horse edged in her direction. She kicked the little pony smartly in the ribs, so that her last words flew over her shoulder as she trotted downhill. “I shall remember your kindness, if our army comes to Bath!”


  And then she was away, concentrating on the ride, guiding the little pony as quickly as she could down the slope towards the soldiers of her father’s army. Good little pony - don’t stumble now, whatever you do! She ducked as she rode through a little clump of low trees, pulling him sharply to one side to avoid a group of startled sheep, and then came out onto a smooth sloping meadow.


  She looked back. Simeon was still slithering cautiously down the first part of the slope, and Marianne sat where she was. Even as Ann watched, Simeon’s horse slipped, and the old man lurched forward in the saddle, clinging round the horse’s neck to stay on. He would never catch her now.


  She reined in, and looked up at Marianne on the hilltop. She felt grateful to her, even now. Had Marianne been so kind just because she had thought it had been the rebels who had attacked Ann, and because she wanted to help Robert make her his mistress? Had that been all? Ann waved tentatively as she rode on, but there was no response.


  At the foot of the field she turned left, to avoid any fleeing royal soldiers, and approached the army in a wide sweep that took her between their own lines and the village. As she came closer she wondered what she should say. If she could find her father’s regiment it would be easy, but there were thousands of men down there, all busily engaged in deploying for battle. They had no time for lost girls. And if she did find her father, he would hardly be pleased to see her now, when he thought she was safe at home.


  But in the end it was easier than she had thought, for no-one had time to take any notice of her. She reached the lane just as two field-guns were passing along it, the sweating teams of horses urged on by an excited troop of gunners and their officer. Ann found herself squeezed into a gateway while they passed. A hand caught her stirrup and she looked down to see a face looking up at her; an old, simple face, of a man about her father’s age, tired and anxious, black with stains of gunpowder round the mouth and right cheek.


  “Miss? Do ‘ee know where surgeon’s to? Have ‘ee seen him?”


  “No ….why?”


  “‘Tis Davy there. ‘E’s got a ball in the neck and ‘e’s still bleedin’, whatever I does. But ‘e’s not dead yet, ‘e’s still breathin’. I reckon surgeon could save ‘un if only I knew where ‘e was to!”


  He waved at a younger man who was lying weakly in the hedge, a wet, bloody bandage round his neck.


  “I don’t know.” She looked helplessly round at the lane and fields, thick with marching men and horses. Where would Nicolas Thompson, or any other surgeon, be amongst all these? “Perhaps ... I think he’ll be in the villlage.”


  “If only us could get ‘un there. I’m sure surgeon could save ‘un!” The man looked desperately at his friend, whose eyes opened weakly for a moment, and then closed. But ‘e’s bleeding like a pig, an I can’t stop it.”


  It was true. It was hard to see where the bandage ended and the neck began, there was so much blood. Ann felt sick to look at him. What could she do? Even if she could find the surgeon in the village, the man would have bled to death before she could bring the surgeon back here. And what would he do if he came? She remembered what Nicolas Thompson had said when she had helped him with the wounded men at Chard. “If a wound’s bleeding, pressure will stop it, nothing else. Bind it up tight and let the pressure stop it.” He had shown her how to put a tourniquet on an arm or a leg, but that was dangerous, he said - the bloodless flesh below the tourniquet could die, and then the limb have to come off. So she could not put a tourniquet on a neck; but should that bandage be tighter, perhaps?


  “Hold the horse. Let me see him.” She dismounted quickly and gave the reins to the soldier. He looked startled.


  “But surgeon ...”


  “There’s no time for surgeon. I worked with him. Let me try.”


  The man’s neck was slippery with the warm blood, everywhere, so that at first she could not find the wound. Then she moved the bandage, a strip of loosely tied cloth, and her fingers found the dark hole in the side of the neck. The blood was not pulsing out of it, but slowly filling it like an inexhaustible well. She gulped down her disgust, and turned to the man.


  “We need a tight bandage. Where ..? I know, his shirt. Help me get his coat off. We’ve got to tie it up with his shirt.”


  The thick leather coat was difficult to get off, especially as the wounded man alternated between feeble resistance and helpless lolling, but at last they did it, and the man tore the thick woollen shirt apart into long strips.


  “Now, a pad. Look, we’ve got to press hard on it.” She folded part of the shirt into a thick pad and pressed it down hard over the wound.


  “Tie that tight over it. Round here and under his arm. As tight as you can. Mind his throat - he must be able to breathe.” The tightness of the bandage forced the man’s head away from the wound, onto his shoulder, and his opposite arm up, so that they had to tie it down to his side, but when they mopped up some of the blood it seemed to Ann that there was less coming. The pad and the bandage were red, but not soaking.


  “I think we’ve staunched it,” she said, sitting back uncertainly. If they hadn’t, she didn’t know what else they could do.


  “I think we have too. And ‘e’s still breathing.” The man bent forward to listen to his friend’s breath, and cleaned a smear of blood from his nose. “Oh Davy, Davy, don’t ‘ee go to the Lord just yet! Us’ll save ‘ee - just ‘ee hang on, now! Oh thank ‘ee, miss, thank ‘ee, miss! You saved ‘un for me!”


  “I hope so,” said Ann. “But he’ll still need the surgeon. I don’t know what to do next.”


  “Let ‘un rest yer, miss, maybe, now ‘e’s not bleeding. I’ll stay with ‘un now and fetch ‘un back to surgeon soon as I can.”


  “Yes, perhaps. I don’t know what else to do.” Ann looked at the pale, limp figure slumped in the grass of the gateway. Probably there was more a surgeon could do, but they did not yet know where the surgeon was, and for the two of them to attempt to carry him in this state would probably make things worse. “I’ll go and look for the surgeon, and see if I can send someone back for him.”


  “Right, miss. Thank ‘ee again.”


  She got on the pony and rode purposefully down the lane towards the village, urging the pony down the side of the lane against the advancing tide of troops. Some of them glanced at her curiously, but these looks did not hurt. She was no longer imprisoned and vulnerable, a prey to every man who could catch her and force himself on her, but her own free person again, with a purpose, a part of the great collective movement of the whole army. She smiled back at the soldiers, and spurred the pony forward.
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  ADAM HEARD the rattle of musket-fire again, and saw the smoke puff from his own barrel. Yet there was no noise. The smoke enveloped him and he tossed his head from side to side to see what was happening. He heard the cheers of his own side, and saw Tom and the pikemen charging forward, spearing the helpless enemy on the ground. “It’s good, he’ll be all right,” said a voice, and the blue steaming entrails burst out of the enemies’ stomachs, more and more of them, writhing on the grass like snakes. The snakes caught men around the ankles, and dragged them down to devour them.


  “It is our sin! We have killed when we should not, and offended the commandment of the Lord!” he cried out, but his voice was lost in the sound of muskets and cheering. Then the pikes and snakes came for him too, and he was running, and weeping with fear and shame.


  “I meant to fight, Lord, though You do not love me, but it is too cruel, and Your Heart is too hard.”


  Then Israel Fuller damned him, and cast him out from the army of the Elect. Adam walked weeping past the scornful eyes of his family, Mary and Ann and Simon and the little girls and Oliver, and the Lord blotted out the sun from him. In the darkness he felt the first big drops of rain on his face, and he joined the other damned on their endless night march to Hell, their feet rotting in their shoes as they hauled their useless guns and carts through a swamp of rain and mud.


  “It’s me, father - Ann. Don’t worry, I’m here.”


  He turned his head away sharply from the horrid vision. It was too cruel - even in his worst dreams he had never thought the Devil would look like his own daughter! He groaned, waiting for the soft hand on his head to burn him, the rough straw bed to turn to a heap of coals. But nothing happened; the cool hand gently smoothed his hair back from something rough on his forehead and the raindrops fell on his face.


  “It’s only me, Ann. Don’t you know me?”


  He looked again. The face had not darkened, no fangs leered from a devilish grin. Only Ann, stroking his forehead softly, tears from her wet cheeks dropping on his face. He risked a question.


  “Ann?”


  “Yes, father. It’s only me. You were dreaming.”


  “Ann, where am I?” He half believed it now - but it could be a worse torment, to put his own daughter with him, in Hell.


  “In a house in the village. Surgeon’s seen to your head. He says you’ll be all right, but you’re to lie quiet.”


  He put his hand up to his head, and felt the pad and the bandage where the musket-ball had been deflected by his helmet. “But how are you here?”


  “‘Tis a long story, father. You’re to rest now. I’ll tell it later.”


  He lay back, weak but suddenly content, and looked at her. She was the same Ann, yet changed. The face framed by the loose red-brown hair was older, more womanly than he remembered. And the dress - where had she got that dress? He meant to ask her, but somehow, the effort seemed too great, and he fell into a calm sleep, blessed by the memory of her gentle smile.


  34


  ANN FELT her smile wear thin as the afternoon dragged on, though she knew it was needed now more than ever. In the farm kitchen where the surgeon had improvised his hospital, the pans on the wall shook and hummed regularly as the artillery crashed and boomed outside. It was like thunder that was stuck overhead and would not go away, she thought. At intervals, tired anxious men would come in out of the storm, shouting for the surgeon to see their friends whom they had carried bleeding from the field. They never came at the right time; often they came with three desperate cases when Ann and the other women were busy holding down a man for the surgeon to probe delicately for a bullet in his shoulder, and two other groups would follow the first. Then, after an hour’s desperate, frantic work, there would be a pause during which they had nothing to do but bathe foreheads, smile, and clean up blood and vomit.


  It was in one of these periods that they brought in young Davy, the boy whose neck Ann had bandaged. He was paler now, but conscious, though he did not move; only the wide pupils of his black eyes stared out of his white face with a shocked, final awareness that reminded her of a bird whose wing has been broken by a cat. She spoke to him, and smiled, but there was no recognition in the eyes; just the empty, liquid stare that saw her for a second and then moved on around the room, finally resting on the group around the bloody kitchen table where the surgeon was at work.


  Ann did not have time to spend longer with the man, for another group arrived at the same time - two soldiers carrying a third on a rough litter of wood, and an older man, a sturdy, grey-haired officer in his mid fifties. The officer stood firmly in the doorway, grasping the edge of it with his right hand to stop himself swaying, while his left arm hung uselessly beside him, bits of bone and bloody flesh dangling in the rags of sleeve below the tourniquet. There was a thumb, but no hand. Ann gasped and turned away, her hand to her mouth as the sickness welled up inside her; but only a little came, and then she turned back to face him, ashamed and trembling, trying not to look at his face and not to look at his arm. The face was as pale as the grey hair that framed it.


  “Is the surgeon here? Let him see to this man here as soon as he can. I fear his legs are shattered.” The officer nodded at the soldier on the litter.


  “The surgeon will see to him as soon as he can. If you would lay him down here we will clean the wound for him to see. But your arm, sir. Wouldn’t you like me to look at that first? This man is unconscious.”


  “The arm must come off, girl, there is no sense in cleaning it. You have pitch here, for searing the stumps of wounds, do you not?”


  “Yes, sir. On the fire.” She pointed to the fireplace where a cauldron of pitch was kept slowly bubbling, filling the room with its extra, unwanted heat and smell.


  “Good. Then leave me alone and see to my man.” The officer slumped down on a bench by the second of the two kitchen tables, his face hidden in his good hand.


  Ann turned to the two men carrying the litter. They helped her clear away the cloth from legs almost as shattered as the officer’s arm, and clean them so that at least surgeon Thompson could see where to cut. She glanced questioningly at the officer, but one of the men put his hand on hers and shook his head.


  “There’s nothing you can do for Colonel Holmes, girl, if he don’t want it. He’s already lost his son today, and now this arm. But he’ll have us see to Samuel here first. That’s his way.”


  Then they were busy washing away the cloth and blood as gently as they could. When they heard the first heavy thuds they were absorbed in their work, and it was not until a man cried out in horror from his bed that they looked up.


  It was a sight Ann never forgot. Colonel Holmes was sitting at the table, his left shoulder down on its surface, his shattered left arm stretched out in front of him. With his right hand he was hacking down at it with a great meat cleaver he had found on the wall, hacking down again and again just below the tourniquet, with his head arched back to be out of the way, his pale lips pressed firmly together, and a gleam of wild determination in his eyes. Before anyone could move he had finished. He jerked the cleaver out of the table-top where it was embedded, pushed the bloody remnants of his arm away with it, and then turned unsteadily to the cauldron of boiling pitch behind him. Very carefully he stretched out his right hand, lifted the ladle, and poured hot pitch over the bleeding stump. The hiss and stench made Ann cry out, but the Colonel, grim face white as a ghost, turned silently back to the cauldron again. Before he could reach it, surgeon Thompson had rushed over to him.


  “Wait! Colonel, let me.” In a moment more the stump was seared and the excess pitch cleared off. The Colonel stared into space, still and silent as a ghost, and everyone in the farm kitchen stared at him likewise. Only the surgeon moved and when he had finished, he stood back and looked at the Colonel also.


  “Now, sir, you have done a brave deed, but your body is sorely hurt. You should lie down and rest, to give it time to recover.” He pointed to one of the makeshift beds in the corner.


  The Colonel shook his head slowly. “There is no time for rest yet. I must see to my men. And then I have a bed ... at the inn.”


  He got to his feet, and began to walk towards the door. But halfway there he staggered and had to grip the wall with his one remaining hand. Ann saw the hand begin to shake, and then the arm and the whole body shook too, so that he would have fallen to the floor had the surgeon not caught him.


  “Your men be in the hands of God, sir. Trust yourself into His hands also, and mine. You can do no more fighting today, and I have no time to treat ‘ee for more injuries than one.” He beckoned to the Colonel’s two men. “Take Colonel Holmes to the inn, if he has a bed there, and give him brandy, if you can find it. But don’t let him fight again. We may need his courage another day.”


  The two men came forward to help him, but the shaking had stopped, and Colonel Holmes got to his feet by himself, only leaning on the arm of one man. His voice, when he spoke, was a gravelly whisper, drained of all expression but the grey will to survive.


  “I will take your advice, sir. But I think I can get there on my own feet, while the good Lord spares them to me.”


  He walked carefully out of the door, the two soldiers following close behind, ready to catch him if he fell.


  For a moment no-one in the room spoke. Then the man on the operating table groaned, and the surgeon returned to him. Ann could not bring herself to sweep the Colonel’s shattered arm into a bucket and take it to the pit in the kitchen garden, where the others were thrown, but someone did, for when she next looked up from cleaning the man’s leg, it was not there.
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  ADAM WAS woken by the water falling on his face, but this time Ann was not there. The water was dripping from the thatch above the rafters, and he could hear the steady patter of rain from outside.


  He raised himself on his shoulder and peered around in the gloom of the big kitchen. There were ten or a dozen men like himself lying on makeshift straw beds around the walls, some asleep, some bandaged and moaning. The kitchen was darker now as though it was evening, and in one corner a group of flickering tallow dips showed the tall figure of Nicolas Thompson bending over a bloody, pale figure lying on a table, helped by the two men who had carried him in. There was a girl there too - Ann! - in that strange brown riding dress she had worn in his dream. He wanted to ask why she was here, but felt too faint to cry out, and lay back weakly on the straw.


  As he watched, the man on the table screamed sharply, and struggled, while his friends held him down. Then the surgeon held up a bullet in his forceps for them all to see before dropping it with a clang into a pan. Ann helped him clean the wound and bandage it, speaking soothingly to the man as she did so.


  Then as the men helped to lift the wounded man into a bed, he recognised them - the short powerful figure of John Spragg and the bigger, bonier frame of Tom Goodchild. Adam tried to sit up to call them, and then lay back feebly with the pain swirling around his head. But they saw him and came over.


  “Adam! How is it, boy? ‘E ‘aven’t gone to join the Lord yet, then?” John Spragg peered at him cheerfully in the gloom.


  “No.” Adam winced at the memory of his dream, and disguised it by touching his head. “‘Tis only a bit of a bruise, I think. But who was that you brought in?”


  “Michael Taylor, poor fellow. ‘E got a ball in the shoulder when we was driving ‘em across that field, and has been left for dead in the rain for three hours since. Tom found ‘un when ‘e started groaning.”


  “Will he be all right?”


  “If ‘e don’t take the fever, surgeon says. Your young maid’s gone to seek some dry clothes for ‘un, bless her heart.”


  “Ann? Oh, yes.” Adam looked round the barn and saw that she had gone. He shook his head helplessly. “Why is she here, John? I sent her home.”


  John Spragg laughed. “I’m sure I don’t know, if you don’t. ‘Tidn’t my daughter. Perhaps young Tom can tell us?”


  Tom looked bemused and tired, irritated by John’s good humour. “No, I don’t know. ‘Er said summat about escaping from the royal troops, but I didn’t follow it at all.”


  “Anyhow, you be glad to have ‘er yer, Adam, however ‘tis come about. Proper home comforts, bain’t it? And ‘er’s marvellous at helping surgeon.”


  “‘Tis no place for a girl,” said Adam, and winced again as he moved his head. “Tom, you’re to see no harm comes to her while she’s here, now.”


  “As best I can, Mr Carter. But we’m to go back to the ranks, now.”


  “What, is the fight not over yet? The guns have stopped.”


  “Oh yes, the fighting’s over, boy,” said John Spragg cheerfully. “We drove ‘em off, Adam, the Lord blew ‘em away like chaff. But now we’m to make ready to march again, it seems.”


  “Again? Tonight? But ‘tis raining. Have we not beaten them?” It did not seem to Adam to make sense. His head was spinning so that he did not understand.


  “That’s what the Duke says.” Tom’s voice was flat and bitter, in complete contrast to John Spragg’s. “Turn your backs and run off through the night. In this bloody rain too. After we sent half a hundred or more of those Papist beggars straight to Hell, and the rest of ‘em running back to Bath in the rain! ‘E don’t know what ‘e’s at.”


  “But what were all the guns? Wasn’t there a proper battle?”


  “Proper enough! You saw it, Adam, didn’t ‘ee? Else what be you lying here for?” John laughed, trying to ignore Tom’s gloom.


  But Tom would not be cheered. “That’s just it, Mr Carter, you did see it all. After we drove ‘em out of the lane and back over the fields the rest of the Papists’s army come up and formed a line to face us, like you saw. We should’ve ‘ad ‘em then. The Duke was there ...”


  “Ar, ‘e was doing his part all right, cheering us on proper, boy. Don’t you forget it,” said John determinedly.


  “Up to then ‘e was. And then Colonel Wade tells Mister Satchell we’m going to fight, and off ‘e goes to see the Duke, and what happens? Nothing, that’s what! We bloody stand there, waiting, while they brings the guns up and fires pot-shots at each other. And then it rains while we’m waiting, and they packs up and goes ‘ome. Just like bloody Bristol, ‘twas!”


  “Except that ‘twas them as ran off in the rain, this time, not us. Don’t ‘ee forget that, boy.” John Spragg’s determined optimism was turning to irritation now, at the heavy gloom Tom was spreading.


  “Then if they run off, why don’t we chase ‘em, or stay yer? Why’s he say we got to march south tonight, eh? ‘Tis cause ‘e’s a bloody coward, that’s why!”


  The bitter words stunned Adam, hurting him more than his wound. He was so sure he had seen the enemy run, had heard the cheers of victory. Perhaps, he thought, perhaps he was dreaming again, and these words had come from the depths of his own mind, not from Tom. But John was staring at Tom too, his face as shocked as Adam felt. For both of them, the hidden fear that Tom was right made it all the more impossible for them to admit it.


  John Spragg had finally had enough.


  “Just you keep your mouth shut, Tom Goodchild, if you’ve got nothing else to use it for than to show your own ignorance. The Duke - our new King rather - has been in more battles, and won ‘em, than you’ve made shoes. Winning battles isn’t just a matter of walking up to t’other lot and giving ‘em a poke with a pike, you know. It takes brains and experience to know what you’m at, so’s you get the right lot of men in the right place at the right time, like we did this morning. If he didn’t fight this afternoon, and wants us to march on tonight, ‘tis cause he’s got a good reason for it, which boys like you wouldn’t understand.”


  “Then why did Colonel Wade want him to fight? He’s got brains enough - and courage. Why didn’t we take Bristol? Why have we got to march off tonight in the rain, like a lot of thieves, when there’s men falling down in the ranks for lack of sleep? Do that seem like sense to you?”


  “‘Tis not your place to question it, Tom,” Adam said, as firmly as the pain in his head would let him. But he knew as he spoke how wrong his words were, how they betrayed the independent spirit they fought for. But Tom’s fear - Adam’s, everyone’s, fear - had to be controlled, suppressed.


  “I come out to fight for the Lord, not for no royal bastard who only thinks of the crown, and lacks the guts to fight for it,” muttered Tom stubbornly. “I begin to wish I never come.”


  “If you thinks like that, boy, you’d better keep your mouth shut,” answered John Spragg. “Such talk is treason now.”


  “Then ‘tis treason to go on, and treason to turn back.”


  The two glared at each other over Adam’s bed, until at last the younger man looked away. For a while they stayed in silence, and then helped to lift Adam and the other wounded into the carts. And as the cart lurched and jolted through the night, with men moaning and dying all around him, and rain leaking through the canvas above, Adam thought how utterly unlike a victory it seemed.
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  “SO, THIS is the famous Mistress Carter, is it? Well, I see that our friends show some taste in the ladies they kidnap, at least. Have a seat, mademoiselle - Ann, is it not? May I call you that?”


  “Yes, my lord - I mean your Majesty.”


  A slight frown flicked across the Duke of Monmouth’s face at the reminder of his kingship, as though it were a burden to him. Ann settled herself in the wooden armchair by the fireplace. She thought how strained the young, handsome face looked now that she could see it close to, how big and dark the eyes, how petulant the soft, round chin. Once she had thought he looked like Lord Churchill, but now she had seen them both close to, she knew that Churchill had a strength that this man lacked. Had Monmouth changed since she had seen him presented with banners by the schoolgirls of Taunton, or had he always looked more relaxed and confident at a distance, in front of a large, applauding crowd? Only the smile was as charming as she remembered.


  She wondered why he had sent for her.


  “They tell me you were taken prisoner by the enemy, Ann. By Lord Churchill himself! And yet you escaped.”


  “Yes, your Majesty.” Ann told him the story, skipping over the details of the attempted rape as best she could. The more religious men in the room - Wade, Colonel Venner, and the pale, one-armed Colonel Holmes - looked most concerned at this, frowning and asking her briefly for the names of the dragoon regiment and the punishment meted out. Monmouth and Grey, on the other hand, were alive to the more romantic part of the tale, of how she had been kept prisoner and the details of her escape. She tried to play down Robert’s role in it, but this, apart from the escape itself, interested Monmouth most. Her blush when he asked which of the royal officers she liked the most especially delighted him. The care vanished from his face, and before she could answer he turned to Grey with a gay, knowing smile .


  “I’ve hit the mark there, eh, Ford! I fancy this young Master Pole has been trying to persuade the young lady to enlist with him! Has he not, Mistress Ann?”


  Ann blushed more, conscious of the stern, disapproving eyes of the other men upon them. “No, sir. He was kind to me, that was all. There was nothing improper about it.”


  “Oh, I didn’t mean anything improper; though, indeed, one could do with a little lapse from propriety on our side, sometimes. But I think perhaps this Captain Pole’s kindness evoked ... more than just a sense of gratitude on your part, at least? Is he handsome?”


  “Not especially, no.”


  “Tall? As tall as me, or Ford here?” He indicated Lord Grey.


  “Not so tall. A little shorter than you, perhaps.”


  “Neither handsome nor tall. Then what is it about him? Can he sing well? Has he a pleasant voice?”


  “He speaks well, sir. And ... I haven’t heard him sing.” It was a lie, but she was afraid of the censure of the older men, of the stories that might get back to her father. Monmouth himself she did not mind. His questions were impertinent, but the engaging way in which he put them made them seem part of a conspiracy of fun, as though love were an innocent game for anyone to engage in. Monmouth and his friend Grey seemed quite different from their serious, stern followers; they belonged to the world of Churchill and Feversham, Marianne and Robert, so that it did not seem wrong to speak to them of him. Of the people in the room, she felt that only she, Monmouth and Grey understood that world.


  “You forget, James, that she did escape and come over to us. There must be some greater attraction on our side, to have drawn such a beauty hither.” Lord Grey bowed to her, a small, ironic smile on his face.


  “I hadn’t forgotten, Ford ; it’s just that it seemed too much to hope for. Why did you come back, mademoiselle?”


  “I came back to be with my father, and my betrothed.” Monmouth and Grey exchanged a triumphant smile. “And because I saw our army winning, and it seemed more important to me than anything else, so that I wanted to be part of it, and help it, if I could.”


  Those words were for herself, and for everyone in the room. This light talk of a romance with Robert was making things unreal. It was not a light matter for her, nor was her decision to return. Yet Monmouth seemed slower to respond to her words than the others. He sighed before he spoke, as though he were reluctant to become serious again.


  “So it is important, at the moment. So important that I wish to forget it, sometimes. But tell me, Mistress Ann, there is something else of moment which I must know, which would help my army immensely.” He hesitated, as though reluctant to commit himself, and examined a ring on his finger as though there was some message there. “When you were with these officers, what ... impression did you get of their loyalty?”


  “Their loyalty, sir?”


  “I mean, some of them must have spoken sympathetically of our cause, for they are not all Papists, and many were my friends. Did they … how many of them gave you the impression they might come over to join us?”


  Ann stared at him, surprised, not knowing what to say. Her silence told him what he feared. She saw the colour drain from his face, and the anxious smile with which he had asked the question fade into a hopeless haunted look of despair. Her answer, when it came, was superfluous.


  “None of them, sir.”


  “None? But you say you spoke to Churchill, and Weston, and Lambe - did none of them have a good word for us? Did they perhaps look uneasy? Stay silent when the others laughed, something like that?”


  “No, sir. They all seemed very confident, and spoke most devilishly of us. I asked why they supported a Papist King, and Colonel Lambe laughed at me and said it was the rule of law, and the soldiers should all be hanged, and you ... beheaded.”


  She had said too much. For an awful moment she actually thought he was going to cry. The handsome, boyish face crumpled like a child’s that has been slapped for something it did not do, and he closed his eyes and covered them with his thin, delicate fingertips. Then he got up suddenly and went to the window, staring out with his hands clasped tightly together under his chin, one finger unconsciously feeling his neck. His voice, when he spoke, was high and querulous, addressed to everyone and no-one, utterly changed from the confident, teasing urbanity of a few moments before.


  “Promises, broken promises everywhere! Will there ever be anything else but broken promises? You heard them swear, Ford - you saw the letters! And now this is what it comes to - they laugh at us from safety while we sit in this dreary little town and wait for squire Althorp and his hundred and fifty horse from Wiltshire, who are also promised and also do not come. How can I win a battle against Feversham without more horse? I could not attack yesterday - I cannot even leave these hills without being cut down! And there is no rising in London, which was promised, and Argyll is beaten in Scotland, and my uncle the King in London gives his own promises, that he will pay £5,000 for my head, so that I hardly dare go outside this inn for fear someone will shoot me, while for anyone else who wants to leave ... “


  “James!” Lord Grey’s angry voice shocked him into silence, and he glanced at Ann, remembering she was there. “All is not lost yet, and need not be, if we keep our heads.”


  Monmouth stared back at his friend, and shivered slightly. “That, dear Ford, is what we are most likely to lose.” But the grim joke seemed to revive him, and he looked at Ann more steadily. “I am afraid your news is less good than I had had hoped, Mistress Carter, though I am grateful for it nonetheless. But now I must ask you to leave us. We have important business to discuss.”


  He held out his hand to her. She took it, curtsied, and stepped back. He looked at her oddly, and she wondered whether she ought to have kissed it, but it was too late now. As she went out, Colonel Wade followed her into the corridor. He took her arm before she could leave.


  “Perhaps I could have a word with you too, my dear, before you go back to your father?” He ushered her into a quiet corner, and they sat down at a table, his young, firm hand holding hers gently in his. His calm eyes studied her carefully from under thoughtful, dark eyebrows.


  “You are a brave girl, Ann. Colonel Holmes tells me you helped surgeon Thompson with the wounded. That’s not a pretty sight.”


  “It is a terrible sight. But someone must do it.”


  “Indeed they must. Not all girls could manage it, even so. I think you want our cause to win very much, don’t you, my dear?”


  “It must win. It’s God’s cause. If we lose ...”


  “If we lose it will be God’s judgement on us. But our punishment on earth will be meted out by King James, who is not likely to show any more mercy than his master in Hell. As you see, our King James - Monmouth - is a little afraid of that punishment already.”


  “Yes ... “ Surely this man was not going to turn against Monmouth as well? She could not bear it. “But perhaps he is tired?”


  “A King should never be tired, Ann. Or at least, he should not show it. Certainly he should never show fear, or irresolution, when the lives of eight thousand men depend on him. But as you see, all men are mortal, even kings, and ours has not yet been King for so long.”


  He paused, and looked at her carefully again. She felt she was being measured, to see how much she could be trusted. But she did not feel demeaned; somehow, the care with which he looked at her made her value herself more.


  “What I want to say to you, Ann, is this. You will do our cause no service if you tell your father or anyone else of some of things our King said to you just now - of his fears, the broken promises, and the reward offered by his uncle. He should not have said them in front of you and you would be serving the Devil if you told anyone what he said, or how he said it. For if an army is to win, Ann, it must believe in what it is fighting for, and in the man who is leading it. So if you were to go out now and tell anyone that the man who is leading this army is worried and afraid, and does not know what to do next, you would be helping to destroy our last chance of victory. Do you understand?”


  “Yes. I shan’t speak of it, at all.” Ann looked back at the young Colonel gratefully, drawing strength, as her father had done, from the sense of calm determination that filled everything he did. “But there is one thing I don’t understand.”


  “What’s that?”


  “If Monmouth is like that, and those things that he said are true, why aren’t you afraid?”


  Wade smiled, and she saw in him something of that reckless, cavalier confidence that she had hoped for in Monmouth, and which, allied to the sturdy puritan virtues beneath, might still win them this war as it had won their grandfathers the last.


  “I am afraid all the time, my dear, though it doesn’t do to show it. But then, I’m a lot more afraid of the flames of Hell than anything King James can do.”
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  “WE’D BE making ready for our wedding now, if it wasn’t for that bastard.”


  Tom looked moodily down across the fields and rooftops towards the main street of Frome, where the tiny distant figure of Monmouth rode his white horse through a cheering crowd of soldiers and citizens. They saw him wave back, graciously enough, and then he disappeared behind the leaves of a rowan tree which grew on the hillside where they were standing. Ann picked a moon daisy, and twirled its stem idly between her fingers as they strolled on in the warm evening.


  “‘Tis just because he’s not a bastard that we’ve come, isn’t it? Because he’s the King’s legitimate son? Because King Charles married Lucy Water before he married the Queen. So he’s the rightful heir to the throne!”


  “Well, I don’t believe it any more. If so, why did his father deny it? There’s more to being King than wearing fine clothes and waving at folks. Any bastard can do that - ‘tis like being a whore, that’s all!”


  Ann sighed. It was easy enough following Colonel Wade’s advice with her father, or William Clegg, or John Spragg; though they were tired, they had won a victory, as they thought, and their spirits were still high; and now, after a second day of rest in Frome, they were ready and eager to march on again towards London. But there was a dreadful bitterness in Tom which she had not seen before, and which frightened her more than anything Monmouth had said. At least Monmouth could hide his fears in public, but if Tom went on talking like this the despair would spread, and then surely all the men from Colyton would be killed, because they had lost the belief for which they fought.


  She longed to reach Tom, for their sake rather than his own, and give him back that bluff, angry courage he had had at the beginning.


  “He comes from a different world to us, Tom, that’s why he wears fine clothes and such. But he was brave enough in the fight at Philip’s Norton, wasn’t he? John Spragg told me he was right up in the front of everyone on that white horse, where anyone might have shot him.”


  “Oh yes, he was fine enough there at the beginning, like a proper cock on a dunghill, ‘e was. But why didn’t ‘e let us come off the hill, and drive the Papists back to the Devil where they belong?”


  Tom slashed savagely at the grass in the hedgerow behind them with a stick he had found, cutting down some foxgloves and pink campion. Ann picked them up carefully, to add to the little posy she was collecting to take back to the sick men in surgeon Thompson’s care.


  “Perhaps … I heard Colonel Wade say that it was because we had not enough horse, and so ‘twas better tactics, I think he called it, to stand till they attacked us.”


  “Tactics? To stand in a line and be shot at? And all because he gives command of the horse to that bloody coward Grey, who could hardly fight a fox if it didn’t run away from him! Oh Ann, don’t you see? ‘Tis blind deceit to call ourselves God’s army when we’re led by men like these! The Lord will forsake us!” He slashed wildly at the grass again, and then sent the stick spinning away into the woods beside the path, startling a blackbird into indignant flight. “We should never have made him King. It was a sin.”


  Ann stood very still, stroking the posy of flowers gently across her face, feeling the calm of the woods around them.


  “So would you rather we had stayed at home then, and done nothing?”


  As he looked at her, wonderingly, the wide eyes scared and serious, she saw the familiar boy she had grown up with, the boy who had protected her and whom she had helped with his schoolwork when it puzzled him. But the boy was in a man’s body now, and there was something dark and afraid in his eyes; something which she had occasionally glimpsed in Colyton, but which had grown. He was at once the familiar Tom she had always known and also a stranger, alone with his fear. She pitied him for the fear, and yet it frightened her.


  He watched her carefully while he answered, as though she had changed for him as well.


  “It was right to come when we did, Ann, you know that. But ...”


  “But what, Tom?”


  “But if we hadn’t come, we might be married now. We should be settled into that little cottage and ...”


  She shook her head. “How could you have stayed, Tom, when all the others went?”


  “I don’t mean that. I mean, if Monmouth hadn’t come. If he’d come later, or somewhere else. Just think, Ann, we had all our life in front of us, and now ... I may be killed tomorrow because that fool leads us the wrong way, and we’ll never know any of it.”


  She bit her lip as the religious answer came pat to her tongue. It was so obvious, she remembered how her father had used it at the time. ‘He who sets up store for himself in this world shall have nothing, but he who sacrifices his desires to God shall have eternal joy in Heaven.’ But it was a measure of the change in Tom that he, with his everlasting doglike following after Israel Fuller, had not realised it for himself. If Israel could not restore his courage through religion, surely she could not.


  She looked up, and saw the passion in his dark fearful eyes, before he looked away in shame. And she saw what she must do. She trembled, like a bride holding her posy at the altar, and reached out one hand for his.


  “We are together now, Tom, at least.”


  His big hand tensed as she touched it. Even so much contact between them was strange. She stroked the hairs on the back of his hand gently and looked up into his face, seeing his heavy lips part in doubt. She thought how strange it was that someone so strong could be paralysed by fear, and wished she could set him free. She threw the posy onto the path and took each of his hands in hers, leaning back and smiling up at him.


  “See, I am here, Tom. Now. Do we have to wait for the future?”


  He scowled, as though he could not quite believe what was happening, but he did not push her away.


  “Kiss me, Tom. We may not have another chance.”


  He looked around suddenly, as though he thought they were being watched, but there was no-one, only the birds beginning their evensong among the leaves. He swallowed, then bent forward suddenly and put his lips to hers.


  It was a wet, clumsy kiss, and his sudden rough embrace drew her to him so tightly that her head was bent back sharply over her shoulders; but she gave herself completely, moulding her lips to his, running her hands through the back of his hair, feeling her body almost lifted from the ground in the strength of his grip.


  At last he let her go. She stumbled back, holding on to his arms, and saw the look of shock and wonder on his face. Yet he dared not speak; a half-smile flickered on his lips, and then his arms stiffened and the darkness returned to his eyes.


  “Shall we go to the wood, Tom? Someone might see us here.”


  He was as still as though he were in a dream, so that for a moment she wondered if he had heard her at all. Then the darkness in his eyes changed to hope and the tension in his arm relaxed so that she could lead him off the path and in amongst the trees.


  As they walked together, hand in hand, ducking their way under the low sprays of light hazel leaves, it was like the days when they had been children and played house in the copse by the river at Colyton. It had always been she who had had the ideas and taken the lead, he who had had the strength and the physical courage. Now she meant to give him back his courage. Yet as they walked on, she felt her own courage failing her. It was too cold-blooded, to walk into a wood like this, to couple with a man she did not love, even if she was betrothed to him. It felt like a sin, but why? Surely God would not disapprove?


  She stopped, at a place where a tree had fallen and made a little glade of grass and ferns.


  No, this wouldn’t be a sin against God, she realised. It would be a sin against Robert!


  “No ... “ she began, but Tom spoke too.


  “No-one can see us here,” he said, and then he was kissing her again, and her resistance was crushed in his huge, clumsy embrace. But she found she did not want to resist; the strength which she had awakened excited her so that she responded eagerly to the kiss, her hands pressed flat against the hard muscles of his back. The very feel of his back was a surprise to her, for they had hardly touched each other at all during the past year of their courting; now suddenly all caution was gone, and neither could touch enough. She felt his hands clutch her bottom, and clumsily pull up the back of her skirt. She kissed his neck in delight at the crude violence of it. Her own hands pressed his buttocks and legs hard against her, and her mouth sought his lips for another hot, urgent kiss. Then he groaned, and pushed her down on her back in the grass, pulling her skirt up around her waist.


  “Wait, Tom! Let me … “ she fumbled with the ribbons at the back of her bodice, suddenly wanting to be out of her dress completely, to give him exactly what she had denied the dragoon, but the ribbons on her dress were too tightly tied and Tom misunderstood. He forced her dress up higher, so that for a moment a fold of the brown cloth came over her head and she had to fight to push it down so she could breathe. She felt him fumbling with his own clothes and the scratch of his belt buckle on her thigh as he pulled his breeches down. He looked at her, his face flushed and urgent, and she thought he would kiss her first and lifted her face to be kissed.


  “Yes, Tom, yes!” she said, glorying in the strength she had released, but he was too preoccupied to kiss her. His arm and knee forced her legs up and apart and then she felt a sudden hot tearing pain between her legs, again and again as he thrust himself in and out, his breath coming in great hot gasps through the lips pressed against her neck. She cried out with the pain and tried to arch her back and force him off, but his great weight pressed her down, her arms and legs pushed helplessly aside. He rammed himself hard up into her and shuddered and she cried out again as his back arched and he drew in breath in a huge, moaning gasp. Then he slumped down on top of her and she lay limp, crushed under his bulk, staring up at the pattern of the leaves against the sky, her hands clutching the cloth of the shirt on his back as she drew breath and felt the first long sob well up inside her.


  After a while he stirred, and lifted his head to look at her. His face was flushed and heavy, but not cruel. He bent to kiss her, but she turned her head away, feeling the tears trickle off her nose. He kissed her anyway and sat up, heaving at his trousers. She let her bare legs flop uselessly to the ground and pushed some of the skirt down between her legs where the pain was.


  He turned to look at her and she hunched away from him on her side, weeping, her arm over her face. He dragged at her skirt.


  “Come on, pull it down. Someone might come.”


  “Let them! I don’t care!”


  “But what are you crying for. It was you who wanted it!”


  “Not like this.” She took her arm away from her face and glared at him in fury. He looked a little irritated, but under that, proud – pleased with himself!


  “You hurt me!”


  “It always hurts for women, first time. That’s why you’re bleeding - look.” He pulled her skirt up again. She flinched, then sat up and stared at the wet blood on her thighs.


  “You’d better clean yourself up.” He got up, walked over to the fallen tree, and sat down on it quietly with his back to her.


  “You ...!” But she was too shocked to think of a word. She stared at his back for nearly a minute, watching the picture slowly blur as the tears returned. She shook them away and tore up handfuls of grass to wipe her legs. Then she made a pad of leaves to stop the rest of the bleeding, wincing as she touched herself. She did it hurriedly, suddenly afraid that someone might come, and take Tom’s side as the soldiers in Chard had taken the dragoons’. There was blood on the hem of her skirt; she rubbed it frantically with mud to hide it. No-one must know about this. But what would happen if the bleeding did not stop? Who could she go to for help?


  “Are you clean?” He turned and looked at her when she did not answer. She stared back at him, not moving. This is the end of childhood, she thought. She had led him into the wood as she had always led him, when they were children. Now she was a woman, and she had lost control. He stared at her like a stranger, and she did not know what to do.


  A pheasant called in the wood, and the distant church clock of Frome chimed the half-hour.


  “We’d better get back,” he said. “There’s muster at nine o’clock.”


  She followed him out of the glade and back to the path. Twice he held back branches for her, but they did not touch. She had stopped crying, and tried to hold her head up high, to salvage something from the mess; but his eyes, like his body, avoided hers, and the look of pride in his face began to darken to guilt. He did not speak to her, and as they came nearer the town, she looked down at the ground, absorbed in her own sense of shame and failure. When at last they had to part, in the crowded street, it was too late for words, and she hurried back to her room, hoping that the blood would not stain its way through her dress.


  38


  JOHN SPRAGG had hammered the dent out of Adam’s helmet, and the padding of the bandage made it fit better, so that it did not shift and rub his scalp on the march as it had before. At first Adam had been surprised by the weight of his musket and rest, and thought someone had filled the barrel with shot for a joke; but after a few hours on the march he had got used to it, although his legs still trembled and threatened to betray him when he stumbled in a rut.


  But anything was better than that horrible jolting on a cart through the wet darkness on the way to Frome. He felt sorry for those poor wounded men whom Ann and Nicolas Thompson had loaded onto the carts this morning. They would be lucky if their wounds were not opened and their bones put out of joint again by the end of the day. Adam rejoiced to be back on the march again, with the solid reassurance of his friends all around him, the familiar steady tramp of their feet, and the larks singing above the hazy dust-cloud kicked up by the thousands of men and horses in front and behind.


  Occasionally a psalm broke out, led by the rich baritone of Sergeant Evans; and earlier in the day they heard bits of a sermon preached by the chaplain of the army, given at the top of his voice on the text from Deuteronomy chapter 20: ‘The Lord your God is He that goeth with you, to fight for you against your enemies, to save you’. The pauses and crescendoes of his sermon had been punctuated by deep ‘Amens’ from Adam and the others.


  It had not perhaps been one of the best sermons he had heard, Adam thought reflectively; for since they were marching away from the enemy the preacher had had to avoid the earlier part of the text ‘Ye approach this day unto battle against your enemies’. So he had not quite worked up that air of fiery conviction which Israel Fuller used to have in the secret meetings in the woods near Axminster. But then it must be hard to preach on the march, when you were constantly having to avoid the ruts, or step in the hedgerow out of the way of horsemen taking messages up and down the line, and still keep the thread of your argument and your voice loud enough to carry over the noise of marching feet and creaking leather, and the violent coughs and sneezes of the men plagued with the hay fever. William Clegg had it worst; today, with the warm sun and all-enveloping dust, his eyes and nose were streaming, so that when they had paused at midday he had looked as exhausted as if he had walked twenty miles instead of ten. Adam caught himself hoping he would not have to stand near Clegg in the battle line, and offered up a short prayer instead that he would be cured of the affliction on the day of battle so that he could fight his best for the cause, though he doubted, as ever, whether his prayers would be heard.


  Adam wondered when the next battle would be. There had been murmurs of dismay from several men, not only Tom, when they had found themselves marching west out of Frome that morning, instead of east to Warminster, as they had expected. Last night John Clapp had come over from the cavalry, with the news that small detachments had already been sent east to find lodgings and look for arms and recruits on the road to Warminster, Longleat and London. Roger Satchell and Sergeant Evans had agreed in warning them all to march ready for battle, for Lord Feversham would surely not let them out into the plains of Wiltshire without a fight.


  Instead, here they were marching briskly back to Shepton Mallet, with not a royal soldier in sight. Roger Satchell had tried to cheer them by suggesting it had all been a trick to send Lord Feversham the wrong way, at which one or two had laughed. But what was the point of giving the enemy the slip, John Spragg had asked, if by doing so you let him get between you and London? Roger had scratched his head, and said he did not know, but perhaps they were marching to join up with some more recruits. No-one thought that particularly likely, since they had already been this way before. Perhaps, William Clegg said, it was due to the kindness of their leader in not wanting to make his men start out the day with the sun in their eyes; but if so, they should then have made camp at midday, or turned round, instead of tramping on all afternoon into the west.


  Despite this confusion, Adam was so glad of his recovered strength and the simple blessing of sunshine instead of rain, that he did not care too much about where they marched. For the moment he could leave the major decisions of the campaign to their leaders and to God. He felt that most of his closest friends - John Spragg and William Clegg especially - thought the same. When it was time for battle they would see that their muskets were clean, their powder dry, and their aim sure - the rest was in the hands of the Lord.


  For surely this was God’s chosen army, Adam thought, whether he himself was one of the Elect or not. His one duty in all of this was to be like his friends; if he did not flinch when the time came, then no-one would know the depths of fear and doubt in his soul. No-one would be able to tell his children that their father had not been one of His chosen Elect, but one condemned to endless darkness and purgatory.


  So far at least he had not betrayed himself. He remembered with a kind of wonder how there had never actually been a moment when he could say he was afraid at Philip’s Norton, not even when the dragoon’s musket had been levelled at him and he had shouted to him to shoot. There had been no time, really, for fear; there had been all the hurry of forming up outside the walls and going through the musket drill, and they had marched forward in a kind of trance, so that the action had been all over before he had had time to feel anything. If only the next battle came soon, before he lost his trust in his leaders and the Lord, and began to doubt …


  He looked ahead at the tall figure of Tom, marching with his big pike over his shoulder. Why did he feel so sour about the lad? Had he been mistaken in his choice of son-in-law? Tom’s religion should have given him strength, as it had done at first; Adam remembered how fierce and determined the boy had been at Lyme and Bridport and Chard, how wretched he himself had felt beside him. There had been no question of his courage at Philip’s Norton either - had it not been for Tom he might have been dead. But this everlasting doubt about Monmouth’s right to be King, and his ability to lead, was poisoning the boy’s mind, and worse, spreading doubt and fear amongst the rest of them. Doubt, not of their own righteousness in the sight of the Lord, but of Monmouth’s.


  There was something else, too. Last night, when he had asked Tom about Ann, the boy had flushed, muttered something inaudible, then said that he had not seen her. At the time, Adam had put it down to shyness, but this morning John Spragg had said he had seen the two of them walking back into town together, looking as though they had quarrelled.


  A quarrel might be no bad thing, perhaps, if it had been about Tom’s doubts of Monmouth; for Tom needed someone to put some faith into him, and since she had returned Ann seemed more fiercely determined than any that they should win.


  But what if it had been about the marriage, or what had happened to her amongst the royal troops? Adam gripped his musket stock angrily at the thought of it. Tom was fiercely jealous, Adam knew, and might easily refuse to believe the story that Ann had told them. She and some other girls had been threatened, she said, by some dragoons, and then the officer, young Robert Pole, had kept her prisoner for her own protection. If only it had not been him, after what had happened to Simon! Ann swore he had behaved quite decently, but then, would she dare say otherwise? And she had blushed as she said it - was that just her own embarrassment at the question? Two or three days in the sole protection of that young rake - surely something must have happened. Perhaps that was what Tom thought too - the great lout might even think she was no longer good enough for him! Adam’s blood ran cold at the thought. It would hardly be Ann’s fault if anything had happened in those circumstances, and anyway Tom, of all people, should show faith in her.


  So why had the boy lied last night about seeing her? Why had they been out of the town together? When he had asked Tom to take care of the girl, that was not quite what he had meant. I ought to get her home, Adam thought. However good she is with the wounded, an army is no place for a decent girl. But while she was here, he had a duty to see she was not harmed. He sighed, knowing he would have to speak to them both as soon as possible.


  The opportunity came that night. The army reached Shepton Mallet, which they had already passed on their way east, and the soldiers were mostly billeted free in houses, choosing first those whose men had gone to the militia. After a decent home-cooked supper, Adam made his way to a house in the next street which the surgeon and Ann had been allocated. They had only just finished eating, for they had had the wounded to see to, but Adam was glad to find Tom there before him, although the surly look on the boy’s face did not make him feel welcome.


  Ann helped the housewife to clear the table, while the older men took out their long clay pipes and inhaled the smoke gratefully. Tom whittled at a piece of wood with his knife. For a while Adam and Nicolas Thompson talked generally about the progress of the day and the state of the wounded, and then, as Ann came back into the room, wiping her hands on an apron she had borrowed, Adam said:


  “I hope you won’t think me rude, friend Nicolas, but I have a few family matters to talk over with these youngsters. Is there any little room or parlour in this house, do you know, where we could retire for a private talk?”


  The lanky, white-haired surgeon drew in smoke reflectively, and looked at Adam and Tom from under his bushy eyebrows. “‘Tis a poor do, Adam, if a man can’t get a rest from his family troubles when he goes to war!” He got up, knocked his pipe out at the grate, and smiled at the three of them from his great height. “But if you’m taking my nurse, I shall have to go out to see to my poor charges, so I shan’t bother ‘ee for a while.”


  When he had gone Adam looked at the young couple, wondering how to begin. Tom gave him a quick glance and then dropped his eyes sullenly. His big hands were whittling at the piece of wood, which was taking the shape of a pike-blade between his fingers. Ann glanced at her father calmly, a slight flush on her face, and then came and sat down on the bench at the other end of the table.


  “Family matters, father? Have you had some news from home?”


  “No, of course not. I wish I had though.” He pressed his left hand down on the surface of the table, examining the spread fingers carefully. “I wish I had news that you were safe at home with your mother.”


  “Oh, father! I would much rather be here, and I am far more use to you, I’m sure! Who would have looked after you when you were wounded, if I had not been here?”


  “The Lord would have sent someone.” Her face clouded and he saw his mistake. “No, Ann, that is not fair. The Lord sent you to me and I am most grateful, truly. And so I am sure are those other poor wretches. But I would still rather send you home.”


  “But it wouldn’t be safe, father!”


  “Not safe? Whatever do you mean, girl?” He had a sudden awful vision of his house being pillaged and burnt, Mary and the children being driven out at swordpoint. “You have no bad news of home?”


  “No, father, how should I? I meant it wouldn’t be safe for me to travel, that’s all. I’m safer here.” She smiled, and saw his stern face relent a little, as she had hoped it would.


  “I suppose so, for now. But if the chance arises, I shall send you. The army is no place for a decent girl, you know that.”


  “I have you and Tom to look after me.” The words were a question to Tom, who sat without looking up, his eyes darkly concentrating on the wood, as he had sat all evening. When he had first come to the house, she had thought he wanted to speak to her alone, but he had just sat and whittled, and glanced at her occasionally with a deep, sullen look which she feared to interpret.


  Adam glanced at Tom as well. “So you have. But I’ve heard whispers about a quarrel between you two.”


  He could see by their reaction that there was some truth in it. Ann blushed, and Tom looked up from his wood, his eyes glancing from one to the other as though he were frightened of something. But a lover’s quarrel was nothing to be afraid of, Adam thought.


  “Who told you that?” Tom found his voice at last.


  “Someone who saw you coming back from the woods outside Frome last night. I am surprised that you should find that a fit place to walk together.”


  “What do you mean, father? There’s no harm in walking in a wood!”


  “Not at home, perhaps, where everyone knows you are betrothed. But I asked Tom here to take care of you, and when we are in the middle of an army of many thousands of men who do not know you, I hardly think it is taking good care of your reputation or your safety for you to be seen walking alone in the woods with any man.”


  There was a long pause, while Ann waited for Tom to speak. But he said nothing, and so at last she spoke for him, her hair half-hiding her face as she looked modestly down at the table.


  “I am sorry, father. You are quite right. It was my fault - I asked Tom to come with me so ... so that I could get away from the army for a little.”


  Her humility surprised Adam, after all the quarrels they had had about such things at home. And the guilty, hunted look in Tom’s eyes worried him more.


  “So what did you quarrel about?”


  “Nothing, father. We didn’t quarrel about anything.”


  “Tom?”


  “There was no quarrel.”


  “You don’t look so happy now.”


  “How should I be happy, when we have spent all day marching away from the enemy we have come to fight? Is this the way to get the Lord’s blessing on our cause?”


  “I didn’t come to discuss that, Tom. And at least it is safer for Ann; you should be glad of that.”


  “I didn’t ask her to come! She shouldn’t be here - ‘tis no godly army that has a girl dragging her skirts behind it, like some devil’s temptress!”


  “Tom!” Ann’s voice was sharp with pain, but he ignored her. “A man should keep his soul pure if he is to fight for the Lord, not be tempted and held back by women. Listen to your father, girl, a man who is happy to retreat just because it keeps you safe. Is that any way to fight? ‘Tis more than likely Monmouth’s brought us back here just because he fancies some drab like you!”


  “Thomas Goodchild! You will not speak of my daughter like that!” Adam half rose to his feet, furious, then thought better of it and sat down. He passed his hand across his brow to calm himself, and then began again. “What is the matter with you, boy? Everything seems wrong for you now - the war, King Monmouth, and now Ann! When we were in Taunton you were glad she was there. Your own father would not believe it if he heard you talking like this. You used to be a tower of strength to us; now you seem more likely to destroy us!”


  “I am out to destroy the works of the Devil, whereever I find them. And he is amongst us now, Mr Carter, though you are too blind to see it. Other men can see it; godly men, who listen to Israel Fuller, and study the works of the Lord and pray to Him daily. ‘Tis the Devil in our leaders that has denied us victory, and given them over to pride and vanity. There’s even the Devil in your daughter, Mr Carter!”


  “What do you mean, boy?” Adam’s voice was unnaturally level and warm, balanced as it was between the white heat of fury and an icy doubt. Ann stared at Tom, speechless. For a moment he hesitated, but it came out at last.


  “I mean that she ... only that she would hold us back from fighting out of fear for her safety, as you have said. I cannot give my heart to the Lord’s work if I am worried about what she may be doing with our own men, or with the enemy.” He looked down at his hands, confused, embarrassed now that he had said it. Then he lifted his eyes in sullen defiance.


  “Do you call my daughter a whore, boy? Is that what you mean by the Devil in her?”


  “I only say what I think to be true.”


  “But it’s not true, Tom! You know it isn’t!” Ann’s voice was high and wild with shock, so that Adam felt sure it could be heard in the street outside.


  “I know that you tempted me in a way any honest woman would be ashamed to do!”


  “I tempted you?”


  “I don’t like to say it in front of your father, but the Lord knows it to be true. Such conduct can only be some devilish trick that you have learned at the hands of your Papist captors, who sent you back to infect us with it!” Tom spat the words out with a venomous fury as though he were indeed infected, and then turned abruptly away from them both, to begin fiddling nervously with the wood again.


  Adam and Ann sat silent, stunned by the outburst, neither daring to look at the other. At last Adam broke the silence, a terrible sadness in his voice, as though his whole life were wasted.


  “Is there any truth in this, Ann?”


  She turned and looked at her father, desperately seeking his eyes, his understanding, but he only stared down dully at the wood in front of him, the terrible male conspiracy isolating her in guilt, as it had done before at Chard.


  “I only ... he is my betrothed, father!”


  “You only what? You are not yet married, girl, you should know that!”


  “Ask him. He knows it was not just me.”


  Adam turned to Tom, his face grim as an executioner’s. “What exactly is this Devil’s work that you complain of?”


  Tom too kept his eyes down as he spoke, as though what he spoke of were too shameful to be openly acknowledged.


  “She ... she put it in my mind that I might easily die in the next battle, and ... that if I did so, we ... she would never have had conjugal relations with me, as man and wife. And so she offered herself to me, brazenly like a strumpet, there in the wood!” His voice rose to a high sob as he finished, as though he himself had been raped.


  “And what did you do?”


  “It was a temptation of the Devil!”


  “And you accepted it!” Ann could keep quiet no longer. “Oh yes, father, he did! He coupled with me, and pretty roughly too! It didn’t take much tempting to get your breeches down, did it?”


  “Be quiet, Ann!” Adam banged the table in rage. “How can you speak like this, girl? My own daughter! My own daughter a whore!”


  “But it was only with Tom, father - we are betrothed!”


  “You did not learn to kiss like that from me!” Tom said. “You learnt that Devil’s art from other men - from those Papists and idolaters you coupled with before! From Robert Pole!”


  “No!” She looked to her father for support, but his eyes were stern and distant, withdrawn into deep, unreachable sadness. “I didn’t ... “


  “Be quiet, Ann. You will only further endanger your soul by lying, and anyway I do not want to hear what you did or did not do with other men. It is enough that you have sullied yourself with Tom.” Adam paused, and passed his hand across his eyes, searching for the words to go on. “I never thought I would live to hear a daughter of mine had behaved so ... shamefully with a man. It is your part to resist temptation, girl, not encourage it.”


  “Yes, father.” She bowed her head, hopelessly. It was useless to resist.


  “At least, as you say, you are betrothed, and you will be married as soon as this business is over. So perhaps only the three of us here will know of your shame.”


  “And what if I do not wish to marry her now, when she has brought these strumpet’s tricks into the army of the Lord? I agreed to marry an honest girl, not a …”


  “You will marry her now, Tom!” Adam cut across Tom, before he said the hateful word. “You have no choice. You admit that you have succumbed to temptation and lain with my daughter when you should not; now you must accept the responsibility for it, and care for her and the child, if there be one!”


  “But it may not be my child! If ‘er’s been with some idolatrous Papist let him look after it!”


  “Oh, Tom, I never did it with anyone else. You are the first, God help me!”


  “But how ...?”


  “You hear what my daughter says, Thomas. I believe her and so should you, if only for your own peace of mind. She may have sinned, as you say, but you sinned with her, and it would be a greater sin by far if you were to abandon her now. I hardly think your father or friend Israel would support you in that, and by the Lord God, Tom, if you abandon my daughter and sully her good name after this as you have sullied her body, I shall see to it that you never dare set foot in Colyton village again!”


  Ann remembered later how magnificent her father had looked then, in the strength of his conviction, and how cowed and sullen Tom seemed in comparison.


  “Consult your conscience, Tom, and see if you cannot find some of the good Lord’s love and charity in your heart as well as His wrath, for we are all sinners, you know; you as well as the rest.”


  “But we will not all be redeemed,” Tom muttered surlily. Adam got to his feet, and stood for a second, shocked that his own fear should come from the boy’s mouth. But his anger was flowing too quickly for him to hesitate long.


  “Redemption is in the hands of the Lord, boy, and best left there. Our task is to live our lives on earth as best we can according to His precepts, whatever may happen to us after. And it seems to me that the best way for you two to do that now is to sit quietly together here in this room and try to recover something of that which you have lost. I hope I can leave you alone safely, at least. I will speak to you later, Tom, to see what you have decided.”


  When he had left them they sat for a while without talking, like strangers put by accident in the same prison cell. Tom stared at the wall, and Ann watched him, wondering if it would be like this when they were married, and whether she could bear it if it were. Perhaps, she thought, if you sit still long enough your heart turns to stone, and ceases to ache. Or do love and hope just go bad through lack of use and turn to hatred and despair, like wine to vinegar? She had never loved Tom as she had Robert, but until yesterday she had thought they could at least marry and be friends. She had never hated him until now. Now she only wanted to hurt him, for his treachery.


  He fiddled nervously with the wood he had been carving, as though she were not there.


  “You don’t want to marry me, do you?” she said at last, to break the boredom.


  “No. But it seems I’ll have to.”


  “Yes. And every night I’ll bleed on you, and whisper to you about how I coupled with other men, and what they said to me when they did it. Shall I tell you about Robert Pole?”


  “No!” He scowled at her in horror.


  “Oh, but I think I should, Tom, to remind you what a sacrifice you are making, and help you to repent properly of your sins. You see, when I spread my legs for him ... “


  “Shut your mouth, you filthy harlot!” He got up and slapped his hand hard across her face, so that she almost fell sideways off the bench, and had to grip it to stop herself. She glared at him bitterly through the hair which had fallen about her face, her cheek aching with the pain.


  “If we are to be married you will not talk to me like that, ever! Such words are not fit for a Christian woman!”


  “And you will stop me by hitting me? A fine Christian marriage we shall have. Like a whited sepulchre.”


  “‘Tis a husband’s duty to chastise his wife.”


  “Not every day, Tom. And I shall remind you of it every day, now. My father will not be very pleased when he sees me with a new bruise every day.”


  “Then he shouldn’t force us to get married. ‘Tis a proper Devil’s mockery!” He got up angrily and strode to the window, banging his fist on the low oaken beam above it, and leaning his forehead against one of the small panes to cool it.


  Ann rubbed her bruised face and sighed, trying to hold back her tears. It was not this she had had in mind when she had ridden down the hill at Philip’s Norton to become part of her own world again. Nor when she had tried to love Tom and give him back his courage. If her future was to be like this, it was not worth fighting for.


  “Perhaps it won’t come to anything after all, Tom. If the army is defeated, you may not be alive to marry me anyway. Perhaps we should pray to God for that.”


  She regretted the words as soon as she had spoken them. They were too cruel; a treacherous blasphemy that included not only Tom but her father and all the men from Colyton, all the thousands of good honest men in the town around them who were risking their lives for their King Monmouth. But it was too late to take the words back. Tom had heard them, and turned, his face twisted with bitter scorn.


  “I knew you were one of the Devil’s party. Only a Papist’s whore could say such a thing. I don’t care what your father says, I could never marry you. You’re a harlot — a Papist’s whore!”


  It was as though some great revelation had suddenly come to him. He stared at her for a moment defiantly to see if she would respond, then spat violently on the floor and walked out into the street, leaving her alone with her regrets.


  39


  ADAM’S ANGER was still smouldering in the early afternoon of the next day, as they marched into the little cathedral town of Wells. Tom had not come to see him the night before, but Adam had sought him out, and the short, bitter argument had left him white-hot with rage and shaking in every limb. Unable to sleep, he had spent half the night pacing up and down the kitchen of the house they were billetted in, while John Spragg tried to calm him.


  The worst of it was being forced to plead with Tom to marry Ann. He felt he had to do that, for propriety’s sake, but he did not want the marriage to take place now, at all. The more he heard of the boy’s pious accusations and imagined what had happened the more he hated him, and wished him out of his own and Ann’s life for ever.


  Ann had betrayed him too - he burned with shame as he remembered the way he and Luke Goodchild had encouraged their wives’ first fantasy that their two first-born should unite in marriage, and how he himself had only mildly thrashed them both when he had caught them, at the age of three or four, examining each other’s bodies as children will. If he had known then what it would come to today, he would have whipped young Tom within an inch of his life, and forbidden him ever to go near his daughter again.


  But as he marched towards Wells the next day, a few ranks behind the great, gloomy, good-looking man the little boy had grown into, he wondered if even that would have done any good. Perhaps, contrary though the idea seemed, it might have made things even worse. Shameful though it was, it was common enough, and natural, for children to explore each other’s bodies until taught it was wrong. And many young couples took their betrothal for a sign of marriage; some did not wait so long. Men like Israel Fuller might consider him lax, but he could have forgiven his daughter that.


  For despite the stern things he had said to Ann that morning, it was not what they had done together than hurt him most, in the end. What he could never forgive was that pious canting refusal of Tom to admit that he had had any part in the guilt of what had taken place, or that he was any longer under an obligation to marry Ann. It was a lie - a proud, self-deceiving lie, anyone could see that, except Tom. He had left the straight and narrow path - did he think he could step back on it again, and push Ann down into the mire? It made Adam so angry that at times that day the very sight of the boy’s back made Adam want to unshoulder his musket there and then and blow a hole right through it.


  The incident had hurt Ann deeply, he could see that. He remembered how she had wept that morning, tears of rage as much as pain. Even as Adam had chastised her he had forgiven her in his heart, as he had done so many times before. At least she had had the self-respect to say that she would never marry Tom now, even if he went down on his knees to ask her.


  And so throughout the day, as Adam’s rage focussed itself on Tom’s broad back marching in front of him, he felt once again that Ann’s waywardness somehow brought her closer to him and he loved her all the more for it.


  He meant to speak to her again when they arrived in Wells, but he knew that at first she would be too busy helping the surgeon settle the wounded into their billets for the night. Adam was in a detail set to guard half-a-dozen supply wagons, containing welcome amounts of money and arms, which had somewhat surprisingly been left there by Colonel Lambe’s dragoons on their march west. So it was not until three-quarters of an hour or so later that they were dismissed, and he decided to have a brief look around the town with some of the others before seeking out his daughter. John Spragg and William Clegg came with him.


  They were surprised by the number of canons and other religious men they saw around the town. William Clegg had heard Israel Fuller say something about paying a visit to the cathedral.


  “‘Tis ‘ardly like our Israel to be a-worshipping in a cathedral,” said John Spragg. “I wonder what he’s after?”


  “Maybe he’s thinking to convert the bishop,” said William Clegg. “That should be worth seeing!”


  John laughed. “True enough, Will. I’ve always wanted to see our Israel preach from a proper pulpit. I reckons ‘e could out-argue a bishop any day!”


  As they came into the market place a curate came hurrying across it like a pigeon, his black and white robes fluttering behind him in the breeze.


  “Israel’s arguments be too strong for ‘un, I reckon!” laughed William Clegg. “‘e’s blowing they idolaters away like chaff in the wind!”


  They hesitated for a moment in the market-place, uncertain which way to go, and then headed for a large door in the wall to the east, above which rose the massive towers of the cathedral.


  Two curates at the door attempted to bar their way, but John Spragg and some others pushed them firmly aside.


  “‘Tis God’s house, is it not, sirs, for all your idolatry? I don’t think He would bar the door to us.”


  “Those who claim to respect the Lord should respect His house also,” retorted one of the curates, a short fat man of about fifty, with two double chins which made him gobble his words like a turkey.


  “We come to do no harm, sir, just to look,” said Adam reassuringly, but the outrage in the man’s eyes showed that he did not believe them. As he came under the arch of the gatehouse Adam had to step over a mass of heavy stone which had fallen from a niche in the wall, but he did not at first realise what it was.


  On the other side of the gatehouse the massive western front of the cathedral stood solidly before them, its two towers rising square into the sky. At first Adam paused to look up and so did not see the activity below. But then he heard cheers and a flat crunch as though something heavy had fallen, and he saw a great crowd of men, small and black like ants around the foundations of a house, poking and levering with their pikes at the stone statues in the lower niches of the front immediately above them.


  “Here be no preaching, Will,” said John Spragg. “It do look more like demolition work to me.”


  “Looks like they’m arguing with dead bishops more’n live ones,” muttered William Clegg in awe.


  The group hurried forward across the grass to where the mob were heaving out another statue with their pikes. They ducked as it fell and hit the floor, sending sharp chips of stone flying everywhere. They saw Tom and Israel Fuller busy amongst the rest, and pushed their way towards them.


  “What be at now, friend Israel?” called John Spragg to the preacher, who stood fanning the dust from before his face with his hat, a fierce smile of fulfilment on his bearded face. He turned to them proudly.


  “What do it look like, John? Casting down false idols and images, that the idolaters have set up in place of God. ‘Tis the Lord’s work, John - roll up thy sleeves and join us!” As he spoke, one of the men behind him jolted the head of a statue above the main entrance with his pike, and it nodded forward from its neck and smashed into the ground with a thud. A man standing near it kicked it derisively to his friend like a football.


  John Spragg shook his head slowly.


  “I’m a mason, Israel. I use my hands to build, not destroy.”


  “You do not use your hands to build temples of idolatry, John,” answered the preacher sharply. “Use your eyes, man - can you not see what this building is? They have set up a golden calf here, and are worshipping it instead of the Lord! Christ himself would do as we do - as He did in the temple in Jerusalem!”


  “‘Tis true enough, preacher,” said Jack Bennet, a grim-faced, crop-headed man from Taunton, who had come with them. “This yer building be a monument to graven images, not holiness. Look at that there!” He pointed to a tall statue of a bishop in the wall above them, its two fingers raised in benediction on those below. “‘Tis plain Popery, that, nothing less! Hey, Tom lad, bring thy pike over here!” He strode purposefully off to join the others, leaving John Spragg, Adam, and William Clegg alone together.


  “‘Tis Popery plain enough,” said William Clegg, looking up at the statue. “Yet I’d not like to lift a hand against it.”


  “Nor I,” muttered Adam. “I didn’t come here to war against stone.”


  There was another crash, and then cheers from their left, as the main doors were thrown open, and a great throng of men burst in, shouting and laughing noisily. Adam and the other two followed the pressure of the crowd, half unwillingly, into the cathedral itself.


  As they came inside, most of the men paused for an instant despite themselves, feeling suddenly dwarfed by the sense of airy space and light. To Adam it seemed as though he had stepped into a vast stone forest where the leaves filtered down sunlight of various reds and yellows and blues and greens to dapple the grey walls and floor.


  He had always thought the parish church at Colyton big enough, but this was infinitely greater and more beautiful. Despite his puritan upbringing he felt a sudden overwhelming sense of religious awe and wonder that men would build such a celebration to their Maker in stone. He wanted to kneel by one of the huge pillars and give thanks that such a wonder could be.


  But even as he stood, the whispering echoes of the vast building were shattered by a triumphant burst of noisy laughter, and the crumbling boom! of falling stone again from one of the two small chantries ahead of them near the organ. In the great open nave of the church, he saw some men dismembering a statue which they had heaved out of one of the chantries. One man picked up the hand of a bishop, laughing, and heaved it with a mighty throw through one of the stained-glass windows above their heads on the right, towards the cloisters, letting a sudden patch of naked daylight into the delicate, ancient picture. In a moment half-a-dozen others had picked up pieces of stone and followed his example, and the window was spattered with daylight like a painting covered with birdlime. A couple of clergymen stood helplessly watching, while another prayed earnestly on his knees near the organ.


  As Adam stood uncertainly watching, there was further clatter from the west door, and they turned to see a dozen or so horsemen riding their nervous mounts in amongst the rest. William Clegg saw John Clapp among them, and waved to him. John Clapp clattered up to them, his round red face beaming with amusement.


  “What be up to now, John? Be ‘ee setting up for squire, to ride to church?” asked William Clegg.


  “No, tidn’t that, boy. But us got to ‘ave somewhere to stable the horses, don’t us? And us were just looking round when someone told us about this great barn of a place yer - ‘twill suit us proper, won’t it?” He smiled, and dismounted, holding his horse’s tossing head firmly to calm it from the noise. A few of the other troopers were already tethering their mounts to ropes they had tied around the pillars, whilst laughing footsoldiers hurried in with bales of fresh hay from a cart outside, and a curate gasped in horror.


  “‘Tis never right, John,” said Adam, staring round him at the growing crowds of loud, irreverent men milling about, pulling down statues, smashing windows and idly kicking their legs against the wooden mountings of the organ. A sudden burst of strangled, discordant sound from the organ terrified most of the horses, who began to rear and plunge wildly; one escaped, and clattered snorting across the nave, looking for a way out, wide-eyed with panic.


  The noise from the organ was followed by the sound of splitting wood and the clanging of pipes as men attacked the alien instrument. Beyond it, he saw that some of the Colyton men, including Tom, had made their way into the choir-stalls. Israel Fuller was contemptously picking up the gold and silver chalices and candlesticks from the High Altar.


  “No,” said John Clapp slowly, glancing sideways into one of the wrecked chantries where only the statue of the Virgin, the faded blue paint on the cowl still framing the delicate, gentle face of motherhood, had been left. “‘Tis not right, but remember how Mayor Timewell burnt Paul’s meeting house in Taunton. That was a crime worse than this.”


  “But this is mere destruction, John,” said Adam, filled with increasing disgust. “‘Tis never the Lord’s work just to smash things like this!”


  There was an outburst of angry shouting from the main gate, and they turned their heads to see a small determined knot of men hurrying up the nave. At their head, sword drawn, was Lord Grey, his usually puffy, effete face grim and determined. Behind him strode the stocky, dynamic figure of Colonel Wade, the pale, one-armed Colonel Holmes and several other men, including the curate whom they had seen rushing across the market place, and Roger Satchell, who stared about him with a look of horrified disbelief. Several men tried to stop the group as they made their way through the organ to the choir-stalls, but Grey pushed them aside angrily, his gaze intent on the High Altar.


  “You men! Leave those chalices alone! Get back to your billets!” Grey’s furious voice cut through the echoing hubbub, instantly focussing everyone’s attention into the choir-stalls to see what would happen.


  Israel Fuller raised a chalice on high, scornfully turning it upside down.


  “‘Tis mere gold, my lord - Mammon profaning God’s house!”


  “‘Tis you who profane the High Altar! Give me that!” Grey struck Israel hard with the flat of his sword on the outside of his elbow, making him drop the chalice, and shoved him roughly out of the way. There was an immediate roar of anger from the men behind, and the small group of officers found themselves with their swords drawn and their backs to the High Altar, facing a yelling, angry mob. For a moment the two sides shouted at each other, and then Adam saw someone strike at Roger Satchell with one of the altar candle-sticks and he could hold back no longer.


  “Come on, Will! John! ‘Tis mutiny!” The three men hurled themselves into the crowd, pushing and pulling men furiously aside to get to the front. They did not have their muskets with them, but on the way John Spragg wrenched a piece of wood from one of the men who was wrecking the organ. Adam took a pistol from the belt of one of the horsemen, and reversed it to use as a club.


  When Adam reached the front of the crowd he was at first thrust back by Colonel Wade, who thought he was one of the rioters; but then he and William Clegg turned on the men beside them, forcing them away from the altar too, and he found the determined young Colonel beside him.


  “Shed no blood, soldier, if you can help it!” Wade shouted in his ear. “Just bring these fools to their senses!”


  And indeed, despite all the sound and fury it looked as if there would be no bloodshed, for the officers used only the flat of their swords and the threat of their pistols, and the men in front of them seemed at first afraid to fight with more than shouts and blows of their fists. But then Adam saw a great pike and two wicked-looking scythe-blades looming towards them over the heads of the others, and yelled a warning.


  As the pike came forward Roger Satchell swung at it with his sword to try to cut the pole, but only succeeded in pushing it aside so that it caught Lord Grey’s coat and pinned him back against the altar. Adam saw the long blade turning so that the wicked spike set at right-angles to the blade could jab into the earl’s side, and leapt forward desperately to grapple with the pikeman. As he laid his hands on the pike he saw that the man holding it was Tom, his face set in a glare of iron determination.


  Tom glanced at Adam and then looked away past him, his grey eyes fixed on the spot where Grey struggled to free himself from the pike like a butterfly on a pin. Adam felt the pike turning under his hands, and drawing aside to gain that little distance it would need for the short, lethal jab into Grey’s side.


  “Tom, no!” He forced the pike down and away with all his weight, and then John Spragg leapt on it behind him so that the weight was too much even for Tom and it tore free from Grey’s coat. Tom dropped the pike and leapt forward, still making for Grey, but Adam grabbed his arm and forced him back against one of the choirstalls. Then John Spragg had him by the other arm and they stumbled sideways past the bishop’s throne until at last they collapsed on the ground beside a great tomb, the two older men only just able to control Tom’s giant strength.


  For the first time Tom seemed to notice who was holding him, and let out a roar of bitter frustration.


  “Mr Carter! Mr Spragg! What be ‘ee doing? Let me get to the Papist bastard!”


  He struggled again, knocking John Spragg’s head sideways onto the tomb, but the two were almost lying on top of him, a little sheltered from the swirling chaos behind them. Adam held the clubbed pistol in front of Tom’s face.


  “God help me, I’ll knock your head in with this, Tom Goodchild, if you don’t come to what little sense you have! Hold still now!”


  Tom glared at them uncomprehendingly. “What be ‘ee doing? Let me go! I could’ve killed Grey, don’t you see!”


  “He’s our officer, you young fool! You don’t kill officers!”


  “He’s a Papist idolater! Didn’t you see him strike Israel?”


  “Israel’s not a bloody graven image, boy, for you to worship! He was desecrating the altar!”


  “‘Tis just a table, isn’t it? This whole place be full of Mammon and Antichrist! We was cleaning it out! He’s a heathen bloody Papist to stop us!”


  “He’s your officer, Tom. Just like Colonel Wade’s your officer - and Roger Satchell. Would you take your pike to them too?”


  For a moment Tom stopped struggling, and seemed to withdraw a long way into himself as the frenzy faded from his face. But the cold fanaticism never left his eyes as he answered bitterly.


  “You’re damned, Adam Carter, you and John Spragg too! You understand nothing - you take the side of the idolaters against the Lord! In God’s army the officers should be chosen by purity of soul and knowledge of Scripture, not rank and fancy clothes and such idolatry!”


  Adam could take no more. He lifted his pistol, ready to club the life out of his old friend’s son as he would have killed a mad dog, but John Spragg saw what he was doing, and held his arm.


  “Come on, now, Adam, let’s get the boy outside. If Grey finds out who held that pike he’ll have ‘un hanged by morning, without you doing it!”


  Adam looked at his friend and let out a long, shuddering breath. He saw that the fighting behind them in the choir-stalls seemed to have stopped, and the crowd were listening to a firm speech from Colonel Wade.


  “You’re right, John,” he said. “You deal with him. But if he so much as says another single word to me today, I’ll be swinging for him myself!”


  John Spragg looked down at Tom, and held his shortened club of wood near Tom’s face. “All right, boy, we’ll let ‘ee go. But just you listen to me first. I’ve heard a bellyful of your talk about Papists and idolaters today, to say nothing of what you done to Adam and his daughter. This army of ours needs discipline just as much as it needs religion, and you don’t get discipline by sticking your pike into your own officers, whatever you may think of ‘em. No more’n you get respect from taking advantage of a young girl and then not marrying her!”


  “That’s none of your business, John Spragg, you keep out of that!” Tom struggled violently to get up, but they held him down, John Spragg forcing the wood across his throat.


  “Now just shut up and listen to me, boy! When they get a bit of order round here Lord Grey’s going to be looking for the man who tried to kill him, whatever you say, so if you wants to save this neck o’ yourn you better get quietly out of this church and back to your billet and hope he didn’t see you. Whether you do that or no is up to you, but I tell you this: if I see you lift your hand against an officer again, I’ll knock your bloody brains out with this to save the hangman his trouble!”


  John and Adam got up and stood back, and Tom climbed to his feet and glared back at them for a second, his gaunt face bitter with hatred and frustration. Then he turned suddenly and walked down the aisle into the nave, where the horses were stalled, spitting at one of the fallen statues as he passed.


  40


  ANN DID not like the man even when she first saw him. He was short and immensely burly, with a big pot belly, massive ham-like forearms - a blacksmith, he said he was - and a rough shirt open at the neck to show a mass of thick black hair curling on his chest.


  But it was not so much his appearance which she disliked as his expression. Under the short, curly black hair his round, dark-jowled face looked around him with a combination of cunning and confidence quite absent in the tired, worried, resolute or resigned faces of Monmouth’s soldiers. It was as though he came to them as a spectator from quite another world, to whom all their struggles and torments were mere amusements, interesting to observe for a while, but easy to shrug off when they became tiresome.


  William Clegg, who found him, told the sergeant the man was a volunteer from Taunton who wished to join them, and so, it being supper time, he was given a bowl of stew with the rest. But as she watched the newcomer eat it, quietly, without undue haste, picking out the good bits and savouring them as he looked around him, Ann could not help comparing him with William Clegg and the other men, who held their bowls close to their mouths and spooned their stew in with the undiscriminating speed and concentration of real hunger.


  She wondered if there was really something suspicious about him, or whether it was just that he came from normal life, where men did not spend all day marching through rain and mud in worn-out footwear back along a road they had marched before, as the men wolfing their food around him had done. All day they had spent heaving carts and guns out of pot-holes, being splashed by horses and falling in the mud. Twice they had heard the rattle of pistol and musket-fire behind them, where some stragglers had been caught by the militia horsemen, and each of them had wondered when they would finally turn and fight, and whether they could still win even now, or if the Lord had utterly forsaken them. Perhaps that was why this man looked different; perhaps he was just not used to the trials of war yet.


  But if that was so, why had he come to join them now? And why did he still look so slyly confident, when he could see the dreadful effects of the war on the men around him?


  She shrugged, and turned again to her hopeless task of spooning a little thin broth into the wounded man whose head lay propped on her knee in the cart. He had the wound fever - Nicolas Thompson had extracted the bullet two days ago, but some fragment of cloth or dirt from the bullet itself had stayed in and so the wound had begun to fester. Now the man sweated and shivered as though he had the palsy. The surgeon said the evil had got into his blood, and twice today he had tried to draw it out by bleeding him; but Ann thought he only looked worse for the treatment rather than better.


  Some wounds looked worse, and cured more quickly. Ann smiled at Robert Sandy, from Colyton, who had finished his stew and lay back, resting his bandaged head on a bolt of straw and closing his eyes to enjoy the bliss of sleep in a cart that would not move or lurch or jolt again until tomorrow. She remembered when he had been carried half-dead into the kitchen at Philip’s Norton, a great wound in the front of his skull, a piece of bone as big as a five-shilling piece hanging loose in a flap of skin and hair. The surgeon said he could see the brain beneath; yet he had managed to clean it and patch it up well enough, so that now, five days later, his patient had the strength to spend half the day marching beside the cart, and perhaps in a few days more would not need to be with the sick at all.


  Ann knew he would be grateful for that. The constant jolting and lurching of the heavy carts was a torment to all the wounded, crammed together as they were on flea-ridden mattresses of straw and old sacking, with a leaking canvas above them which sometimes seemed as though it did more to concentrate the rain than keep it out.


  Not that any of them wanted to be left behind - a militiaman who had joined them had said that the militia surgeon had had orders not to treat any wounded rebels, and Ann had seen enough in her time with the regular soldiers to be quite sure that no-one could expect any better of them. One man they had left at his home in Shepton Mallet; but most of the wounded men’s homes were too far away, over hills and roads patrolled by the encircling militia, for there to be any hope of such treatment for them. Even if they did get home, there was no guarantee of safety for anyone whose neighbour knew he had got his wound with Monmouth’s army.


  The same was true for faint hearts as faint bodies; while they were still undefeated, the safest place for anyone suspected of having been part of the rebellion was in the army itself, with all his friends around him, not wandering the lanes, at the mercy of vengeful militia and magistrates. But then, for someone who had not been in the army before, was this a sensible time to join it? Ann glanced again at the stranger from Taunton, and was irritated even more to see that he had put his bowl of stew down without finishing it.


  Annoyed, she turned back to her patients. The man with the fever could drink no more, so she eased her knee gently out from under his head, made the straw pillow as comfortable as she could, and wrapped the torn, damp blanket more tightly around him. Then she went the rounds of the others in the two carts, seeing that they were all as comfortable as possible.


  The surgeon had gone off as soon as they had arrived, in search of a marsh where he could find herbs and leeches, so she tried to remember the few simple treatments that he gave - decoctions of comfrey and yarrow to be drunk for wounds, those that were still open to be bathed in an infusion of archangel and covered with a poultice of honeysuckle. Then one of the men helped her tie back one of the canvas awnings which had come loose, so that some of the wounded could enjoy the beauty of the evening.


  The evening was particularly beautiful. The sun was setting slowly over the low flat moors to the north west of their camp on a ridge of low hills, with the little hamlet of Pedwell in the valley behind them. After the rain in the early part of the day the sky and air seemed washed clean and fresh. It was a joy for her just to lean against the side of the cart for a moment, and gaze at the sun setting slowly towards the sea beside the distant hill of Brent Knoll.


  The breeze gently lifted the locks of her hair, and a thrush sang triumphant evensong in an oak tree behind her. All across the fields on the little ridge were makeshift tents and picket lines and cooking fires, and a little ahead and to her left floated Monmouth’s great blue and gold striped banner, with the letters ‘Fear Nothing But God’ blazoned boldly across it. The banner too had been washed clean by the rain, but Ann thought how shabby its blue seemed beside the pure endless blue of the sky above it. She let her gaze wander up to where tiny white clouds floated high like puffs of gunsmoke, and below them, the long flat bars of cloud around the sun spread its light into a gleam that was neither white nor gold nor red, but an exhilarating mixture of each, and she wished, just for a moment, that she could live quite alone, away from all mankind, with its families and quarrels and religions and armies, and meet God only in the song of the wind and the changing patterns of the sky, with none of the doctrines and symbols of men to come in between.


  But that could never happen. The sun slipped a little lower behind a darker cloud. Ann shivered in the sudden cold, and turned past the end of the cart to see what was happening around the fire.


  Everyone’s attention was on the stranger from Taunton. John Spragg had just finished saying something sharp to him, and in reply the dark, burly, confident little man was smiling, and rummaging in the leather bag he carried over his shoulder. He pulled out a crumpled sheet of paper, and began to unfold it.


  “Don’t believe me then, sirs, if you don’t want. But before you condemn me for a liar, let me read ‘ee this copy yer.”


  Ann felt her heart pound suddenly in her throat as he read, and she had to swallow to catch her breath. It could not, must not, be true, and yet ... she had never seen a royal proclamation, but she could see over his shoulder that the first words at least were as he read them, and that a great royal crest like that of King James the Second was at the top, with a facsimile of his seal at the bottom.


  “... will graciously grant a free and absolute pardon to any man now mistakenly serving with the seditious army raised against us by the traitor Duke of Monmouth, who does within eight days from now lay down his arms and return quietly home to his former allegiance, the which act he shall be required to prove only by the obtaining of a certificate to the effect signed by a Justice of the Peace loyal to the Crown. Given under our own seal in Westminster this Monday the twenty-ninth day of June in the year of our Lord 1685, James, by the Grace of God King ... “


  In the silence as he finished reading, Ann could still hear the thrush singing its full-throated evensong in the oak tree behind her, and the murmur of talk and occasional burst of laughter or song in the camp around them. Only around their camp fire was everyone silent.


  The paper crackled as the man handed it to John Spragg, and still no-one spoke. Ann listened to the pounding of her heart and tried to think what it would mean, and whether she was filled with hope or despair. She knew only that by those few words everything they had done and fought for in the last few weeks was changed, changed forever ...


  “What day of the month is this?” William Clegg’s harsh, gravelly voice broke the silence, for once quite devoid of humour. It sent little ripples of movement into the circle of men around the fire, like a stone dropped into a pool.


  “‘Tis Thursday today. That’ll make it ... second of July. And this was signed the twenty-ninth of June. Five more days, William.” John Spragg gazed coolly back at his friend, his look posing the question he had not yet answered for himself.


  “You believe me now, at least?” The stranger looked around, a quizzical smile of triumph on his lips.


  “Oh yes, we believe you well enough, you fat Judas Iscariot! “ burst out Sergeant Evans, his strong Welsh accent thickening in his anger. “But do we believe King James, look you? That’s the question now, isn’t it? ‘James, by the grace of God, King’, indeed! By grace of the bloody Pope of Rome, more like!” He spat bitterly in the fire.


  “There’ve been some men got certificates and come in already, back to Frome, and Shepton Mallet. I haven’t heard of one that’s been harmed. They just let ‘em go off home, quiet like.” The stranger looked around the rest of the circle cautiously, trying to assess their reaction. “I thought ‘twas a duty to tell ‘ee. ‘Tis cruel hard for a man to die, and leave his wife and childer helpless, when all he needs is a little piece of paper to let him go home.”


  “True enough.” With a shock Ann saw that it was her own father who had spoken. Several heads turned to look at him, but he said no more, and dropped his head down to avoid their gaze, stretching his hands in front of him to examine the knuckles as though they were stiff.


  “I would say ‘tis ... the Devil’s counsel.” Israel Fuller’s stern voice began, halting strangely in the middle of his sentence, as though he hardly dared to go on.


  But when he began again, his voice was as firm as ever, an oracle that heeded no question. “I would say ‘twere the Devil’s counsel, if it came to an army of righteous men, whose leaders were the chosen leaders of God! But today, brethren, we have first to ask ourselves if we are such an army, after what we have seen done, and not done, amongst us. I know that I have seen the leaders of this army draw sword against those righteous men among their own followers, when they sought to cleanse the temple of the Lord of the idols and abominations of the heathen! Just as I have seen those same leaders fail to draw sword against the enemy, when the Lord Himself had sent a clear sign that He held the city of Bristol in His hand to deliver up to us! And now the greatest of our leaders, that man whose pride puffed himself up to be declare himself King before aught else, in defiance of the very promise he gave our brethren when he came, that he sought not glory for himself but the freedom of our religion, can do no more than lead us away from the enemy, back the way we have come, while the heathen hunt us like a fox into our den.”


  He looked around at his audience, his dark eyes flashing above the full black beard. “And I therefore say this is a sign, my friends, that this man of lust and vanity has forfeited the trust of the Lord - just as the words of this messenger here, sinful as they may at first seem, are in fact a sign from the Lord of His mercy in softening the heart of His enemy to allow the righteous amongst us to leave the sinner to his fate and depart in peace.”


  For a moment there was utter silence, while the preacher’s dark eyes challenged everyone.


  “And Monmouth?” Sergeant Evans burst out incredulously. “Do you think the Duke will just let you go?”


  “The man has forfeited the fight to keep us!” answered Israel angrily. “Deuteronomy chapter 18, friend: ‘When a prophet speaketh in the name of the Lord, if the thing follow not, nor come to pass, that is the thing which the Lord hath not spoken, but the prophet hath spoken it presumptuously; thou shalt not be afraid of him.’“


  “That’s how I thought of it, too, friend,” said the irrepressible stranger, trying to cover his smile with a look of appropriate solemnity. “And therefore it seemed a bounden duty on me to tell ‘ee.”


  “What’s thy name, friend?” John Spragg looked up suddenly from the paper in his hand.


  “Thomas Dyer.”


  “Well, friend Dyer, I think you had best come along with me. This is hardly news that we can keep to one company alone. The whole army should hear it.” John Spragg stood up, smiling. He clapped a hand around the man’s shoulder, and led him out of the circle around the fire, down towards the rest of the camp and Pedwell church.


  As the two passed by her, the smile still on John Spragg’s face, Ann knew that it was despair and sorrow that she felt, and not hope. John Spragg was changing before her eyes - he was no longer the strong man she had looked up to and admired as a godfather, but a traitor, a coward intent on saving his own skin and betraying his friends.


  She ran forward and seized his arm to stop him.


  “No, John, you can’t! ‘Tisn’t right!”


  “Let go, Ann. ‘Tis not for you to decide.” And just for a moment, as he looked straight at her, giving her his full attention, the old trust and admiration returned. She let him go, wondering if perhaps she had been wrong, and that it was different for men who actually had to go out into battle, risking death and mutilation without reward. She watched the two men go, and turned to see what her father and the others would decide.


  Tom Goodchild was talking vehemently to William Clegg.


  “‘Tis plain that Israel be right! Did you not see what happened at Wells? ‘Tis the first time that coward Grey’s ever drawn sword, to defend those idols! Look what happened to him at Bridport - he ran! And why didn’t Monmouth rid us of him, eh? Because Monmouth’s a lord and an idolater same as the sodomite Grey himself, with no right to lead the army of God!”


  “The Duke’s a proven general and a Protestant King, boy!”


  “He’s an idolater and a fornicator! By the fruit of their actions ye shall know them, Will! And ‘tis plain as my pikestaff here that Monmouth is a sinner in the eyes of the Lord!”


  “Let him that is without sin cast the first stone.”


  Tom turned, his heavy features flushed with righteous rage, as Adam’s quiet, bitter voice cut in on him. The two stared at each other for a moment, and then Tom looked away, appealing to William Clegg in his embarrassment.


  “But it’s still a sign from God, for all that! To go home, in safety, and wait for a better leader. It must be right!”


  William Clegg sighed, and Ann thought how slight and worn he looked. She remembered seeing him working day after day at the great loom in his cottage in Colyton, the youngest of his seven children playing around his feet, and wondered if it was right for him to be here at all. William sighed again, and looked straight at Tom as he spoke.


  “I should have thought ‘twould be easier for an older man to decide to go home, but I find ‘tis not so. But then, each man must decide for himself.” He got up, and walked away from Tom to sit down by Adam. “What do you say to it, old friend?”


  Ann’s father flexed his stiff hand once more, fingering the knuckles carefully to ease the pain.


  “I say, Will, that ‘tis a great temptation.” His hands stopped moving, and for a long moment he was quite still like a rock, his face hidden in shadow. Then he drew a deep breath and looked up calmly into the eyes of his friend. “And temptation comes from the Devil, William. I’ve no doubt of that. So it seems I shall have to stay, just to avoid the bugger.”


  William Clegg’s old, leathery face winced into a mass of wrinkles, as though he had bitten on a sore tooth; then slowly the grimace relaxed into a resigned smile. He held out his hand.


  “You’m right there, Adam, for once. And it seems I shall have to stay with ‘ee, to see it through.”


  Adam clasped the hand that was offered, and for a moment the two old friends smiled sadly at each other, oblivious to Tom and all the others around them. Ann, watching, felt a sudden rush of pity and admiration. She had an absurd desire to hug them like a mother, as though they were not lined and wrinkled men with streaks of grey in their hair, but two little children, swearing to keep faith in a game whose danger they did not understand.


  “But you’re mad, you’re both mad! ‘Tis like Israel says, the Lord has given us a sign!” Tom intervened despite himself, his heavy face dark with hurt and concern. “Monmouth ... “


  “‘Tis a matter for each man and his conscience, Tom. I’ve made my peace with mine and you must do the same with yours. But don’t trouble me with no more of your arguments. I’ve heard ‘em, boy, and I’ve decided.” Adam stood up calmly, and walked away to get some water from a barrel to clean his bowl.


  The discussion round the fire continued, but Ann ignored it and followed her father. She stood quietly behind him so that at first he did not see her. She remembered a day when she had been a little child, and had crept up on him quietly when he had been unsaddling his horse. He had not known she was there at first, but when he had turned round and seen her his face had lit up like the sun. He had lifted her up onto his shoulder and pulled a little wooden cross out of his saddlebag, a gift he had brought her from the market in Exeter. She wished she had it with her here, but it was at home, in a drawer beside her bed, where it had been for many years now.


  He had seemed so big and strong to her then. Now she was as tall as he was, and his movements were frail and tired. She wondered if she were intruding.


  Adam washed his bowl very carefully and thoroughly as though it were the most important thing in the world; and then suddenly threw it down on the grass and leant against the side of the cart, his head buried in his arms. Ann stood awkwardly, watching, not sure what to do. She was about to reach out a hand and touch him when someone stirred inside the cart. Adam looked up and saw her.


  “Ann! What do you want now?” His voice reproached her for the intrusion.


  “Nothing, father.” She looked down to avoid seeing the tears in his eyes. “I ... just wanted to say I think you are right not to take the pardon.”


  “Right? You want me to be killed, then?”


  “No, father, of course not!” She stared at him and then turned away, horrified by the bitterness in his voice. But he followed her around the cart, to where she stared unseeingly at the pale rose of sunlight on the distant clouds.


  “I’m sorry, Ann, forgive me. That was a foolish thing to say. Forgive me, please.”


  “I forgive you, father. But why do you hate me?”


  “I don’t hate you, girl. What do you mean? Who was talking of that?”


  “I can see it in your eyes when you look at me. It’s because of what I did with Tom, isn’t it? Is that ... that why you want to die?”


  She felt sick, as though she had been kicked in the stomach. Perhaps it was not bravery at all that had made her father choose as he had done, but shame - the unbearable shame of having to return home with a daughter like her. If that was true, she ...


  “I don’t want to die, Ann, my dear. I don’t intend to die, if I can help it. If the Lord wills, and we stick together as we did at Philip’s Norton, we shall have the victory and stay alive.”


  “But if you took the pardon you would be sure to live.”


  “If I took the pardon ... as you say, Ann.” Adam shook his head wearily, staring out through the fading light across the fields to where the great blue and white banner floated lazily in the evening breeze. Fear Nothing But God. “It is ... it is just that it is a matter for a man’s own conscience, you see, and I ... I could not take this pardon and go home for the reasons that Israel gives - or that young bastard Tom! I could not live with that.”


  He shook his head again and breathed in deeply, savouring the smell of the air that he might not smell so many more times.


  “So it is not because of me.”


  “No, Ann, it is not because of you.” Nonetheless he did not smile when he looked at her. “But I am at least glad of the pardon for your sake, for now you can make your way home with some of those who will go, and take some of these poor wounded with you.”


  “No, father.”


  “Yes, Ann. I will not be questioned on this. The army is no place for a girl, as we have seen only too clearly; and it is likely to get worse when we fight, as we surely will soon.”


  “Then I should be here to help with the wounded!”


  “You will not be here! You will go with some of those who leave!”


  “Who shall I go with then? Tom?”


  He opened his mouth and then paused, shaken.


  “Tell me, father, which traitor shall I go with? Which coward would you trust to look after your daughter? If it is dangerous here, it will be worse with them!”


  He was silent, and looked down away from her towards the church where John Spragg had gone. “It is easy to call someone a coward, Ann, if you do not have to make his choice.” Then he saw a sudden commotion from near Monmouth’s tent, and a familiar sturdy figure appeared, striding towards them ahead of a group of others. Adam sighed.


  “You shall go with your godfather, John Spragg.”


  Ann watched John Spragg as he strode up the hill towards them. She wondered how a man could look so confident and purposeful when he had just decided to desert his friends and betray the cause he had been fighting for. Then she noticed something strange in the group behind him. A man - a short burly man - stumbled, and would have fallen if another - Roger Satchell it was - had not grabbed his arm and dragged him roughly to his feet. As he did so Ann saw that the short man was Thomas Dyer who had brought them the proclamation, and he had stumbled because his thick blacksmith’s arms were bound firmly behind his back. Roger Satchell pushed him roughly forwards, and Ann saw Colonel Wade striding firmly forward on the other side of him.


  John Spragg strode up to them sternly, and gave Adam a brief smile as he watched the others following.


  “Our new friend seems to be out of luck, Adam. I took ‘un to the very men who could best get the word of his gospel spread throughout the camp, but it seems Colonel Wade’s not converted. Nor King Monmouth neither.”


  Adam gaped at his friend. “Then ... God forgive me for doubting you, John! But I made sure you meant to go with the serpent, and help him!”


  “That’s how ‘twas meant to look, Adam, or he wouldn’t have come with me. And I’m afraid if I’d told him the plain truth, there are those amongst us who would have taken his side rather than mine.”


  “There are that.” They turned to watch as the group came up, and Roger Satchell thrust the stumbling blacksmith forward into the circle around the fire. The earnest discussion died as men turned to stare.


  “It seems we have a Judas in our midst, friends!” Roger Satchell glared fiercely round the circle, then pointed angrily to Thomas Dyer. “A fat traitor who has come to spread doubt and fear amongst us, all in the service of our enemy, the papist Duke of York.” He held up the proclamation contemptuously. “And he has shown you this!”


  Ann searched amongst the watching faces to see what Tom and Israel Fuller would make of it, but she could only find Tom, whose face was sullen and guarded.


  Roger Satchell continued. “Well, friends, I don’t know what you make of it, but I for one am glad. For I came from Colyton, as I think you all did, to fight the Devil and all his tricks, that we might have the honest religion of God back amongst us again. And when the Devil comes amongst us with tricks like this, we can see all the plainer who it is we have to fight!” He pointed scornfully at the surly Dyer, and dropped his voice to make his next point. “We can see, too, friends, just how much we’ve scared our enemy. For do you think he’d have offered such a glozing lie, such a fair-seeming promise as this, if he weren’t already afraid for his very life?”


  “‘Tis no lie!” burst out Dyer. “‘Tis plain truth. I seen ‘em ...”


  “Shut your mouth, Judas! Or I’ll save the hangman his trouble!” Colonel Wade pointed a pistol roughly at the man’s head. Roger Satchell sighed, and turned back to the rest. “Even if ‘tis true, ‘tis only the Devil being kind now, to be more cruel later, like a man putting down ground bait to draw in the fish. But if any man here be faint-hearted or fool enough to go - let him! ‘He that hath no stomach for the fight, let him depart, ‘ as it says in the good Book. For this is God’s army, and we only want God’s soldiers in it. But don’t let him come along after, and pretend to be any friend of mine!”


  He turned away angrily, and again Ann searched the faces for their response. Most looked solemn, and several were guarded and sullen, as Tom’s had been. She wondered where Israel Fuller was, and when she looked for Tom, she found that he was no longer there, either. As the meeting broke up, several of those with the more guarded faces made their way quietly out of the light of the fire into the gathering shadows.


  Those who left the fire must have spread the news that Thomas Dyer had brought, for when the roll was called in the morning, it was found that nearly a thousand men had disappeared from the army in the night. But Ann was still there, and for the moment there was no more talk of her leaving.
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  “MY GRANDFATHER used to say they were the souls of babies who had died before being baptised.”


  Ann shivered as another bat flittered past, so close that she fancied she almost saw its huge ears and tiny, pig-like snout, like those on the gargoyles on the church tower below them.


  “I doubt that - there’s too many of ‘em,” surgeon Thompson grunted calmly in reply. “Anyhow, I never saw one do a person harm, for all folk hates ‘em.”


  “So long as they don’t get in my hair - I’d hate that.” She drew her hood tightly around her, and then shrieked as the surgeon gripped her shoulder hard in his thin, bony hand.


  “There! Did you hear it? A shot, I’m sure ‘twas!” He pointed urgently out into the darkness with his other hand.


  Ann stared where he pointed, her heart pounding as she tried to pick out some flash, some sign of movement in the dark countryside below. But she could see nothing - not even the church towers of Westonzoyland and Chedzoy, which the surgeon had pointed out to her so eagerly in the last of the twilight, when they had known the attack would come.


  “No! I didn’t hear nothing. But then I had my hood over my ears because of the bat.”


  “Sssssh!”


  But if there had been one shot there was bound to be another. They both waited, eyes and ears strained to the utmost, for what seemed an age, until Ann was sure that the Great Bear had moved several inches across the sky, and despite her anxiety her attention began to wander again. She stifled a yawn and shuffled her cold feet to keep them warm.


  They had been on the tower of St Mary’s church in Bridgewater for nearly three hours now, ever since the first files of the army had begun their silent, stealthy march out of Bridgewater and up the road towards Chedzoy. No drums, no trumpets, no singing; hardly even any orders; just the silent, steady tramp of four thousand foot soldiers and a thousand horse - many with muffled hooves - marching in a long, slow snake out of the east gate of the town. They had no matches lit - all their muskets were firelocks. Their banners were folded and lowered. But it seemed incredible to Ann that so many armed men could possibly hope to march three or four miles down the roads and across the moor at night, as they proposed to do, and surprise the enemy without being seen. Surely, even if they met no guards, the steady tramp of so many feet would be heard, or a horse neigh, or ... had Nicolas Thompson heard a shot? If he had, surely Lord Feversham’s troops would have heard it too?


  But there was no sign of movement, no sound, from the village of Westonzoyland to the south-east; nothing, in fact, but the occasional hoot of an owl, or a laugh or muttered conversation from some late-goer in the streets of the town below, up like themselves perhaps, watching, waiting ...


  At least the attack was a move forward. Their arrival in the little, busy town of Bridgewater yesterday had been in marked contrast to the joyful celebrations Adam and the others remembered from when they had come before. The citizens had accepted them, stoically enough, but only in a mood of grim determination to make the best of a bad job. Ann had seen many gloomy faces among the shopkeepers as they had barricaded the bridge and dragged some of the guns into the cross, the castle and the south gate, as though preparing to stand a siege. A deputation had gone to Monmouth begging him not to expose the townsfolk to ruin, and reminding him how little time - only eleven days - it had taken Lord Fairfax to capture the town when the royalist army had tried to stand siege in it in 1645. Monmouth had looked stern, and said they should be of stronger heart, for the Lord was with them this time, as He had once been with Lord Fairfax. But the deputation had insisted, saying that they could get no food to support such a large army over a siege; and Monmouth had withdrawn into a council of war with Wade and Grey and Holmes and the others, while the orders to continue fortifying the town had ceased.


  Ann remembered how the early part of the day had seemed like a holiday; a strange, earnest sort of holiday in which every man found himself with free time on his hands to enjoy himself, and a sense, too, that whatever enjoyment he chose should be worthy of the time, for it might easily be the last holiday he ever had. There had been something of the same feeling in Frome, even in Wells - Ann remembered with a shudder how each of those had gone sour. Yet this Saturday, at least, the devils of riot and destruction seemed to have been exorcised - cast out perhaps with those who had left at Pedwell - and the mood for the most part had been one of earnest, determined sobriety.


  Not that the ale-houses had been empty - she had even seen her father, with William Clegg, Sergeant Evans and John Spragg, sitting outside one - but there had been no mood of drunken riot or despair, as there might have been. The ale-houses and streets had echoed rather with cheerful psalms, and good stories of famous fights in the civil war that some of the older men had seen. Everywhere there was an atmosphere of good-humoured banter between man and man, that at once calmed the latent, horrible fears deep in everyone’s mind, and also let them be shared without ever being mentioned.


  The knowledge of the King’s offer of pardon had spread throughout the army, and it was as though that knowledge had been a watershed, beyond which things could only get better. Everyone knew that those around him had chosen to stay rather than take the broad and easy path home; and the harder the choice had been for themselves, the more they respected it in others, and felt themselves proud to be amongst men whose courage they so valued.


  And so each man drew strength from his neighbour, and the whole army acquired a quiet, determined trust in itself which was very different from the brash conquering euphoria with which it had first marched into Bridgewater a fortnight ago, but was perhaps more likely to last them through the days ahead.


  The town was full of women, so that Ann for once did not feel conspicuous. She even found herself a little resentful, hoping that people would notice the stains of travel and blood on her brown riding dress that she had tried so hard to wash out, and realise that she too was part of the army, a surgeon’s nurse, and not some mere wife or sweetheart that had come in with food and tears and tales of home to wear her man’s spirit down. There were no women from Lyme or Colyton or Axminster, because Lord Albemarle’s militia held the roads of Devon and Dorset; but there were a few from Taunton and many from the little villages round about Bridgewater, who had followed the foraging parties in.


  In the same way many men had taken the chance to go home for the day, some passing their wives en route. But just as the women who came to town did little to wear down the calm determination of their men to see it through, so nearly all the men who visited home came back; those who had been going for good had already gone.


  There had been a skirmish outside the town in the afternoon. Ann remembered the excited cheers and groans from the walls as they had watched a troop of their own horse clash with some royal dragoons who had come too close to the town. The dragoons had escaped, but few of the watchers had been dispirited - it had been enough to see them run.


  Later, Ann had been in a crowd watching the strange invention of a man who said he was the brother of the master gunner of England, and who had a machine which he said could devastate the enemy by firing a dozen muskets at once. He had been in the middle of his demonstration when the news had come in that the council of war had broken up, and decided to march north that night, to attack Keynsham and Bristol again.


  She remembered how the men had sighed at the prospect of another march, but accepted it, for they were rested, and at least it was attack. But then a rumour had spread that there was a change of plan. A countryman was said to have come to Monmouth and told him a hidden path to Lord Feversham’s camp, which they were to attack secretly that night; and the rumour was confirmed by the sight of Monmouth, Grey and Wade standing on the very church tower Ann was on now, conferring urgently with one another, and staring south-east through their perspective-glasses.


  Then came the orders to prepare for attack. Ann and surgeon Thompson were told to stay behind with the wounded, but to be ready to move. Ann remembered the urgent thrill that had gone through the whole town, and the eager buzz of talk and scurry of preparation. Later, she had slipped away to join the army, as they formed up in the fields to the north of the town. As the sun slowly sank behind them, she watched her father standing quietly in line with the others, his seamed face quite still, shadowed under his helmet, impassive.


  He was such a small man, she thought, and old; too small and frail and old to be a soldier. Once he had seemed so strong to her; a father who could travel miles every day through the country, and then lift her on his shoulder or bounce her on his knee when he came home. She wished she could say something which would give him back that youth, that strength, then he could survive any battle, she was sure. On that evening when he had decided to go and fight she had thought she understood him and could help him, better even than her mother; but he did not listen to her now. He sought strength only in his mind, in his belief in the rightness of the cause and his faith that they could win.


  The silent lines of soldiers stood, occasionally checking their equipment, and listened to chaplain Ferguson’s earnest sermon at the drumhead, on the text of Joshua 22:22 “The Lord God of Gods, He knoweth, and Israel he shall know: if it be in rebellion, or in transgression against the Lord, save us not this day.” Then they marched softly away, and Ann watched them, until the dusk and her tears hid them from sight.


  Now the sun was long gone. The little group of watchers shivered in the tower, waiting and wondering as they stared south-east, to where the tall tower of Weston Zoyland church could sometimes be seen white in the moonlight. Ann wondered if there were watchers on that tower too, and what they could see. There were a few clouds, though much of the sky was clear, and it was a full moon; but the flat peat moor in front of them was covered with a cold, white mist, higher than a man, so that she wondered how her father and the others would find their way. Still, they had the countryman to guide them; he would know.


  The church clock below them chimed loudly, shaking the boards beneath her feet. One o’clock. They had been gone over two hours now. Still no sign of movement from Weston Zoyland. Perhaps it would be a surprise. Perhaps they would really win. Ann saw the lips of a woman beside her moving quietly, and folded her own hands together to join her in silent prayer.
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  ADAM WAS behind William Clegg in the column. The little man’s thin shoulders seemed hardly wide enough for the great musket he carried, and the old helmet made his head seem strangely huge and unreal on the wiry, intense little body. Adam had been concentrating on the helmet a long time now, for sometimes it was all he could see in the mist. Once the mist had swallowed Will altogether, and sudden panic had welled up in Adam as he feared he was lost. Then he had seen the pale gleam of moonlight from the helmet floating like a marshlight to his right. He had stumbled desperately after the light, unspeakably glad to see it turn into a helmet with the little body plodding stolidly forward beneath it.


  A few minutes later he bumped into Will as he stopped. John Spragg trod on his heels from behind, and there were suddenly a dozen or more men jammed together in the tiny scope of his vision, waiting for the obstruction ahead up the lane to clear.


  It had been the same for hours, now; each man following the one in front down narrow, winding lanes. Sometimes the lanes were sunken low between hedges, sometimes out on the soft peat turf with the grey mist swirling about them, where each direction seemed the same as any other. Once they must have been on a little rise, for their heads suddenly came out above it and Adam had looked out over a grey moonlit sea of mist, with the church tower and houses of Chedzoy close upon his right, and the heads of his friends all around him.


  It was a strange, holy feeling, as though they were alone in the night, detached from their bodies, blessed by God. Adam remembered a night like this many years ago, when he had been a young man coming home alone at night with his pack-horses. He had been hurrying because Mary was near her time, and tired because he had been walking all day. The mist had risen near the river Coly, and he and the horses had walked home with just their heads above it, bathed in white moonlight. The moon and stars had been wonderfully clear that night, and he had believed, all alone as he was under the immense sky, that he had heard the angelic music of the spheres. Then he had come home to his house, stabled the horses, and found Mary by the hearth, cradling the new baby that they were to call Ann.


  But the sergeant was worried by their exposure. He feared that they would be seen and signed urgently to them that they should duck their heads quickly below the surface of the mist again. For a while, until the track led down again, they walked with their heads bowed and shoulders hunched. Adam wondered what Mary was doing now, and whether Simon and Rachel and Sarah and little Oliver were sleeping peacefully, or whether they would wake in the night and know that their father was going into battle in the darkness.


  Once, when they stopped, they heard the clatter of hooves on the road in front, and when they had gone the whisper came back that there had been royalist troopers crossing the road. But no-one had moved and they had not been seen. The order had gone out that any man who spoke or shouted was to be clubbed down or knifed by his neighbour; but there was little need for that. Another time one of their own horses started at something it thought it had seen; but even then the men stepped aside as quietly as they could, while the rider held the beast and stroked it calmly so that it did not neigh or give them away.


  Adam was beginning to think they would make it. They had waded through one of the wide, black drainage ditches which he had heard the locals call the rhines, and they were well out on the open peat moor. The soft, springy turf soaked up the sound of the men’s footsteps, and there were no stones for the horses hooves to clatter against. It could not be far now, he thought, if they were not lost; and they had been going forward for some time now with an easy, swinging stride which suggested that someone at the front knew the way. He knew Colonel Wade was there, out of sight ahead of him, and Roger Satchell at the rear. Earlier he had even seen Monmouth himself striding along with them, a half-pike in his hand, and that old look of eager daring in his face that made every man love him, and stride out a little more proudly for his sake. They really would do it, Adam thought; if the royal army did not hear them soon it would be too late. They would come upon them while they lay in their tents, and then ...


  There was a check and then a splash ahead, horses and men crossing another rhine. A heron croaked indignantly as it flew away. The column stood still for a moment, Adam watching the drips forming among the beads of condensation on William Clegg’s helmet. And then, as they began to shuffle slowly forward again, there was the loud crack! of a pistol shot.


  Adam froze, then fumbled his musket forward, ready for the attack; but none came, only a splash, and a barrage of furious muttered curses from Colonel Wade and the others in front. It must have been one of their own men who had fired. Everyone seemed to stop, even those crossing the rhine, to listen ... and Adam thought he heard a faint drumming of hooves going away ahead of them, but it was hard to tell. It could have been nothing, or the drumming of fear in his own ears.


  They crossed the rhine after the cavalry and marched on, but Adam’s confidence was badly jolted. After all their silence, all this long march, to be betrayed by some fool of an officer! What could he have been doing with a pistol in his hand in the first place? Surely the royal troops must be drunk if they had not heard that!


  The panic began to rise in him, stronger, worse than ever before. He had held it down so far, but now they had been betrayed, and it was not his fault! They were all marching to be shot down like dogs, because of some fool officer, and he, Adam, would go to Hell! Why had he not taken the King’s pardon? What were all those fine words he had spoken then compared to this reality, this Hell? If only they would stop this marching, this endless inescapable marching, with only the dim shadows of other men in front of him.


  Perhaps it was not too late, even now, to run and hide on the moor! No-one would find him - a few steps into the mist and he would be lost. But that thought terrified him too. It would be like Hell already at one step; alone in the darkness, outcast from his friends, unable to see or hear anything but the reproaches of his own conscience. He could not bear to step aside into Hell, but he could not bear to march on towards it either. He stumbled, and felt his arms shaking so that he thought he would drop his musket.


  Trembling, he looked at William Clegg, who had stepped back and was marching beside him now. Two dark eyes looked back at him out of the old, familiar wrinkled face, grey and cold in the misty moonlight. Then William put a hand on his shoulder, and smiled. “Steady, Adam, old friend,” he murmured. “Have faith now.” The hand felt warm and real on Adam’s shoulder, and as his panic died down a little he realised his mouth had been open and his whole body tender with fear.


  He forced the open mouth into a smile, and then closed it firmly, taking a deep, calming breath as he did so. Unable to speak, he nodded at his old friend solemnly, and clasped the hand on his shoulder with his own, remembering the compact they had made at Pedwell. It was absurd how much warmth and comfort he could draw from a hand, but so it was; for nearly five strides he held it, feeling his panic fade. When he let it go he was master of himself again, and had forgotten his fears of Hell in the steady strength of his friends all around him.


  He smiled his thanks at William.


  “Be warm soon enough, I reckon,” he murmured quietly, to show his confidence.


  “I reckon so, “murmured William, patting his musket affectionately. “Not just for us neither. “


  As they spoke they heard a shout ahead of them, repeated again and again as though by a lunatic: “Wake up! Beat your drums! The enemy’s here! Beat your drums! Wake up! For the Lord’s sake, beat your drums!”


  There was a shiver all down the line, and they unconsciously quickened their pace. John Spragg laughed softly behind Adam. “‘Tis too late now, me boys! We’m yer! Us’ll put ‘ee back to sleep again!”


  Adam felt a momentary return of his panic, but then lost it in the urgency of the quickened pace. He checked carefully to see that the pan of his musket was closed, and his powder and bullets in their proper places, though he knew they were, for he had checked them twice before the march.


  Then there was no more shouting but instead the sudden urgent rub-a-dub rattle of drums, no more than a couple of hundred yards away, and he felt, not fear, but a sudden glorious relief that the battle was here at last, and that they still had the surprise, and were going to win!


  Colonel Wade was leading them to the right, across the moor, so that the sound of the drums came from their left rather than ahead of them. As they marched and came closer the mist cleared, and they could see the splutter and spark of slow matches being lit, and the figures of men stumbling hurriedly out of tents and running into lines to their left. They halted, faced left and dressed their line, ready to advance.


  “Come on now, boys, quick about it! Space your lines carefully! Check your muskets now. Don’t fire ‘til you get the order!” The Welsh sergeant’s voice was sharp and clear as it always was, drilling order and purpose into their excitement. This is where it begins, Adam thought, I’ve got here and I’ll not run now. He grasped his musket and rejoiced to feel his hands quite firm, without a trace of shaking. The line facing them was still forming hurriedly. He saw the pikes lowered on either side of him. We’re going to march forward - any second now!


  He looked up and saw cavalry riding across their front from the left. Their own horsemen - he recognised Lord Grey at their head. Why were they doing that? Why weren’t they attacking?


  A voice from the enemy lines called out to the horsemen.


  “Halt! Who are you for?”


  “The King!” a rider shouted back.


  “What King?”


  “King Monmouth, and God with us!”


  “Then take this with you!”


  There was a sudden mighty crash! and sheets of flame split the darkness as the royal musketeers fired into Lord Grey’s horse. The sound was followed by screams of wounded men, the high terrified neighing of the horses and the yells and curses of their riders trying to control them. The field between Adam and the royal soldiers became a dark mass of careering horses and riders, rearing and plunging this way and that, hopelessly out of control.


  A second volley poured into them from the left, splitting the darkness again, and suddenly the horses were bolting madly in every direction away from the noise and flames. Adam saw one horse coming straight towards them and prepared to duck; but then at the last moment it saw them, and swerved violently to the right, hurling its helpless rider out of the saddle at the feet of William Clegg.


  “The bastards! The bloody bastards! ‘Tis just like Bridport! They’ve let us down again! The bastards!”


  Adam felt rather than saw John Spragg’s trembling as he swore furiously to himself, on and on as though he could not stop. Adam remembered what William Clegg had done for him, and put out a hand to calm John; but John stared at him wildly and shook the hand off.


  Then came Wade’s sharp order to march forward, echoed by the sergeant. William Clegg stepped forward over the injured rider at his feet, but as John Spragg reached him he stumbled, and kicked the moaning figure hard, swearing and dropping behind the advancing ranks. Adam looked round and saw John kick the man again, and raise the butt of his musket over the man’s head.


  “John, no! Stop that!” Adam ran back and pushed the musket aside with his own, so that it only glanced off the fallen man’s head. Adam seized it with his free hand and pulled his friend urgently towards him.


  “John! Come on! Leave him! We got to fight now!” He stared into a face shaking with fury and fear, and shoved him away from the body, pointing to the empty places in the dark ranks marching steadily away towards the enemy. “There, John, there! The Devil’s there now!”


  “But that bastard ...!” John raised his musket again but Adam pushed him away, falling over the body to shield it as he did so. “Get up there, you fool! Fight the enemy!”


  John turned to run furiously after his friends. As Adam got up to follow him the fallen rider turned his face upwards in the moonlight, and Adam saw it was John Clapp, breathing heavily with a dark wound on his forehead where the musket had hit him. Adam checked, then stepped over him and ran furiously forward after the others, a sob choking in his chest as he heard the sergeant’s sharp voice barking orders.


  “Hold your fire! Steady now! Rear rank present your muskets! Front rank ready to move forward! Keep your powder out of the water now!”


  As he took his place in the ranks Adam saw that they had stopped a mere dozen yards or so away from the enemy. In front of them, between the two lines, was a wide black ditch of dark, shining water. Another rhine! And a large one too, perhaps four or five yards across and the Lord only knew how deep; maybe only a few inches, or maybe several feet, with a foot of thick mud at the bottom, as one of the earlier ones had been beside the ford where they had crossed it. So this was why Lord Grey’s cavalry had not attacked! They had been riding along the rhine, looking for somewhere to cross.


  Colonel Wade was hurrying along the front rank down into the water.


  “Come on, my lads, ‘tis only a little ditch! Hold your fire till you get across now! The rear rank’ll cover you. Front rank, pikemen and musketeers, forward!”


  From the rear rank, as he set his musket in its rest, Adam saw William Clegg step gingerly forward with the others. But somehow there was an awful hesitation all along the line, a dreadful reluctance to leave the ranks of their friends and venture into that unknown, terrible black water under the very muskets of their foes, who were coming forward right to the rhine’s edge to receive them. Wade urged them on furiously, and Roger Satchell splashed into the water in front of his pikemen.


  “Come on, lads, forward! For God and King Monmouth!”


  There was an earsplitting boom! from the left, as Colonel Matthew’s regiment fired across the ditch without trying to cross it, and then an answering crash! from in front of them as the enemy fired back. Adam felt the blast of the bullets zipping past him, and several men slumped groaning to the ground around him. He saw Roger Satchell stagger and nearly fall as a wounded man stumbled against him, before collapsing threshing into the shallow water at the edge of the rhine.


  The front rank drew back nervously from the ditch, and somehow, Adam did not know how it happened, men were firing all around him, from the front rank and his own, blasting away bitterly without orders. He fired himself, and the great jarring boom! and sheet of flame in the darkness filled him, not with satisfaction, but a sense of guilty horror that he had disobeyed orders, and a great engulfing fear of disaster that could only be allayed by reloading the musket and firing again as fast as he could. All around him men were doing the same; biting open their charges, ramming them down with the scourer, spitting the bullets into their hands - all the old drill that they had been taught, but not together. This time of all times they were not firing together! He heard Sergeant Evans’ voice yelling out the stages, but he was too far ahead, so that the order to fire came when Adam was not ready, and he felt he had to fire when he was ready to try to catch up, whilst others were ahead and could not wait.


  Then again the shock of the enemy’s volley lashed through them like a blast of wind through corn, and more men collapsed around him. Adam knew that they had to fire together like that themselves to win, and they were not doing it. He rammed the bullet down hard again with his scourer, lifted the musket into its rest, and fired blindly across the rhine into the smoke and darkness.
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  “IF ONLY the dawn would come! Can’t we go now? ‘Twill be light when we get there!”


  “It would not! ‘Tis hardly three yet; and what use would we be if we got lost in the dark, or stumbled into the royal camp? ‘Tis much better to stay here, watch and pray. Oh my great Lord, show forth your strength now!”


  The crackle of the distant musket fire was followed by the flat thunderclap of cannon, and Nicolas Thompson’s voice shook with a sudden rush of earnest emotion. “Those be our guns, Ann, I’m sure of it. And they’ve a good gunner, too, to serve them. May the blessed Lord guide his eye tonight!”


  The group peering over the battlements of St Mary’s church tower had grown to a small crowd. At times Ann felt herself hemmed in and pressed against the wall as though she might fall, but she did not think about that. All her attention was concentrated on that area to the south-east, beneath the tall silhouette of Weston Zoyland church, where for over an hour now the darkness had been split by the crackle of musket fire and the bigger white flashes that they saw a second before they heard the flat bang of the field-guns.


  In the darkness between the flashes, Ann prayed too, as they all did. At first she earnestly reminded the Lord of her father’s goodness and courage, and that of all the men of Monmouth’s army, who had so selflessly resisted temptation to serve Him. Later, as the battle went on and she saw there would be no easy victory, she remembered her father’s decision to spurn the King’s pardon at Pedwell, and the brutal words of Colonel Weston began to haunt her mind.


  It was then that she made her final, most solemn and desperate promise: “Give them victory now, Lord, spare my father and give them victory now, and I will do what I know you want and what is truly right, and renounce Robert for ever. And if one must be killed, let it be Robert, not my father!” Her lips trembled as she said the words, though no-one else could hear them; for it was a real promise, made without any hidden tricks or reserves in the secret corners and drawers of her mind; and she knew she would keep it.


  When she opened her eyes and looked again into the darkness below the distant church, there was a change indeed, so that she thought her prayer had been answered. Her heart pounded afresh and she grew first hot with triumph and then cold as she saw what it meant.


  More guns were firing now; not just the four from the north, on Monmouth’s side, but two and then three and four from the south-east, firing the opposite way. At first someone said it must be Monmouth’s troops who had captured the enemy’s guns and turned them around; but as the barrage increased there could be no doubt. The two groups of guns were firing directly towards each other. Between them, Ann realised, the two lines of musketeers and pikemen must be standing, their ranks ripped again and again by the thunder of the shot that fired louder and louder as the night went on.


  Ann stopped praying. She thought perhaps she would never pray again. She only stood and gripped the parapet, staring at the eastern sky for the first sign of the dawn that would show her the final truth. As the gunfire from the King’s side increased, her heart froze slowly into a certainty as cold as the grey stone beneath her hands.
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  ADAM ONLY noticed it was dawn when he stopped firing, obeying the sergeant’s orders to save the last of the powder for the cavalry. One by one the others stopped also, making a little pocket of eerie silence in the midst of the firestorm. The steady volleys still swept into them from across the ditch, and a sparse intermittent musket-fire still crackled from far away on their left, where Colonel Holmes stood encouraging his men, waving his sword in his one good arm.


  But the real horror was the flat, ear-numbing boom! of the field-guns on both sides, which swept whole files of men into bloody, unrecognisable pulp with their cruel chain-shot every four or five minutes. There was only one gun firing directly against their regiment; Adam felt each man around him tense as he unconsciously counted the last few seconds before each shot, and then relax as the force of the blast hit him, and he found himself still alive. Life had become reduced to these short, five-minute intervals, with a horrible devil’s lottery at the end of each.


  Now that he was not firing Adam was able to look about him. At first he wondered that the pale dawn light should give colour to the trampled grass and blood, and yet leave the faces of the men around him grey and black as they had been in the night; and then he saw that the black was the black of burnt powder and the grey the grey of exhaustion. John Spragg smiled at him grimly, too tired any more for panic.


  “‘Tis not a pretty sight, Adam, is it?”


  He nodded to their left, where the ranks of royal horsemen stood, just out of musket-shot, waiting the moment to charge. They must have crossed the rhine further up, Adam though - our horsemen should have done it, if these could. Now they are going to do to us what we should have done to them.


  There was jostling and movement as the Colyton men formed a square to give the musketeers the best protection from the pikemen, and then another awful pause, broken suddenly by the flat boom! of the field gun and the horrible screams of a man who staggered out of the ranks with a great hole pumping blood out of his shoulder where his arm had been blown off, while a headless corpse slumped to the ground where a man had been standing.


  Adam watched numbly as the man who had lost his arm ran until his strength gave out, and then collapsed twitching by a patch of tall yellow buttercups which had somehow escaped the mowers. I cannot stand here any longer, he thought. I can fight, but I cannot stand here to be shot at. Oh Lord let them come soon, please, if they are coming! But still the cavalry did not attack, and Adam felt the sweat breaking out on his face and in the palms of his hands as the minutes passed to the next cannon-shot.


  Then there was one of those lonely quiet moments that come in the midst of battle, and they all heard quite clearly William Clegg’s voice as he muttered softly to himself: “Oh Lord, Lord, why hast thou forsaken us?” He had spoken quite softly, for himself, and yet he had spoken for all of them, and Adam never knew whether there had been an order to retreat, or whether they had all just turned at once and started walking quietly away from the rhine.


  It was then that the cavalry charged. Adam did not hear it at first. In the boom of the guns, he only felt a jostling around him, half the men standing still and the others pushing past to run, and he looked left and saw the long line of horsemen in blue coats sweeping inexorably down on them. One moment it was pretty, a line of tiny abstract figures, and the next it was a great mass of waving swords and yelling helmeted faces above the horses’ wild staring eyes, great flaring nostrils, and the huge steelshod hooves that reared over his head as he fired, and then smashed down towards him as inescapably as his own death.
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  THE NIGHT was the best and the worst of it. The best, because sometimes - very rarely but sometimes nonetheless - he could fall into a calm, dreamless sleep for three or four hours. That was the best that could ever happen. More often - perhaps six or seven times in the last month - he managed to lie quite quietly when he could not sleep, and watch the stars slowly cross from one bar to another of the high cell window. At these times a sort of tranquillity seeped into his mind from the starlight and grey moonlit stone, like a promise that one day he would have suffered enough, and be given the words to pray again.


  One night he even felt that he had prayed, if one could pray without words. That feeling was so good that it stayed with him all through the clamour and hunger and stench of the next two days, when seven more men were found and herded into Dorchester jail, and two men died, and Ann came to visit him.


  But the good nights were rare. The usual ones were a ghastly attenuation of the day, in which the noise of more than a hundred men’s fear and irritation and boredom continued long after everyone was too tired to bear it. There was always someone who could contain his emotions no longer, and hurled all his resentment and frustration at the others, so that they in their turn could not bear it, and so the cauldron of despair was kept simmering. It was enough, sometimes, for a man to snore, or splash another’s face as he used the latrine bucket, or throw something at a shape he thought was a rat, for a whole corner of the cell to erupt into an angry, fractious argument that left all of them more exhausted and on edge than before.


  If it did fall quiet, more often than not the guards would sense it, and hammer on the great door to frighten and wake them up. Or they would call out some man’s name from outside the window, telling him they had his wife or daughter, and what they had done or were going to do with her. Once they had done it there and then, so that the man could hear the women’s screams; and later in the night he had got up and run straight at the wall, smashing his head hard against the great projecting stone in the corner, so that he had cracked his skull and taken two long days and nights to die, threshing and moaning in great fits in a corner.


  Then there were the other, less dramatic deaths, where people lay all night shivering until their fever burnt them up. Like the proud Miss Blake, the schoolteacher from Taunton, who had been herded into the filthy cell with the men, for want of other accommodation, and had babbled all night in her final hours of how her maids of Taunton had been sold to the Queen, though Adam did not understand it then, and indeed had little sympathy for her after what had happened to Ann. The shrunken body of the old lady had been lugged outside next morning, one stiff cold arm banging awkwardly against the door as it stuck out from her side. John Spragg had wept then.


  Adam would have thought they were in Hell already, if it had not been for the hope. And yet the hope made everything worse, so that he began to think that that came from the Devil too.


  The hopes were very small and modest in their demands, and yet enormous in their meaning for each man. Adam hoped only that Mary and the children would be left alone, and would stay away and not come to see him. He did not think he would be able to bear that. As for the trials, he hoped only that they would come soon, so that there could be an end to it. He did not hope for anything from the trials, as some men did, for he expected only death.


  Some men, like John Spragg, hoped for the mercy of transportation to the West Indies, but Adam could see no advantage in that; it would only continue their present torments, with no chance of being able to escape or return, or forget. Several men even said they would plead not guilty, hoping they would escape with a fine or a whipping only, and at times John talked of a pardon, but Adam saw no chance of that either.


  Instead, he sometimes hoped the most modest and enormous hope of all - a secret which he dared tell no-one for fear they would ridicule it or call it a blasphemy. For though he knew he had not the faith for Heaven, he thought that perhaps after death he might be judged to have suffered enough already for Hell, and that his soul might go instead to a third place, different from both, which he had pictured secretly to himself as being nothing - nothing at all but a place where men could sleep endlessly without dreams or thoughts, without waking or memory. When he thought of this he longed for the King’s judge - Judge Jeffreys - to come, so the cruel, dreary imprisonment could come to an end at last.


  Once or twice he had been tempted, in the rare quiet nights, to simply turn his face to the wall and let life go as some men seemed to do. But though he had tried he had not had the trick of it, for he had woken up an hour later as usual, and the second time John Spragg had suspected something, and would not let him alone.


  He thought back over the time since the battle. It was nearly a month now since the wounded and the prisoners had been dragged into Weston Zoyland church, half unconscious from the battering they had had from the horses’ hooves and the soldiers who had caught them. Their bruised bodies had been stripped half naked by the greedy, vengeful royal soldiers, and some men, lying on the cool stone floor under the great carved wooden angels of the roof, had had no clothes at all. Most had been wounded in some way. Four men had died in that church before they had left, and dozens more had been summarily strung up on the trees outside the church, some in chains, or hacked down in the ditches and cornfields towards Chedzoy where they had been hiding.


  At the time it had seemed dreadful, but now Adam thought those men had been the lucky ones. He remembered stumbling the long, weary miles into Bridgewater, all the time being mocked and bullied by Colonel Kirke’s brutal soldiery, and watching them steal and rape in every village they came to. Death would have spared him that.


  Occasionally the soldiers caught some men who had escaped from the battlefield, hiding in a barn or a ditch or an attic; and often they would beat and torture them to get them to betray others of their friends. There were many men in the prison now who had to be helped to eat because of their maimed and festering hands that the soldiers had burned to the bone.


  Always these memories brought him back to his worries about Ann. When he had not seen her in Bridgewater he had felt sure she had been captured, and treated as scores of other women had been in the town; only when there had been no sign either of Nicolas Thompson, or the wounded left in their charge, had he begun to hope. But now that they were beaten, the country seemed full of soldiers and militia, so that her chances of having escaped seemed impossible.


  The thought of what might have happened to Ann tortured him even more than his fears for Mary and his other children, for they at least were at home. He sometimes wished he had sent her with Tom, despite everything; however cruel and bitter the boy had become, he could not have harmed her more than the devils the King had set loose in in the countryside - the men Colonel Kirke laughingly called his ‘Lambs’, because of the Paschal lamb on their coats that so ironically covered the wolves inside.


  Then one day Ann simply walked into the jail at Dorchester.


  Adam would never forget that moment, when she stood there suddenly in the cell doorway, straight and tall in the faded brown dress she had worn since Philip’s Norton. She peered anxiously around the filthy, overcrowded room, a look of confused shock and pity clouding her face. But her face looked older. Adam suddenly felt he was looking at a young woman rather than the girl he had raised, and that he himself had somehow become a child or an old man. He was ashamed, and wanted to hide behind someone before he was seen. But the thought came too late; she was crossing the room towards him, the other prisoners moving respectfully aside and staring at her with a desperate hope that perhaps she might have come for them.


  Behind her came Tom, his broad back shielding her from the jailor’s leer. But there was no room in Adam’s mind for anger at Tom, beside the glorious pain of seeing his daughter there, alive and unharmed and well and touching him.


  “Father! Have I found you, at last! You are truly alive? Oh, thank God for that!” She hugged him, and he patted her back gently, almost voluptuously, not knowing what to to do. Then he pushed her away, ashamed of the filth and fleas of his clothes, and the sores on his shackled legs. He held out his hand to Tom, determined to forgive, and the boy took it awkwardly, staring at him as though he could not believe what he saw. But for the moment Adam had eyes only for his daughter.


  “It is you, Ann? It is really you? They have not harmed you?” The words came clumsily; his throat seemed blocked when he tried to speak.


  “Not me, no, father - they never caught us. But you – your poor legs!”


  He glanced at the sores made by the shackles on his ankles, and smiled at the concern in her voice. “That doesn’t matter, now. There’s far worse than that here. But how did you come here? Have you been home? You must have, to bring Tom.”


  “I’ve been home this past week. We heard most of the prisoners were here, so we came to look for you. We’d have gone on to Ilchester next.”


  “And your mother and the others?”


  “As well as you could hope, father. There have been soldiers in Colyton but they did not trouble us. But mother was afraid to come with the children.”


  “Very proper too. But she is well - the girls are well? Little Oliver?”


  “They are all quite well, father, I promise. And they’ll be the better for hearing you’re alive.”


  Ann smiled at him, yet her eyes were sparkling with tears. As she smiled, a woman jostled her roughly from behind as she made her way to another man. There were perhaps a dozen visitors in the cell that day, so that there was hardly room to move, and the noise was so great that at times they had to shout to be heard.


  “I shan’t be alive much longer, girl. The King’s judge is coming, you know. But ‘tis good to know you’re safe.”


  Ann’s face changed at his words. “No, father, they can’t! They won’t kill you! They can’t kill all these people!”


  “‘Twas rebellion, girl. What else can they do? Only leave us to rot in prison, or transport us, which is worse.”


  “‘Tis never worse than death, Adam! A man can live beyond the waters even if his family’s left behind. You tell him, girl!” John Spragg burst in eagerly, from where he stood by the wall a few feet away.


  “Mr Spragg! I didn’t see you! But it’s right what he says, father - transportation is not worse than death.”


  “‘Tis a vain hope, my dear. We had the chance to take a pardon and we scorned it. Now we must learn to take what the Lord gives.” It was what had been a hard comfort to him for many days past; but now he told it to Ann, his voice shook a little, as though he would weep. He wished she had not come, and would go.


  “‘Tis a hard justice, Mr Carter,” broke in Tom suddenly. “But if you do pray and acknowledge your sin it may be that the Lord will show you mercy, even as he did unto me.”


  Adam and John Spragg stared at Tom’s heavy, handsome face, thinking how strong and well-fed he looked, not knowing what to say in reply. Perhaps it was meant generously, Adam thought; the boy could not know, any more than Ann, how cruel hope could be. But John Spragg answered him first.


  “‘Tis never the Lord has shown mercy to you, boy - ‘tis the devil that rules this country, like Belshazzar! His time will come, and yours too; then you’ll be cast lower than us. You mark my words!”


  “‘The prophet that shall presume to speak a word in my name, which I have not commanded him to speak, even that prophet shall die,’“ Tom intoned, in a voice like that of Israel Fuller’s. “Deuteronomy 18:20. The Duke of Monmouth is dead already, Mr Spragg; his head cut off on a scaffold in London. We were misled. You should cast out the pride from your soul and pray for forgiveness as I did.”


  “Why, you little beggar!” John Spragg stepped furiously forward, the chains clanking round his ankles, but Adam held him back.


  “Peace, John, be calm now! The lad’s right, according to religion, isn’t he? We put our cause in the hands of God and He judged against us. Remember the text of that preacher, Ferguson, before the battle? You remember that?”


  “Aye, I remember.’If it be in rebellion, or if in transgression against the Lord, save us not this day.’ Only it goes hard, to hear it from the lips of a coward like that boy there.”


  “I’m not a coward, Mr Spragg. ‘Tis only your pride makes you say that.” But Tom’s words hung hollowly in the air, for John Spragg had turned his back, and slumped sullenly down on his blanket by the wall, ignoring him.


  Adam took a deep breath, and faced Tom squarely. “At least you have brought my daughter here safely, boy, and for that I thank you. I trust you will care for her when I’m gone, in the way we spoke of before.”


  “If she repents ... “


  “Don’t talk so, father! You’re not going to die; you might even get a fine or a pardon and be out of here altogether. We’ll talk of it then!”


  “What do you mean, Tom, if she repents?” Adam had never felt so small, so like a child or a weak old man, before this big, well-fed young man who had come with his daughter. Yet he knew in that moment quite clearly and certainly that if he had had a knife he would have plunged it with all his remaining strength up to the hilt into Tom Goodchild’s stomach.


  “If she repents of her sin of lust, I could marry her.”


  “I told you, Tom!” Ann turned and grabbed Tom’s arm, forcing him to look at her. “I do repent of what I did with you, most earnestly I do repent it! I told you that before we came!” She turned back to her father, tears of humiliation in her eyes. “But there is no need to talk of marriage yet, father. I will not talk of it until after the trial, when you may be free to decide for me.”


  He shook his head sadly. “I shan’t be free, Ann, not now. That’s only a dream you have. You do as you feel right, my dear. I can’t help you now.”


  And so they embraced again, and Tom was ignored, and then they stood holding hands in the crowded, stinking cell, jostled by the endless movement about them, like children rather than father and daughter. Adam, for something to say, asked about Nicolas Thompson and the other men from Colyton, whom he and John Spragg had not seen.


  “Nicolas Thompson’s still alive, father. He and some others are hiding up in the woods near Axminster, waiting till the fuss has died down. But William Clegg’s caught. They’ve got him in the jail in Colyton with some others. They say Judge Jeffreys will go and try ‘em there, when he’s finished here.”


  “So how did you escape, my girl?”


  For the remaining time they were together, she told him.


  After the battle, knowing it was lost, she had hardly been able to believe it when she had seen a small grim knot of shattered men tramping desperately back to the refuge of Bridgwater, led by the short, stubborn figure of Colonel Wade. They were the remnants of her father’s own regiment, beaten but still together, undestroyed. She told him how they had stood in the street by the church, some two or three hundred of them all told, exhausted, many bleeding or soaked from their retreat through the rhines, those who still had muskets leaning on them for support like old men, their faces grey with gunpowder, fear and fatigue. She had searched desperately through them all, but found only William Clegg whom she knew, the little wizened man almost aged beyond recognition by what he had seen.


  Then, when it was clear no other regiments would return, Colonel Wade had spoken to them, his face drained by fatigue, his dark eyes haunted by the knowledge that all his courage and determination in holding his regiment together in the inferno were for naught, for no decision he could take would save the cause now, when even their leader had fled. He had told them to disband and save themselves as best they could, for they were too few to hope to hold the town.


  After that Ann wanted to go to Weston Zoyland to look for her father, but William Clegg and Nicolas Thompson had refused to let her, saying he was dead for certain now. So instead they had carried Nicolas’s three badly wounded men into the cellar of a brave woman in Bridgewater who promised to care for them, dragged a rug and an old wooden chest over the trapdoor, and fled.


  Ann had fled with the rest to Exmoor, hiding in lonely farms in the deep combes and valleys for a couple of weeks until they judged the first flush of the search would be over. Then she and the others had made their way quietly back, travelling across country by lonely tracks and side roads, often at night, until they came home. But even there some had found they were not safe, for their names were on lists in the hands of the constables and militia, who were still out looking for them.


  Ann told her father quietly of the little hut the surgeon and some others had built for themselves in the lonely woods towards Axminster, and the regular journeys of herself or some others from the village to leave food for them. She told him too of the night on the journey when they had been surprised by a party of four dragoons, and only escaped by killing two and mortally wounding the rest; and all the time she spoke she was looking over her shoulder to make sure no jailor or spy was near, and making sure always that she was not too clear about details that could give anyone away. She whispered John Clapp’s name in her father’s ear and then told him how that fat, jovial man had climbed out of bed into the attic when the soldiers had searched his house, and how they had not found him though they knew the bed was warm. At that Adam smiled, but then she told him the less happy story of how William Clegg had got all the way home and then been caught because his six-year-old daughter had thought it was another of her father’s jokes when he had run out suddenly and hid among the cabbages in the garden; so she had clapped her hands and laughed and explained the joke to the nice men with guns who had just come into the kitchen.


  Of Roger Satchell Ann had heard nothing, until Adam told her he was in another cell here too; nor had she heard anything of Sergeant Evans or Nathaniel Wade since they had left them on the way to Exmoor.


  The jailors began to hustle the visitors out at the end of the day, though it seemed to Adam they were doing so earlier than usual. But then he had not had a visitor before, and time passed quite differently when he was looking into the eyes of his daughter. For a while he had so forgotten the stench and press of humanity around him, that he had thought he had been at home in the kitchen with Ann and Mary, and imagined Simon sitting reading in his chair, and remembered the very smell and sound of Mary coming in with a pile of clean washing in her arms, and the girls and Oliver fussing and playing round her skirts. Then the warder pulled Ann away, and Tom shielded her on the way to the door.


  As he watched her go, Adam ached with a huge physical loss that he had not embraced her one last time. He stood for a minute with his empty arms unconsciously, vainly held out in front of him. Then he sat down, numbly, with his back to the wall.


  When all the visitors had gone, the great cell door opened again, and a plump, bewigged man in a frock coat came in, with soldiers to guard him. The cell fell silent, and Adam watched dully as he began to speak, only half hearing what he said.


  “ … tomorrow you will be tried for the heinous offence of armed rebellion against the King’s Majesty ... in my office as Deputy Clerk of the assizes ... to tell you that the King is very gracious and merciful, and will cause none to be executed but such as have been officers or capital offenders. And if you would render yourselves fit objects of the King’s grace and favour, your only way is to give a full account of where you joined the Duke’s army and in what capacity you served him. Otherwise ... no mercy or favour from the King ... certainly punish all such wilful and obstinate offenders. So think on this, those of you who might have been minded to take up the court’s time with needless and lying pleas of not guilty, for your trial begins tomorrow.”


  The man read out a list of a dozen men who were to accompany him now, to give their confessions to him and his clerks, and indicate how they would plead, and the soldiers dragged them to their feet and marched them out. As they left, the heavy cell door slamming behind them, the silent cell burst into an uproar of excited speech. John Spragg clapped Adam enthusiastically on the shoulder.


  “What did I tell ‘ee, boy? You see, you see! You’ll be out there before the end of the week, free, as like as not! I knew they couldn’t hang so many as this! We’ll get a pardon, man, a pardon!”


  Adam stared at his usually phlegmatic friend as he banged his hand excitedly up and down on his knee, his dirty, bearded face creased with desperate joy. He did not know what to think. It seemed too good to be true.


  “You’ve got to plead guilty, though, John,” he said at last. “You’ve got to throw yourself on their mercy and tell ‘em what you done in the war.”


  John looked at him, his eyes shining with tears. “There’s no harm in that now, is there, boy? ‘Tis easy enough - I’m not ashamed of it.”


  “No harm so long as you don’t tell on your friends, who might still be free.”


  John Spragg paused, a frown disfiguring his joy. “They wouldn’t ask us to do that, would they? They’ll just want to know about us.”


  “And about what we’ve seen and done, likely, and who with. The whole thing could be a trick, John. You must know that.”


  The two men stared at each other, seeking to believe what they had heard and yet afraid, one of fifty similar conversations that buzzed all around them in the cell. Half the night the arguments went on all around them, especially amongst those, like Adam and John, who were not to be interviewed till morning, and few could sleep for thinking.


  After midnight a wind got up and swept some of the foul air out through the high-barred windows, disturbing the citizens in the houses nearby and bringing a few prisoners welcome relief. But to others it brought the unsettling, unwelcome scent of life beyond the walls, the smell of stables and the fields beyond, and later, towards morning, the smell of wood fires heating the ovens to provide fresh bread and breakfast for the visiting judge and the other citizens of the town.


  The wind blew the seagulls in from the coast, so that in the early morning they cried and screamed over the rooftops, their lonely, free voices reminding Adam of the days when it had blown in over Colyton. He thought of the times as a young man when he had taken Mary and the toddlers down to the little cove at Beer to buy fish, and watch the little boats drop their brown sails and be dragged up onto the pebble beach. He remembered how the gulls had screamed and squabbled over the boats, and how a tiny, red-headed Ann had screamed back and thrown stones to protect what they had bought. It was strange, he could not remember having taken Oliver and Rachel and Sarah there, though it was so near. And now ... now he would never do it.


  As the morning light grew on the damp grey walls in the cell, and a shift in the wind brought the stink of the night’s excreta and the hot bodies around, he knew that the little, tormenting light of hope that Ann and the court official had tried to bring him was false, and must be ignored. The only hope could be for a quick trial and a short pain before the end, and a merciful God thereafter.


  As John Spragg woke from a troubled, restless sleep, and turned to him with his eager, tormented eyes, Adam screwed his new-found courage up to his final resolve, and listened with pity to the hopes he did not share.
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  “PRISONERS AT the bar, listen to me, and listen carefully!”


  A hush fell over the court, but it was still not silent, despite all the shouts and earnest banging of the gavel by the clerk of the court, and the threatening looks from the pale, bilious judge. People were still trying to push in and out behind Ann and Tom, and those inside were murmuring and shuffling as they tried to find somewhere to see or at least a place to stand, while the chains on the legs of the two dozen prisoners herded into line before the dock clattered and crashed on the wooden floor.


  Ann craned her neck desperately to look through the forest of hats and wigs in front of her to see if her father was there.


  “In a moment you will be asked how you plead.” The judge winced, as though he were in pain, and took a hurried, deep draught from a bottle in front of him. His voice, when he spoke again, was powerful, yet high and full, more like a woman’s than a man’s.


  He paused, to take another swig from the bottle, and a well-dressed woman in front of Ann turned to whisper to her husband.


  “Poor man! He suffers terribly from the stone, they say. It must be cruel hard to have to do such a job with that pain.”


  Her husband nodded. “Look at that rogue in chains there! He looks a filthy devil enough!”


  Ann stood on tiptoe and craned to see where they were pointing, but could only see a few heads that she did not recognise. Tom, to her left, had a better view, but he was separated from her by a further influx of people.


  The clerk of the court banged his gavel, and the Lord Chief Justice Jeffreys resumed.


  “My advice to you is this: that if you will plead Guilty, the King, who is all mercy, will be as ready to forgive you as you were to rebel against him; yea, as ready to pardon you as you are to ask it of him. But if you choose to plead Not Guilty, then justice will take its course. Now the clerk of the court will read the charge and put the question to you.”


  Ann saw a gap open in front of her, and pushed her shoulder forward into it, wedging two backs aside. There were cries of surprise and protest, but she was through; she slipped past a little fat man who turned to help his wife, and found herself at the back of the two rows of seats, with an almost clear view of the court ahead.


  “Prisoners at the bar, it is hereby charged that you did present yourselves in armed rebellion against His lawful Majesty, King James the Second ... “


  Yes! Her father was there, in the middle of the second row, staring quietly at the clerk of the court as he droned on with the formalities of the charge. How still he looked, how small beside some of the other men in the line - even John Spragg who stood beside him. But it was his quietness that impressed and frightened her most; there was an anxiety, a tormented fear and hope on the faces of most of the other men, that was quite absent from her father. It was as though he were dead already.


  But had he not heard what the judge had said - that the King was all mercy - ready to pardon, even?


  “Now, how do you plead? David Hoskins, first.”


  “I? Well, er … “ A big, red-faced man like a farmer shuffled his feet awkwardly, so that his chains rattled.


  “Come on, man, don’t make a meal of it!” The voice of the judge stung like a lash, and the man looked up at him, frightened.


  “Guilty, my lord.” It was more like a croak from an old man than the deep, resonant voice one might expect.


  “Good.” The clerk of the court wrote on the paper in front of him, and moved on to the next. “Daniel Lee?”


  “Guilty, my lord.”


  As the clerk moved along the line Ann looked away from her father to the watching judge, perched silently behind the great imposing desk, raised high above the rest of the court like the King, or God himself. She could only see his hands, and his young face under the huge wig, and she searched them earnestly for signs of mercy or compassion. The hands, playing with the quill pen and occasionally straying nervously towards the bottle, were thin and surprisingly small, sticking out of his huge sleeves like a child’s or a woman’s. The face, too, seemed dwarfed by the huge wig, and was striking as much for its weakness as its strength; the big nose and wide, heavy-lidded eyes contrasted with the puffy, bilious cheeks and soft lips that he constantly sucked and chewed as he listened, like a baby’s mouth seeking some comfort from the pain of the stone within. His formidable eyes burned their way steadily into each man as the clerk of the court questioned him, ignoring the rising hubbub in the well of the court behind.


  “John Spragg, of Colyton?”


  “Guilty, my lord.” John Spragg looked up hopefully at the judge, almost smiling as he spoke.


  “Adam Carter?”


  “Guilty.”


  Adam looked briefly at the clerk as he spoke, then back down at the ground.


  “Guilty, my lord, Mr Carter.” The clerk of the court paused indignantly, his quill poised above the paper.


  Adam looked up slowly, surprised that the process had stopped. His quiet, weary voice carried into the hush of the court.


  “I plead guilty and there’s an end to it. He would not be anybody’s lord if we’d won.”


  The court burst into uproar, cheers and loud laughter mingling with the cries of fury and indignation. The clerk banged loudly with his gavel, and Ann clutched the back of the bench in front of her for support. The judge raised an eyebrow and glared coldly at Adam, waiting for silence to return.


  “You are a vile, seditious rogue, Adam Carter. I shall not forget you.”


  “Christopher Battiscombe?”


  Ann felt sick, as though she had been hit in the stomach. She clutched the back of the bench to avoid falling. How could her father be so foolish as to speak like that? To draw attention to himself out of all the crowd, when after what the judge had said surely only a few at most would be hanged! He must be mad - he must be repenting it by now! But when she looked, she saw him only looking quietly at the ground, while John Spragg stared at him in concern.


  “They all plead guilty, my lord.”


  “So. I see my advice did not fall on deaf ears, for once.” Judge Jeffreys smiled briefly. “Is there anything any of you wishes to say in his defence before I pass sentence?”


  There was a silence, then the clerk of the court picked up a piece of paper in front of him.


  “There is one here, Michael Johnson, my lord, who pleads that he is very poor, and maintained by the parish.”


  Jeffreys raised his eyebrows. “Indeed? And that is his defence? You need not worry, Mr Johnson. I shall endeavour to relieve the parish of its burden.”


  He smiled, and Ann looked around in amazement at the laughter of the court ushers.


  “And there is one Edmund Malachi of Axminster who has given most useful information concerning traitors not yet apprehended.” The clerk passed a sheet of paper to the judge, who skimmed through it briefly, shifting uncomfortably in his seat as he did so.


  “Is this true, Mr Malachi? Edmund Prideaux of Ford Abbey was with the Duke? You signed your name to this?”


  “Yes, my lord.” A short, pale man answered, almost apologetically, looking intently at the judge and away from his fellow prisoners.


  “Then what I have to say does not concern you. Bailiff, take him away. I will see him later.”


  As the man was led away, the chains clashing between his legs, the judge grimaced again and took a hasty swig from his bottle. Then he slammed it down on the desk and bellowed at the men in front of him.


  “And none of you other rogues has a thing to say? No excuses, eh? No plea for mercy? No in - for - ma - tion?” He dragged the last word out long, and temptingly, but there was no reply. The judge grimaced again, and turned to lift something from his desk.


  Ann would not have known what it was but for the indrawn gasp of fascinated horror all around her. A handkerchief - a black handkerchief - that he lifted lingeringly, as though enjoying the reaction, and put carefully on his head. He grimaced again, and sucked his lips angrily as he faced the men before him. His strong, high voice echoed hollowly from the panelled walls of the court.


  “Prisoners at the bar! You have without exception pleaded guilty to the dreadful crime of armed rebellion against His Majesty the King. For such a crime no sentence can be too harsh. I therefore, in the name of His Majesty King James the Second, order that you be carried back again to the place whence you came, and from there be drawn upon an hurdle to the place of execution, where you shall be hanged by the neck ... “ He winced again, and paused, as though he had something in his throat he was trying to swallow. Ann could hear someone crying in the court, and her own heart beating so loud she thought everyone would hear it. The judge belched, took a sip from his bottle, and then resumed. “But then be cut down alive, your entrails and privy members cut off your bodies and burnt in your sight ... “


  “No! No!” A louder voice than the judge’s suddenly filled the court. “You can’t do that! You said you’d give mercy!” Ann saw the clerk of the court banging his gavel, and the judge, her father - everyone was staring at her. A hand grabbed her shoulder roughly.


  “Be quiet, girl! He hasn’t finished!”


  “... your heads to be severed from your bodies, and your bodies to be divided each into four parts, and disposed at the King’s pleasure.” Judge Jeffreys looked away from the prisonert for a moment, directly at Ann. “No doubt His Majesty would be pleased to send you a part, young lady, if you would indicate to him which would give you most pleasure.” He turned back to the prisoners, smiling at his own wit. “And may the Lord have mercy on your souls.”


  “But not on yours!” But Ann’s cry was lost in the uproar as the men were led away. As the crowd moved around her so the whole courtroom seemed to swirl too, and even as she reached out to come nearer her father and the judge she could not prevent the crowds of people pushing her back, or the floor suddenly rising up to hit her.
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  SHE WONDERED if it would matter that it was the afternoon. There was so much clatter and bustle all around her in the little cobbled inn courtyard; ostlers leading horses in and out for their important guests, tradesmen hurrying through to the side door, cleaners and potboys scurrying past on mysterious, important errands of their own. It seemed unlikely, somehow, to be here on an errand such as hers; and yet it was a simple matter of trade, after all.


  Every now and then a group of guests, often officers, would swagger in noisily from the hubbub of the street outside, and Ann would look up anxiously from her seat in the corner, and then shrink back to her book as she saw Robert was not among them. She was not reading the book, but she had to have something to seem to occupy her. Once or twice she heard men talking curiously about her, and trembled lest they should come over and disturb her; but so far they had not, and surely Robert must come soon.


  It had been hard enough to come at all. It was Sunday, and after they had been to see her father in prison that morning, Tom had insisted they go to church, for all it was only an Anglican service. Then he had heard there was to be a dissenters’ meeting that afternoon to pray for the souls of the condemned men, in a private house right under the nose of the army, and only her protestations of a sick headache had persuaded him to let her stay behind. Then she had had half an hour to improve her looks as best she could before slipping quietly down the stairs and out of the back door of the little lodging-house where they were staying.


  She wondered about her dress. She did not want to appear conspicuous and indeed could not afford to, but her only asset in this was her looks. Before she had come to Dorchester she had known it might come to this, and had spent an afternoon mending tears and rubbing at the bloodstains in the brown riding dress she had had from Marianne, in the hope that it would look a little more presentable in his eyes than the plain frocks and aprons she wore at home. Her hair was carefully combed, the curls teased into ringlets that hung daintily around her face, in a way that filled her with delight and apprehension, and would have scandalised Tom had he seen it. But then what he would have said would have been right; she did want to dress like a whore.


  Robert was there, quite suddenly, and alone - better than she could have hoped! But he was striding quickly across the courtyard, deep in thought; in a moment he would be inside and have missed her.


  She stood up. “Robert! Robert, stop!” His coat-tails and wig swirled as he turned briskly about, looking to see who had called; and then he saw her. The serious, freckled face opened in a smile of wonder.


  “Ann!” He came forward and took her hands, and ... it was an effort of will to give them to him. “Annie! What a glorious surprise! What brings you here?”


  “I ... I have come to see you, Robert.” It was strange how false she felt her smile, how hard it was to say the lines she had practised. His eyes searched her face eagerly to understand her.


  “To see me? After you fled from Marianne at Bath? Why, what has happened?”


  “I have a lot to say, and ... something to give you, Robert. But I can’t do it here; is there somewhere private we could go?”


  “I don’t know. There is my room, if you trust me, but ... “


  He looked at her questioningly, and again she felt how false was the alluring smile she had practised.


  “That will do. If you are not busy now?”


  “I? No. I was going to wash and change before dinner, but there is something over an hour before that.” He ushered her before him into the inn, and Ann saw a couple of potboys who had seen her in the courtyard look up at her curiously. Robert beckoned one of them over.


  “Here, fellow - Richards, isn’t it? You’ll be serving here for the next hour?”


  “Yes, sir. You’m not to be disturbed?” A broad, knowing grin lurked in the corners of the man’s mouth, and as soon as Robert turned away the man’s amusement burst out of hiding, as he stared with lewd, open appraisal at Ann’s figure through her dress. Ann looked down modestly as Robert showed her the way to the stairs, and she mounted them quietly, listening to the click of her heels on the polished wooden boards, and the sudden silence that had fallen over the few drinkers in the room downstairs. But that was what she must expect.


  Robert’s room was a large one on the first floor overlooking the courtyard, with a great curtained four-poster bed on the right, and two straight-backed wooden armchairs and a small table near the fireplace on the left. The walls were panelled in wood, and over the mantlepiece was a large picture of a dying hart in a wood, pierced by an arrow and surrounded by dogs and huntsmen.


  “They have given me the best room, I’m afraid, though I don’t much care for the ‘art,” he said, with a wave of his arm at the picture. “The wretched beast seems to follow me with its eyes all round the room, as though it was I who shot the arrow.”


  He showed her to one of the chairs and then sat down opposite, and Ann thought how formal it was, as though they were husband and wife waiting for the servants to bring them a drink. She would have laughed if she had been more relaxed, and she had not feared to lose her poise.


  “So. You escaped from Marianne - and from the chaos of Sedgemoor too, it seems.” How calm and suave he looked, she thought, as though he were pleased to see her, but no more – as though her presence did not touch him deeply at all. Would he pretend, later, that he loved her - or was this the pretence, now? “I looked to find you in Bridgewater afterwards, but had no luck. Perhaps you saw sense, and persuaded your friends to take the King’s pardon before then?”


  “No. I never saw no King’s pardon, nor my father neither. Till now.”


  “Now?” He raised an eyebrow quizzically, and a chord sang in her heart as she remembered the strange quirk, so comical in such a solemn face, which she had laughed at once on Colyton Hill.


  “It’s a little late to be seeking a King’s pardon now, Ann. But you’re not charged, are you? No-one has informed against you?”


  “No. I’m safe enough, I think - as safe as any woman can be, in a country swarming with royal soldiers.”


  His face darkened. “They have not harmed you again?”


  “No. I come to you ... much as you found me.” She would have said more, but her courage failed her, and he did not seem to want the talk to get close to her, just yet. He was still taking in the surprise of her being there at all.


  “So you were at Bridgewater with the rebel army? But how did you escape?”


  “I can hardly tell you that, now, can I?” Nonetheless she told him a little, to gain time, of the story she had told her father, without mentioning names or places, lest he or his soldiers should use them. Robert did not press her for details, but merely watched and listened as she spoke. And when she had finished the story, he said nothing, and she saw that he had been watching her as much as listening to what she said. His thin, freckled face had lost its pose of sophistication, and had instead that yearning, boyish gaze that she remembered so well.


  She smiled at him, more relaxed now, yet wishing to postpone things a little longer.


  “And you? I’d thought perhaps to find you killed, in your duel with Colonel Weston?”


  He smiled faintly. “Colonel Weston is no more. It seems someone at Sedgemoor spared me the trouble.”


  “I’m glad.” There was not a lot more to say. She smiled carefully, aware that the moment had come.


  He coughed to clear his throat. “And you say you have something to give me. Is that why you are here?”


  “Yes.” Her voice came in a whisper. But she could not say it sitting so formally like this, opposite him in a chair. She got carefully to her feet and walked slowly to the bed, drawing aside the curtains at its foot.


  “Is this where you sleep?”


  “Yes.” He sat quite still and straight in his chair, watching her as though in a trance.


  “It looks ... very comfortable. I’ve never slept in a bed as big as this.” She sat down on it and looked at him, pressing her arms down behind her so as to emphasize her bust. “Come and sit here, Rob. I can’t shout my secret across the room.”


  He got up and walked towards her, very solemn and steady, and sat down awkwardly beside her. Then she realised how stiff he seemed, and ventured a shy smile.


  “So. Am I near enough now? What is this secret?”


  “Can’t you guess?” She knew it would work better if she laughed, but she couldn’t. Instead she slipped her arms around him and put up her dry mouth to be kissed. He did not respond; so she kissed him herself. His lips were still, neither responding nor withdrawing. She paused, and his hand grasped her shoulder gently, holding her away.


  “Ann? What do you mean?” His face was puzzled, almost hurt.


  “I mean I love you. I have come to give you myself, as you wanted me before.” She tried her most lascivious smile, and moved forwards to kiss him again, but he held her back, and she felt her heart pumping with fear.


  “But why now? I haven’t asked you now. Why have you changed?” The puzzled frown on his face was nearer anger than concern.


  “Because it’s what you always wanted from me. I’ve come to give it to you. Rob ... “


  “No!” Her hand moved to touch his thigh and he stood up, horrified, glaring down at her. “What is this? You’re like a whore!”


  “I ... only for you, Rob!” But she had failed; and she must not fail! She stared up at him, trying to think what to do. “I love you, Robert!”


  “You don’t!” He strode furiously to the window, to put a safe distance between them. “If you loved me you wouldn’t come and offer yourself to me like that, as brazenly as that. Especially not you! By God, Ann! Is this your idea of revenge? Have you become so much of a whore that you must flaunt yourself in my face, or has someone paid you to do it? Come on, which is it? Speak, you little strumpet!”


  But she could not speak. Neither could she weep; the shock was too great. She could only stare at him, feeling her eyes widen and the blood rush to her face. She wanted to run but could not move either.


  “At least you can still blush. Come on, speak! Why are you doing this?” He came over and stood between her and the door, as though he had read her mind about escaping.


  “My father,” she said at last, and the words released a little of her courage. At least her motive was honourable; he could not deny that.


  “Your father? You mean your father sent you to be a whore?”


  “No!” He had no right to shout at her like this. “I came by myself, to help him. He knows nothing about it!”


  Robert put a hand over his brow, pushing back the curls of his wig. “But ... how could you help your father, by behaving like this to me?”


  “You could get him a pardon!” And so it was said; but not in the way she had imagined, softly whispered in his ear as he lay relaxed, exhausted and grateful in the bed beside her, gently stroking her breast. Instead it fell like a challenge between them, dividing them for ever.


  “Get him a pardon? He is captured, then - in prison?”


  “Yes, here in Dorchester. He was tried yesterday, and sentenced to death.” She felt the blush fading slowly from her face, and the tears swelling beneath.


  Robert shook his head in surprise. “But I can’t get him a pardon, Ann, if he’s been tried already. No-one can, except the King, or Judge Jeffreys!”


  “Then perhaps I should go to him! At least he offered me a part!” She spat the words in his face, furious, and tried to get past him to the door, but he put out a hand to stop her.


  “No!” His anger had returned, mixed with astonishment. “You can’t go to him, girl - he’d have you burnt, as well. What do you mean, a part?”


  “You know how they are to die, don’t you? Well, he offered me a part of my father’s body! I’ve got to try to save him, don’t you see?”


  She tried to push past him again, but again he stopped her, and this time the tears came - short harsh sobs that she could not stop and which gave her no relief. He tried to pull her to him, but she resisted, so he let her cry, his hand gentle on her shoulder. He sounded shocked when he spoke.


  “That was a filthy thing to say, Ann. The man is as bad as that bastard Kirke!”


  She brushed away her tears with her sleeve. “I thought you would have more pity than Colonel Kirke. I heard a girl slept with him to free her father, and when she woke up in the morning her father was hanging outside the window on the inn signpost.”


  Robert winced. “And you thought I was like them? You must really hate me to believe that!”


  But Ann was unrepentant. Her rage against her own failure had turned to fury against him. “But what you say is just the same, isn’t it? You won’t save my father so he’ll be hanged and drawn and quartered just the same, won’t he? It won’t make any difference to him!”


  “I didn’t say wouldn’t save him, Ann, I said I can’t.” Robert tried to keep his voice low, conscious of the drinkers in the bar downstairs, but Ann did not care.


  “Why can’t you? You’re an officer, aren’t you, a gentleman? You could see this Judge Jeffreys, speak to him.”


  “He would only think I had been bribed. And what should I say, Ann - that your father is innocent? If he was caught at Sedgemoor with a musket in his hand, no-one is going to believe that.”


  “It doesn’t matter who believes it, if he lives.” She pleaded with Robert despairingly, the carefully curled ringlets of her hair sticking to her face with tears, and as he stared silently back she suddenly saw herself not just in his eyes, but in her father’s. She remembered the thin, ragged figure of her father standing there in the courtroom, quietly defying the judge. What would he think if he could see her now? But then, what else could she do?


  “Robert ... I will be your mistress - I will do anything you want if you save him! He is my father, Robert!”


  “And I had hoped to be your lover!” The words were spoken in bitter self-contempt. He turned away from her, as though her touch was suddenly loathsome to him. Then he whirled round again silently.


  “Do you not see what an insult it is to me, to come to me like this? To cheapen yourself like a common whore from the gutter? To do this to me who already worshipped you, who made a fool of myself for you, who even offered ... “


  He took a deep breath, and tried to lower his tone and collect himself. “Listen, Ann. I could have helped your father if I’d wanted. I can help him still. Not to get a pardon, but at least to save him from the hangman and get him transported. And I would have done it gladly, if you had only come and asked. You only had to ask, and I would have done it, because I loved you. But now - how can I love someone who cheapens herself as you do, who thinks of her body as some sort of bribe to give to the man with the greatest power? It’s finished, Ann. You disgust me!”


  He turned away abruptly and stared unseeingly out of the window.


  Ann stopped crying. She knew that when she did start to cry, later, she would never stop; but now the pain went too deep for tears. Yet with the pain, part of it, was that last tantalising hope that she had to reach for even as it was snatched from her grasp.


  “You can save him?”


  “I could have, if you had simply asked.”


  “Then will you do it now, if I kill myself?”


  The words were spoken so quietly, it was a moment before he reacted at all. Then he turned, frowning as though at an irrelevance. “What?”


  “If I give my life for his, will you save him? You despise me, and I despise myself, so I would be better dead.”


  “What stupid nonsense is this? How would you kill yourself, anyway?”


  “I don’t know. It must be easy enough.” She stood still, and spoke quite dully, as though to do so deadened the pain. “If you give me a gun or a knife, I will do it now, if you like. But you must promise to save my father, first.”


  “Ann! What are you saying? That’s a mortal sin!” He strode over and grasped her arms, as though to prevent her from hurting herself, though she had made no move to do so. She looked up at him through a tangle of auburn hair, her face pale and unweeping like a ghost’s.


  “I am damned already for a whore, and for lying to God about my love for you.”


  “Lying to God? What do you mean?”


  “I told him in my prayers I would not love you, because I thought it was a sin. But it was a worse sin to lie to God, and to pretend to love a man when I did not. I made him a coward.”


  “What?”


  “Tom, who I was betrothed to. I pretended to love him, and even lay with him once, to give him courage and make it true. But it was a lie; he hated me for it, and God punished me by making him a coward instead, so that he took the King’s pardon.” She spoke quite dully; it did not matter what she said now.


  “You lay with him to give him courage?”


  “Yes. So you see I was a whore already, before I came to you. And now I am punished for that too, since I have lost your love.” She stood in his arms quite blankly, not trying to move, yet ready to go when he would let her.


  “Ann!” His voice was anguished; he shook her to put life back into her, and her head swayed on her neck like a doll’s. “What have you done to yourself? If you loved me, why did you come to me like that, like a whore?”


  She shook her head slowly, numbed by the confusion feeling.


  “How else should I come? It’s what you wanted me to be and what I am. If I am a whore I should behave like one, and play the game. You don’t love me - ‘tis only a game to you.”


  “How can you say that?” His fingers tightened so hard on her arms that she cried out in pain. “How many times have I told you that I loved you? Good God, I have been on my knees to you before now! Are you blind?” He let her go suddenly and turned away, hammering his fist softly on the wall.


  “That’s just a game, Rob, a rich courtier’s game. I wanted you to do something - something important. Save my father.”


  He turned back to her slowly, the pale anger making the freckles stand out on his skin. “I told you, Ann. I would have done it for a word from you. You had no need to throw yourself at me like that.”


  “Then I was wrong. But Rob, don’t you see? I was only going on my knees to you - trying to give you too much, as you did to me. We made the same mistake.”


  They stared at each other silently, two statues in an empty room, while the clock ticked on the mantlepiece and voices rumbled below their feet downstairs. Ann thought she would remember him always like that, his face quite flat and still and drained of emotion. Then the tension between them broke, and she turned to go.


  “No, Ann, stop!” He was at her side in a second, his hand lightly holding her shoulder. “You’re right. Please stay. We can’t part like this.”


  “How can I stay?” But even as she spoke, his arm pulled her to him and they came together in an embrace that was so tight she felt they would crush themselves both together into one person. Slowly, as the embrace lasted, she drew comfort from him, and felt what she had not realised before - that he needed comfort from her as well. She buried her face in the curls of his wig to hide her tears, and then sneezed as one got up her nose.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I can’t breathe.”


  He loosened his arms and looked down at her, shaking his head slowly as though in pain.


  “I’m sorry, Ann. It’s too cruel, this time. It’s too cruel to all of us.”


  “At least we’re alive.”


  “Yes. I will try to save your father. Of course I will. I wish I could save all the poor devils!”


  “Oh, Rob!” She hugged him again, weak with relief and gratitude, and then somehow the embrace faded into a kiss, so long and healing that when at last they paused their sense of time and what had gone before was blurred, and it was almost as though they were back on Colyton Hill again. And when they had kissed once there seemed little purpose but to kiss again.


  The floorboards creaked quietly under their feet, and voices came and went in the yard outside, and at last Robert drew back and looked gently down at her, a smile hovering shyly round his lips.


  “You will not kill yourself now, then?”


  “No!” She smiled, and laid her cheek against his. “I do love you, Robert, truly.”


  “And I you.” He drew his head away to look at her seriously, a frown puckering his brow. “That’s why I cared how you came to me. You do believe that, now?”


  She looked into his eyes, remembering the times she had believed, and the times she had doubted. Sometime she would have to decide.


  “Yes,” she said at last. “Yes, Rob, I do believe you.”


  Still he looked at her, steadily, the puzzled frown fading in momentary relief and then returning. His voice shook slightly as he spoke.


  “Then - not as a whore - will you come to bed with me?”


  She was surprised how her heart raced before she replied. But then, the gift of her body should follow the gift of her love, and it was what she had come for, in a different way.


  “Yes, my love.”


  He smiled, and led her gently to the bed.
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  AFTERWARDS, AS she lay curled around him with her head on his chest, listening to his quiet breathing and the thump of his heart, and feeling the strange roughness of his legs against hers, she marvelled at how something so simple could be so different with each man. After Tom, and the dragoons, she had thought of love-making as something only men desired, which she could give to them, or they could steal from her; she had not expected to be given anything back. And she had thought Robert so shy and nervous at first that she had regretted her decision, thinking he would spoil it all by being afraid to take the gift she offered.


  He had led her to the bed, and helped her to loosen the lace fastenings at the back of her dress, his fingers shaking slightly. Then he had retired behind the curtains on the other side of the bed, leaving her to take off her clothes alone. She would have kept her shift on, but she remembered the dragoon in the wood tearing her clothes from her, and more than him, the feeling of simple goodness she had had later, naked and alone amongst the ferns; she felt that that was somehow part of the gift of herself. So she had crept, a little cold, naked and uncertain, between the sheets under the great canopy of the four-poster bed, drawn the curtains behind her, and listened to Robert undressing behind the curtain.


  But then, as he had slipped in beside her, he had been at once so gentle and firm, kissing and caressing her as he explored her body with such obvious delight, that she had felt herself relax and respond with warmth and abandon - an abandon that increased until when he had finally mounted and entered her there had been none of the dry, tearing pain she had feared, but a liquid, fluttering joy in her loins that grew and grew with each thrust until at last, when he moaned and stiffened and held himself hard and deep inside her, she cried out with surprise and regret that he had stopped. She had felt something wild and glorious was about to happen, and she felt flushed and confused because it had not.


  For a while he had lain beside her and they had kissed softly and looked into each other’s eyes and talked of nothings, like his freckles and her curls and the shape of his nose. Then, perhaps because she feared the awful moment when she must leave, she had leant over him and put it off by another kiss, which somehow went on and on as their hands drifted over each other’s bodies. His caresses were languid at first, but hers were hot and more urgent, and at last when he roused himself to enter her again she was already at the point where she had been before, and her desire swelled and blossomed into full flower throughout all her limbs as he thrust on and on, until he shivered and trembled in his turn and collapsed into her exhausted embrace.


  For a long time after that neither of them had moved, until they had felt the sweat trickling cold where his chest pressed her breasts together; then he had heaved himself off her and lain flat on his back, and she had curled herself gratefully round him.


  Now she did not want to move. For a while his hands stroked her back, and then he lifted himself up on his elbow and looked down at her. He smoothed the tumbled red hair away from her face, and laughed softly.


  “What are you laughing at?”


  “You.” He smiled down at her.


  “What about me?”


  “You look so surprised. As though you didn’t know what would happen.”


  “I ... haven’t done that before, Rob. You shouldn’t laugh at me.”


  “No. I’m sorry.” He smiled down at her, and for once there was no frown at all in his face, but only love and delight. She smiled shyly back, and put up a hand to touch his face.


  “Do you ... still love me now?”


  “Yes, Ann. I do.”


  And then, she could not help it, the tears came into her eyes, and she had to turn her face away and wipe them on the pillow. When she looked back at him the frown was in his face again, and she was sure she would lose him, now of all times he would change his opinion of her and she would lose everything she had always wanted or hoped for.


  “I’m sorry, Rob, I’m sorry.” She smiled desperately through the tears, and sat up and kissed him. “I’m not sad really, truly I’m not. ‘Tis just that there’s been so much pain and evil and – I do not deserve to be here!”


  He kissed a tear from her cheek. “You deserve to be nowhere else. This is where you belong.”


  “Yes, but ... remember what has happened. Why I came.”


  “Because of your father?”


  “Yes. You will save him, won’t you, Rob?”


  He sighed. “I’ll try. I promised. Remember?”


  “Yes.”


  “But I wish, Ann, that I was sure you loved me as much as you show you love him. I could almost be jealous of Adam Carter ...”


  “But, Rob, he is my father!”


  “Yes, I know, Ann.” He held her shoulder gently, as though afraid she would leave him. “And I have said I will try to save him.”


  “And you can do it?”


  “I think so. Jeffreys sentenced them all to be hanged, but he can’t really have it done. There are too many. A pardon is beyond me, though. I can’t manage that - only the King could do it.”


  “But you can save his life?”


  “I think so, yes. Certainly I shall have a hand in drawing up the list for transportation.” He hesitated, his palm stroking the side of her face. “But ... that’s a hard punishment, too, Ann.”


  “But not so bad as ... that other.” She shuddered, feeling suddenly how naked and vulnerable her body - everyone’s body - was. “Where will he be sent?”


  “The Caribbean colonies, I suppose. They say the journey is bad, but life there may be no worse than here - if one survives the diseases.”


  “But for how long would it be, Rob?”


  “Ten years is normal. Then he can buy his passage back if he can afford it.”


  Ann had guessed at it, but it was somehow worse to hear it from him. “Ten years! My father may be dead in ten years!”


  “He might be dead in two days.”


  “Yes, I know that, Rob. I’m sorry.” She kissed the hand that was stroking her cheek, and then turned and got out of the bed suddenly, feeling the air cool on her skin.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I must go, Rob. I must go to see him.” She picked up her clothes distractedly and started dressing. She suddenly felt ashamed to be here, naked in a strange room. Not because she had saved her father’s life with her body, but because she had made a gift of it, and the pleasure she had had was her own.


  “But when shall I see you again?”


  “I don’t know.” She pulled her dress hurriedly over her head. “I must stay here until it is decided about my father, and then take the news to my family. Can you help me with these lacings?”


  “My pleasure.” He kissed her neck as he did so, and she longed to stay.


  “Where will you go?” she asked.


  “I don’t know. Jeffreys is going west, but the less I see of him the better. I may have to go to London for a while, with a report of the trials. But at least I can come with you now.”


  He got out of bed too and began to pull on his breeches, while she wandered quietly over to the window with her back to him, looking down into the courtyard. Strange how you could couple naked with a man in bed and then be embarrassed about seeing him dress. Why should she feel so guilty? She did love him, and she had meant what she said. But now she wanted to be away from here, to visit her father again while she could, and see all this from a distance.


  He finished dressing, and came over and slipped his arms around her waist. For a moment she leant luxuriously back against him, feeling the smooth leather of his swordbelt over his shoulder. Then she turned resolutely to face him.


  “Rob, you are kind. But it would be better if you did not come with me. My father would not understand.”


  He sighed. “Perhaps not. And Judge Jeffreys would understand only too well if you were seen with me. But ... this is not the end, Ann, is it?”


  “Not unless you want it to be.”


  They faced each other quietly by the window. Each felt how strange it was to be clothed again, as though they were the same as when they had come in, and the last hour had not taken place.


  He frowned and shook his head.


  “No. You know I don’t want that.”


  “Then it is not the end.”


  He smiled, and kissed her, and then escorted her downstairs past the watching eyes in the bar. She left him in the courtyard, and walked out into the street alone.
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  “I KNOW it, and your father knows it too! Don’t deceive yourself about that!”


  Ann and Tom were walking steadily along the high straight road out of Dorchester, with the huge maze of Maiden Castle on their left. The wind sent little rags of cloud scudding towards them from the sea, flapping Ann’s skirt around her legs and streaming her auburn hair sideways across her face as she walked. She lifted her face to it gladly, welcoming the freshness of the wind after the squalor and fear of the town.


  They had spent half the morning bustling between prison and courthouse to find someone to tell them whether her father had been sent to Weymouth or Topsham to embark, and had left just as the first of the executions had begun. A grim file of men had marched past them out of the prison to the square where the scaffolds and fires had been built on Sunday, and she and Tom had had to push their way out through the fascinated crowd that had come to watch Jack Ketch, the executioner from London, begin his dreadful work.


  Ann had thought for an awful moment that Tom wanted to stay, to help the poor souls by prayer, as she had heard some other godly folk suggest; but he had said nothing. As they left the town she was congratulating herself on not having had to ask Robert’s help to find out that her father was being sent to Topsham, and on making it all seem to Tom like the result of her own simple enquiries. Glad of her success, she leant on his arm companionably.


  It was then that Tom told her he knew how she had saved her father.


  Shocked, she drew away from him. She knew he could not be sure, and it was what she had expected he would think, so she did not feel hurt. But she was annoyed that she had wasted so much time trying to hide it from him, and a little worried at what he said about her father. Her father knew she had spoken to Robert, but that was all, and he had not questioned her further at the time.


  “You know nothing, Tom, only what your own evil mind imagines! I went to Robert Pole and asked him to save my father from hanging, and he did so. That’s all there is to it!”


  “A man like that would not give you mercy for nothing! I know what he wanted!”


  “You judge others by your own sinful nature, Tom Goodchild! If my father had any cause for anger ‘twould be with you, not with me or Robert Pole!”


  She glared at him as he strode beside her, holding his hat on with his hand against a strong gust of wind. He looked away guiltily, his handsome face grim and unsmiling. A long way down inside herself she was still afraid of him, but there had been no-one else her mother would trust to escort her on her search for her father, and she had managed to control him so far, keeping him balanced between fear of her sharp tongue and hope for that forgiveness he would never get.


  “You did not see your father’s face when you turned away. He knew you had been at your whore’s tricks again!”


  Ann tossed her hair out of her face and strode on, unspeaking. It was the one fear she had left, that her father would think like Tom, and be sent across the ocean to despise her for ten years without loving her or understanding what she had done. But she did not believe he could think like that; and anyway, when they caught him up she could explain.


  They reached the top of a hill and paused, looking out over the hills towards the sea, where a ship was running swiftly up channel with its topsails furled.


  “Even if I had coupled with him, as you say I did, would that be a greater sin than to do nothing, and let my father die?”


  “Mercy is in the hands of the Lord, just like vengeance. Who can touch pitch, and not be defiled?”


  “Not you, anyway.” She glanced at Tom, holding her hair back out of her eyes, and thought how stiff he seemed, how wooden, as though the wind was blowing round a megalith. And he was the man she had once thought it right to marry!


  “Tom, don’t you ever think, instead of eternally spouting holy texts? Don’t you ever think for yourself and see that God doesn’t always do what’s good?”


  His shocked reaction was utterly predictable. Entirely without thought, as Ann had known it would be. “That’s blasphemy, Ann! ‘Thou shalt not take the name of thy God in vain’!”


  “I know it is. And it says ‘thou shalt not kill’ but I’ve seen people do a lot of that in the Lord’s name, and it says ‘honour thy father and mother’ which I think means keep them alive, so then if I commit fornication which it does not say anything about, only adultery, then I do that in the Lord’s name too to keep another one of His blessed commandments!”


  “So you admit it. You did prostitute yourself to him!”


  “I didn’t say that, Tom. I said ‘if’.” But she knew it was a vain defence. She had meant to prostitute herself, anyway, even if it had turned out rather different.


  “I know you did. And so your father can no longer lay your sin at my door. If I take you to be my wife it will be out of pity, not obligation now!”


  He turned and strode ahead down the road, holding his hat on his head to stop it blowing away. She glared after him in fury, and then laughed out loud, the wind tearing her words away so that he did not hear them.


  “You’re glad then! You’re really glad! You poor silly fool!” She set off down the road, and came up with him at the bottom of the slope.


  “So you will go and tell my father that ‘twas a sin for me to save his life, and because of that sin you are no longer bound to marry me. Is that it?”


  “Yes. But we are still betrothed, Ann. And I didn’t say I wouldn’t marry you, if you would repent of your sins and show a proper Christian respect!” He had taken his hat off now, and the wind blew his short hair into strange waves and ridges over his solid skull as he scowled at her. She felt suddenly afraid of the huge strength that was repressed within him, while the wind’s blew free. So she controlled her own scorn with irony, as she had done more than once in the last few days, and tried to look as though the marriage remained the possibility which Tom and her mother still thought it was.


  “Then we had better see if we can find my father, and tell him the good news.”


  “Indeed. And I will try to find some pity for you in my heart.”


  So they tramped on over the high, wind-blown downs; the grim, lanky figure of Tom trying to keep his decorum in the wind, Ann letting her hair blow defiantly free to annoy him.


  But they had started too late to reach Bridport that night, and when they came there in the morning, they heard that the convict train had gone ahead several hours ago. So it was not until late the following afternoon, when they got a ride in a cart half of the way from Charmouth, that they came up to the suddenly overcrowded workhouse in Honiton, and asked the soldier outside for help. He consulted his list, and then reluctantly lurched to his feet and took them inside. He called Adam’s name into the great cell.


  “Here!” someone shouted, and pointed to a short burly man sitting on a bench at the back, who began to get slowly to his feet. But it was not her father, it was John Spragg. When he saw her, he stood quite still, his unshaven face grey as the old ashes in the fireplace.


  “But that’s not my father. He’s not here.” Ann turned to the soldier in surprise.


  The man scratched his head, plainly tired, and bored by the whole business.


  “Well, I’m sorry, my dear, but ‘tis the only Adam Carter we got. You want to talk to him or no?”


  “No - yes! Yes, I do!”


  “All right. This young feller’ll look after you, will he? Give us a shout when ‘ee want to come out.”


  Her father was nowhere in the cell, but John Spragg would know where he was. She pushed her way forward to him, and wondered why he stayed by the bench at the back of the room, staring at her like a rabbit at a fox.


  “John, what is it? Why do they call you by my father’s name?”


  John Spragg gazed at her, his lips moving stupidly, like an idiot’s, as though he thought he should speak but did not know the words. He shook his head faintly.


  “He’s ... he’s not here, Ann.”


  “I can see that! But why? Where is he?” The concern in her voice had most of the men in the cell looking at her. John Spragg still shook his head slowly, tears coming into his eyes.


  “With ... he’s ... with the Lord, my dear.”


  The words were spoken so quietly that she did not hear or understand them at first. Then John Spragg buried his face in his hands and began to weep. Ann started to shiver uncontrollably, chilled by a fear colder than midwinter.


  “Dead? John, he can’t be dead! Rob promised me! He’s not dead!”


  She snatched her godfather’s hands away from his face and stared at him, her green eyes wide with shock.


  “Why do they call you by his name?”


  John Spragg shook his head again hopelessly, as though trying to be rid of the whole thing and knowing he never could, not now, never.


  “He ... he gave ... he gave me his life, girl. He made me do it. He said he didn’t want to live any more, after ... “


  “After what?”


  “After what you ... did. No!” He shook his head more violently, and clutched his forehead with his hand. “I’m sorry, Ann, I shouldn’t have said that, ‘tis not true, ‘tis all wrong! If you saved anyone’s life ‘twas a fine thing, however ‘twas done, and your father was one of the best men I ever knew. Only ... he didn’t want to live, and God forgive me, but I did!” He buried his face in his hands, shaking with sobs.


  “You answered to his name.” Ann spoke very slowly, the truth sliding like a frozen knife into her soul. “And so he was taken out to hang in Dorchester yesterday, while we were coming here. But he didn’t say that about me, John, tell me he didn’t say that!”


  John Spragg looked at her and clasped her hands in his own. “No, my dear, I shouldn’t have told ‘ee that, you must forget it. If he did ‘twas only by way of an excuse I’m sure, to say something to disguise his kindness to me. He was the bravest man I ever knew, girl, and he loved you dearly, really he did ... “


  “And you took his life! You’re living his life now - the life I saved! Oh, John!” She wrenched her hands out of his and turned away. “Take me out of here, Tom, we must go! Jailor!”


  The soldier came at last and opened the door for the tall young man and the weeping girl, but he did not ask why she was weeping, or why she did not look back at the man she had come so far to see. He was tired and bored, and had seen too many such sights before.
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  “HERE’S ADAM Carter, sir! He be half deaf from cannon fire, that’s why he didn’t hear ‘ee!”


  Adam had smiled to himself more than once on the long march towards Lyme, at the memory of those words. He had called them out loud and clear as he had shoved John Spragg firmly forward in place of himself. He remembered the look of surprise and anguished gratitude which John had given him as they parted. It warmed him with pride, so that for a while he forgot his own despair.


  He had spent half the evening before trying to persuade his friend to accept the chance of life he so longed for, and not till near sunrise had John agreed. Then when the moment had come John had stood stock still, like a tree, and Sir William Booth had shrugged and been looking for the next name on the list when Adam had called out. Even then he did not think John would have gone had he not still half believed that the judge would be merciful, and his own name be on the transportation list as well for Adam to answer to.


  But John had been hustled outside before the roll-call ended, and he had been well away from the prison when, an hour later, a sergeant of dragoons had come into the half-empty cell with a second list, of those who were to be escorted to the various towns and villages around the West Country for their execution, so that their fate might be a reminder of the results of rebellion. Adam had stepped forward quietly in answer to the name of John Spragg.


  He knew his brother would have been glad he had done it. John Spragg was a good, honest man who deserved to live. It was no crime to have shown fear at Sedgemoor - surely they had all felt that, Adam thought. At least John had fought in the end, and not sent another to die in his place, as Adam had done to his own brother years before. Adam felt it was some sort of atonement for Ruth Spragg, too, who might have married Adam’s brother, that he was now at least able to save John for her.


  But he had not done it really for that, or for the shame he had spoken of to John, at what he feared Ann had had to do to. save his life. All that was part of it, but not the central part; it did not really touch the core of his resolve.


  For in the trauma of the past few weeks he had found something within himself which he had never had before, and could not share with anyone; a bitter, brittle pride in the fact that he himself could face the worst, the cruellest things life had to offer without help from anyone. He had had no help from God, certainly, for God had never listened to him and now had failed His own chosen army. Nor, in the end, did he need help from his friends, for this last decision, this resolve to face the horrors of death just as he had faced the horrors that had gone before, had been made quite alone, just as it would have to be faced alone. He did not know what came after death, but he longed to face that too now, far more than he longed to live.


  So he had even been happy, marching over the high, windswept downs to Bridport and Lyme, singing defiant psalms in the company of the other condemned men, including the indomitable veteran Colonel Holmes with his white hair and single arm. Adam would have preferred, as most of them would, to have been marched out quickly in Dorchester and hanged, but after so many days in prison the wind in their hair, the song of the larks, and the shifting pattern of the sun and clouds on the hills had an extraordinary sweetness, and he felt he saw them more clearly than he had ever done before.


  He did not suspect where he was going until the next day, when he alone was called by the sergeant out of the prison cell in Lyme, and by then it was too late. It had not seemed likely before, for men had been drafted off piecemeal along the march to the sheriffs and constables of places they had never seen, and when he had been spared he had thought he would be one of the large party for Lyme.


  But Colyton was the next town west of Lyme, and the sergeant confirmed it as they climbed the steep western hill they had descended with such hope two months before.


  Then for the first time Adam regretted what he had done, and hung back praying vainly to the Lord to spare his wife and children the sight of what was to happen. But the Lord heard his prayers now no more than ever, and he trudged even more slowly across the downs, until the soldiers became irritable and began to drag and push him by his bound arms. He lost his pride, and pleaded with them to kill him there and then, but they only laughed. He tried to spare his family by jumping with his arms bound into the Axe before Colyford, but they caught him before he fell, and held him firmly as he was marched towards the roofs of his home town.


  The young vicar, William Salter, was there to meet them outside the town. For all his hatred of the rebellion, he offered words of comfort and godly advice with a pity genuine enough as he walked beside Adam into the town, but Adam scarcely heard him. His eyes searched desperately through the faces of the crowd that gathered as they crossed the market place and followed them down Queen Street, dreading the first sight of the faces he loved. But the Lord was thus far merciful, that he did not see them as the procession went through the village to the little cottage next to the court house in King Street that was being used as a jail, though he knew the news would reach his family soon enough.


  There was a small dragoon detachment posted in the town, and a tall, blond young officer signed a paper for his receipt. The sergeant untied his arms and thrust him unceremoniously upstairs into a small back room usually used to store bolts of cloth. Sitting disconsolately in a corner on one of them was William Clegg. He looked up as Adam came in, and the blue eyes in the lined old face lit up as they saw who it was.


  “Adam! I’d hoped you might have managed to escape the devils!” He rose to his feet to clasp his friend’s hands, which were still numb from being bound so long.


  “No. They’ve had me ever since the battle, Will. I’ve been in Dorchester the last month.” As he tried to flex his wrists Adam thought how his old friend had grown thinner, if that was possible, and his face more seamed and scrawny.


  “Then why have they brought you here?”


  “To be hanged.”


  The pain seeped into William Clegg’s face, poisoning the look of joyful recognition.


  “You’ve been tried already, then.”


  “Tried? If that’s what you call it, yes.” Adam told his friend the story of the promises before and after the trial, and the difference they had made. He said nothing about John Spragg.


  “I see.” William Clegg sat down again dully on a bolt of cloth in the corner. “They say this Judge Jeffreys will come here soon, to try me. It shouldn’t take him long, then, if it goes like that.”


  “No. I shouldn’t build your hopes, Will. He’s the very Devil incarnate.” Adam looked at his friend, trying to find some pity to offer him from that he would need for his family.


  “And you say he hangs those who plead innocent, too? I had thought to make a try of that. There’s one or two here who would stand up for me, to say I was never there.” There was a feeble hope in the old weaver’s voice.


  “He hanged more of those who pleaded innocent. They were the first to be hanged. All of us who pleaded guilty were sentenced for hanging, though some were sent for transportation later. Not me, though, after what I said in court.” He told the story briefly.


  “So you spoke up to ‘un, did ‘ee?”


  Adam nodded, marvelling at the faint smile on his friend’s face.


  “‘Tis more my style, to be cracking jokes when they’m not wanted. He’s got no sense of humour, then, this judge?”


  “Only for his own jokes.”


  “Then I shall have to try and laugh at them, I suppose. I don’t want to die, Adam.” Shame at his own fear creased William Clegg’s face, and Adam remembered the hand that had given him courage at Sedgemoor. He wanted to repay the debt, and did not know how. His own hands felt too stiff to move.


  “No. There’s not a lot who do, Will. But then it comes to us all, in the end.”


  “In different ways, true.” William Clegg took a long deep breath, as though he could feel the rope around his neck already. The blue eyes in the wrinkled old face surveyed Adam carefully. “Then you think the best chance is to plead guilty, and hope he be in a friendly mood, do ‘ee?”


  Adam sighed at the impossibility of the question. Truly it was better to be without hope at all.


  “I don’t know, Will. ‘Tis a poor prospect either way.”


  “At least ‘twould be the truth. If I’m to be hung, I’d rather ‘twas for the truth than trying to escape with a lie. That way I can spit in the bugger’s face at the end, if I like.”


  “You do that, Will.” Adam smiled at his friend’s courage, feeling his own spirits lift slightly for the first time that day.


  “Ar. And I’ll make sure I got some proper filthy old baccy juice in me gob, too!”


  William Clegg grinned back until his face could sustain it no longer, and then looked down at the floor mournfully. “But ‘tis cruel hard to be caught yer, with all the family round. I thought I’d got away with it too - did you hear how ‘twas?”


  “Ann said something - about you hiding in your garden.”


  “That’s it. Under they bloody cabbages! Proper foolish, bain’t it! Poor little Daisy gave me away - ‘er thought ‘twas a game, bless her! That’s the worst of it, too. I’ve told the little maid it don’t matter, but ‘er took on terrible at first. I sees ‘em in here most days, and you know, I almost wish I didn’t, Adam!”


  “I can guess, Will.” Adam sighed, and looked around the little room hopelessly, wishing he could escape. But there were strong bars set in the tiny window.


  “You said Ann told you, Adam. How is the maid?”


  “Well enough, I think, Will. But ‘tis a long story …”


  He had hardly begun it before he heard another disturbance below, and the sound of people coming up the stairs. There was a man’s voice, arguing with two women.


  The key rattled in the lock and the door was thrown open. “There he is! Sort ‘un out for yourselves!”


  “Adam!” His wife pushed into the room, followed by Ruth Spragg.


  “Thank God! But where’s my John?”


  “‘Tis a long story, Ruth.” Adam held out his hands uncertainly to his wife. “Mary?”


  “Why are you here, my Adam?” She stood quite still, staring at him, tears welling up in her eyes. As he watched, one trickled down the side of her round, red cheeks. He stepped forward and held her, embracing her big, old body carefully in his arms as though she were a child that might fall and hurt herself. He could feel her shaking inside; then she suddenly clutched him roughly to her as though she would never let him go.


  “Where’s John?”


  “He’s alive, Ruth, he’s alive. Never fear that.” Adam rocked his wife in his arms as she wept on his neck. Then she stood back impulsively and shook the tears out of her eyes.


  “But why are you here, Adam? They said ‘twas John Spragg to be hanged, not you.”


  “Be you John Spragg then, or be you not?” The dragoon sergeant interrupted angrily from the door.


  “No he’s not John Spragg, this is my husband Adam, like I told you! You can’t hang him now, you got the wrong man!” Mary turned on the sergeant defiantly, a desperate hope in her round face.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that, missus. We’ll hang ‘un just the same!”


  “But you can’t! He’s the wrong man! You’ve got to let him go!” She snatched at his key, and he pushed her away, waving his pistol menacingly. “Get back, missus! I can just as well shoot a woman as a man! Davy, George, get up here!”


  Two more dragoons clattered up the stairs, and the sergeant turned to Ruth Spragg.


  “Do you say he’s not your husband?”


  “Yes. He’s Adam Carter. My husband’s not here.” Ruth smiled in tearful triumph, for she too had been weeping at Mary’s distress.


  “Then how come you’m yer instead of John Spragg, eh? Where’s he to?” the dragoon sergeant asked Adam.


  Adam shrugged. “How should I know?”


  “You can’t hang him.” Mary persisted. “‘Tis not justice. You got the wrong man!”


  “We’ll see about that,” the soldier repeated stubbornly. “Judge Jeffreys’ll be here tomorrow, to try that bugger and the others downstairs. And Sheriff Pole as like as not. Let them sort it out. Now come on, you - out of it!”


  “I’ve come to see my husband. I’ve hardly spoken to him yet!”


  The man hesitated. “All right then, I’ll give you five minutes, no more. But you can get out now.” He nodded at Ruth Spragg.


  “But I want to know more about John ... “


  “One only. Out!”


  “Ruth,” said Adam quietly.


  Ruth stared at him for a moment, and then nodded. “All right.” She turned to the sergeant, and dropped an insolent curtsy as she flounced out. “Thank you, officer.”


  The door swung shut behind her and the key turned in the lock.


  “Well, Adam?” Mary turned to him, quieter now. Her face was streaked with tears but she was mistress of herself. He remembered how pretty that round apple face had been once, when as a girl she had held her first baby up to him, and they had named it Ann. Mary had the same features now, a little thickened and coarsened by time. It was strange how it took a long absence to make him see it again.


  “Well, Mary. I did not mean to come home to you like this.”


  “But you have. I always said you shouldn’t go.”


  “I had to go, my dear. Don’t let’s argue that again.”


  “But why have you come back like this? They think you’re John Spragg!” Her voice broke again on the last words; the absurdity of the confusion was too cruel.


  Adam did not touch her. He was going to hurt her too much to do that.


  “John is to be transported, my dear. I let him answer my name when they called out the lists, that he might live.”


  “You ... let him?” She did not fully understand, or could not believe it.


  “Yes. We were all condemned to be hanged, you see, but some were later reprieved to be transported. I ... I didn’t want to be transported, you see, and so when they called out my name, I made John go instead.”


  He had thought he was impervious to pain now, he had thought he could face anything. But he could not bear to see the pain he inflicted himself.


  Several times she tried to speak, but her lips shook too much. She put her hand to her mouth to steady herself.


  “You ... you ... asked to die?”


  “I didn’t ask, Mary. I chose it, rather than the other.”


  “But you must be mad.” She spoke very slowly, unable to believe what he said. “Or do you hate me so much, that you must let me see you be killed?”


  “I did not choose to be killed here!” he burst out angrily. “I thought I should die in Dorchester, not here, and spare you the pain of it. This is their godless cruelty!”


  “And did you think it would spare me pain for you to die, rather than know you were alive, even across the ocean? You have a strange idea of kindness, Adam Carter!” She turned away, unable to face him any longer.


  “And have you thought of the years, Mary, have you thought of the pain of that? It’s ten years, you know, the transportation. Both of us waiting and wondering all that time if the other was dead or alive? I should be sixty when I came back, if I came back at all! An old man, a grandfather with all these hairs white, leaning on a stick with no more years to live! John’s eight years younger than me, you know. Would you have him die instead?”


  She shook her head wildly, staring away from him at the wall as though it hurt her eyes to see him.


  “I would have nobody die, Adam! You know that!” She turned back to face him, her voice quick and desperate as she heard heavy footsteps on the stairs.


  “But they mustn’t hang you now, Adam, they can’t! You’re the wrong man, they can’t do that! I’ll see this Judge Jeffreys in the morning and explain it all. He’ll give you mercy, you’ll see!”


  Adam stepped forward and seized her by the shoulders. “Mary, you mustn’t betray John, now! You mustn’t get him hanged! D’you hear me, woman?”


  She stared back at him, her round face full of grief and hope and confusion.


  “I don’t know where John is, Adam. But I can ask for mercy, surely a wife can do that?”


  “He won’t give it to you.”


  The key turned in the lock and the door opened.


  “Come on now, missus, that’s enough,” said the sergeant, his boots loud on the floor. Mary hugged her husband impulsively, crushing his thin ribs tight against her.


  “I’ll get you saved, my dear, never you fear. I’ll see the judge!”


  “But you must not hope, Mary. He’s too cruel.”


  “Come on, missus, now. Five minutes was all I said.” The dragoon sergeant put his hand on her shoulder and she turned to go away.


  “I can bring him some food, at least, can’t I?”


  “Yes, yes, of course. Leave it with us and we’ll see he gets it. Outside now.”


  Somehow she could not smile as she left, though she meant to, and his last sight of her showed him how heavy and ugly her face became with pain, how dark her eyes with worry.


  He sat down heavily on a bolt of cloth opposite William Clegg, and for a long time neither of them spoke at all.


  51


  IT HAD rained during the night, and then the wind had died, leaving the sky half covered with heavy cloud, so that as the sun slowly climbed towards its zenith it became progressively more hot and sticky in the narrow, sunken lanes to the north of Colyton. The two figures that trudged wearily along them took little joy from the bright colours of the butterflies that fluttered between the late flowers of the choked, uncut hedgerows, or the sight of the early sloes and blackberries that were beginning to ripen everywhere around them. The man, a tall, strong figure in sober dark clothes with a handsome face that would have been attractive had he ever smiled, occasionally took off his broad puritan hat to swat irritably at the flies that hummed around their heads; but his companion, a well-built girl in a faded brown riding-dress that had seen better days, only hung her head lower as she walked, or occasionally passed a hand feebly in front of the rich auburn hair which half-hid her face.


  Once or twice Ann’s grief had overcome her and they had stopped, sitting hopelessly by the roadside in places which seemed pointless to be in and pointless to leave. But there was little comfort in resting, for in the end she or Tom spoke to break the silence and confront the futility of what had happened, and speech turned her grief into rage. Each time her search for sympathy foundered on the cruel rock of Tom’s conviction that the sin was hers, and her father’s death was God’s judgement upon it. Adam had died because he was ashamed of his daughter; John Spragg’s words had confirmed it.


  Pain racked her at the thought that it might be true, though what she had done had been no sin, surely, the way it had turned out? Or was she deceiving herself again; to think that a thing was no sin because it was done in love?


  Once, desperate for help and understanding, she had tried to explain to Tom, unravelling the tangle of her thoughts and doubts before him, but he had only tightened the knot, seizing hard on the one strand he understood, that of sin and guilt, so that in the end she got up angrily and walked on, weeping and wishing she had not spoken. There was no connection in thought between them, and for long miles she walked in front or dragged deliberately behind him, making the spiritual distance physical as well.


  If only she had sought out Robert that morning in Dorchester, and found out which convict train her father was supposed to be marching in before they left the town! Then she would have seen at once that it was not her father, and ... John Spragg would have died instead. But she could not save them all, not even Robert could do that.


  Yet perhaps she should have pressed him harder, begged him to to save John Spragg too, then this would not have happened. She wondered when she would see Rob again, and what she would say - at least he would listen, perhaps understand. When she told her mother ... she did not like to think of that.


  They came to the great imposing gates of Shute House - two massive stone towers with a battlemented archway between, and the great house with the church behind. She thought how absurd it had been to dream of marriage with a son - even a second son - of such a mansion. A liveried groom glared at them contemptuously as he led two horses past, their coats smooth and glossy as satin. She dared to ask a woman in the garden of one of the cottages outside if master Robert was at home and heard that he was not. The woman stared after her curiously as she trailed away, and Ann wondered what she would have done if the answer had been different.


  But he had said he would try not to come west with Judge Jeffreys. He did not want to see the results of the royal victory.


  The road wound past Shute down into a valley, and then up onto the side of Mount Hill, where they had a clear view over a stream to the little town of Colyton. It nestled peacefully at the bottom of the wide, saucer-shaped valley where a web of little streams met, to join up as the Coly and meet the Axe further down. She felt how strange it was to know every detail of a place after so many towns of which she had had only vague, fleeting impressions. She wondered at the smoke that seemed to be rising from a fire in the market-place. Surely it must be from a chimney, but it was not. There was no chimney just there, behind the church, except the ones she could see.


  In the little lantern tower above the church, a bell began to toll.


  “What is it, Tom?”


  “How should I know? ‘Tis not likely to be a church service, anyhow, in the middle of Wednesday.”


  A devil clutched at Ann’s throat, making it hard for her to breathe as she hurried, half-running and half-walking, down the hill towards the town. Once she slipped and fell in a rut, bruising her knee and tearing her dress. Flies came out of the heavy air, to suck the sweat from her face. The air seemed full of evil little devils who were trying to keep her out of the town when she should perhaps have been there hours before. Yet she did not know what she feared.


  There were no children playing by the bridge, and the fulling mills by the river seemed empty, which in itself was strange. Tom and Ann hurried up Dolphin Street past the row of cottages and the brewery, also deserted. There was a buzz of angry voices further ahead. They came round a corner into the wide market place and saw the high wooden scaffold in the middle of it.


  There was no-one hanging on the scaffold. A strong detachment of dragoons was having difficulty holding back the grim, fascinated crowd around it. An officer stood on the platform, anxiously watching the crowd, and a burly man in shirtsleeves was making some adjustment to the noose. In front of the scaffold, on the ground, two great cauldrons were slung over open fires.


  Ann knew what would be in the cauldrons. She had seen the preparations in Dorchester. Boiling salted water in one, to cook the heads and quartered bodies of the victims, and tar in the other, to preserve them before they were exhibited on posts around the town. There was a pile of dry straw and faggots too, to burn the entrails with.


  A man saw Ann and Tom, and nudged his neighbour, who looked around, startled, and then told her neighbour, and so on until suddenly half the crowd were staring at them. Martha Goodchild ran forward to greet them, hands outstretched, the accustomed neatness of her white hood and apron contrasting oddly with the anguished distraction on her face.


  “Tom! Ann! Ann, my dear, you shouldn’t come now, you shouldn’t be here today!”


  The grip of fear tightened on Ann’s throat, so that it was hard for her to speak.


  “Why? What’s happening?”


  “‘Tis your father, dear, your poor father’s to be hanged up there!”


  “My father? No, my father’s dead, Mrs Goodchild! Dead! Dead in Dorchester!” The whisper with which she began rose to a scream of denial. Martha Goodchild stared, then took her gently by the arm as one would with a lunatic.


  “No, dear. He’s in prison in the cottage by the courthouse now. You must go see him, before it be too late! The judge be about to try Will Clegg there now!”


  Gently, she led Ann up out of the market place, talking as she went.


  “They brought ‘un back to the town yesterday afternoon, poor lamb, all bound as he was, and a-calling him John Spragg for that they they got ‘em mixed up. And then they been a-building this dreadful scaffold yer and these fires all night and morning, and now the judge be here and your poor mother beside herself with grief and worry, poor dear ... “


  “By the courthouse, you say? He’s still there?”


  The shock that had at first stunned her suddenly released a wild burst of desperate energy. She left Mrs Goodchild and ran down Queen Street like a mad thing, sending dogs and chickens scattering aside, and had the door of the little cottage half open before the sentry outside realised what was happening and stopped her.


  “Here! You can’t go in there!”


  “Let me go! My father’s inside! I must see my father!”


  She tugged furiously to get away, so that they both half fell into a room where two more dragoons were sitting, and a tall blond officer was standing with his back to the fireplace.


  “What the devil? Get outside, man, you can’t bring your trollops in here!”


  Ann thought vaguely that she recognised him from somewhere. But despite his harsh words the officer looked amused.


  “She just burst in ... “


  “My father! Where is my father? I must see him!”


  Ann tore herself free from the uncertain soldier, and faced the officer angrily.


  “How should I know ...?” he began nonchalantly, but she cut him off.


  “Adam Carter! My father - he’s a prisoner here! Where is he?”


  “There’s no Adam Carter, is there?” The officer turned to the sergeant. “Not unless he’s ... “


  “You call him John Spragg! That’s why he’s here! You’ve got the wrong man!”


  Light dawned on the sergeant. “That’s the bugger upstairs. The one that’s to be hanged. You can’t see him now.”


  “I must see him! Where is he?” She turned towards the stair door and the sergeant reached out his hand from the table and grabbed her roughly by the wrist.


  “You can’t see him, I said!”


  “Oh come now, sergeant, show a little mercy. He is her father after all.” The officer eased his back away from the wall by the fireplace and held out his hand to the sergeant for the keys. “I’ll take her up.”


  The sergeant reluctantly put the keys in his hand. “Yes, sir. But she’ll have to be away from him afore we takes him out.”


  “I do realise that, sergeant, thank you.”


  Ann could not bear how slowly the man climbed the stairs. For years afterwards, she could see the shape of his boots, the dust and the scuffmarks where the spurs did not quite fit. At the top he put the key into the lock and then stopped, drew his pistol and cocked it.


  “Can’t be too careful,” he said. “By the way, didn’t I see you near Bath somewhere? With Robert Pole?”


  “Please, let me in. I must see him now!”


  He shrugged and turned the key.


  “You won’t have long. They’ll be coming for him soon.” She pushed past him into the room.


  Adam was standing quite still in the middle of the room, ready to go out. She thought how small he looked - a little old man. He did not seem to see her as she came in; he seemed withdrawn to some place deep inside himself, where nothing external could touch him. Ann seized him impulsively by both arms, and he awoke slowly out of his trance, trembling as he did so.


  “Ann? Ann! It is you?”


  “Yes. Oh father, what have you done? Why are you here? I thought you were dead - John Spragg said you were dead!”


  “You have seen John? He’s safe? They’ve not hanged him?”


  “Oh yes, father, he’s quite safe, he’s to be transported. But why did you do it? Do you despise me so much?”


  “Despise you, my dear? What are you saying? Annie, why should I despise you?”


  “Because ... because of what I did to save your life, when I went to Robert Pole. I only did it for you, father, for love of you, and anyway …”


  “You sold yourself to Robert Pole?”


  “Yes. No. Father, I only asked him, in the end, that’s all he wanted. He said he’d save you for nothing, for love of me, because I asked him. And when I lay with him ‘twas only for love.” She felt her soul was laid bare before him, shivering in the cold. But he did not understand.


  “What are you saying, Ann? You did lie with this man, or not?”


  “I did, father, but it was not to save your life, as Tom says, and you think. I did not need to do it for that. He would have saved you if I had only asked him, and done nothing more!”


  Adam looked at her carefully, and she thought how much more grey his hair was than it used to be, and how thin the solemn, weatherworn face and slight body were. He had stopped trembling, but he somehow seemed more finely poised than usual, as though he were at once aware of everything around him and of some deep spring of life within himself, so that as those brown eyes watched her she felt he saw her as completely as he ever would.


  “And you thought I had chosen to die because I despised you?”


  Ann nodded dumbly, and back in his eyes she saw through the film of her own tears a darkening, a glimmer of pain or fear. Quite stiffly and slowly as though they hurt, he put his thin arms out to hold her.


  “Annie, my dear child, the only person in the whole of God’s earth that I have any right to despise is myself. I’ve learned that.”


  “No ... “


  “Listen, my dear. I don’t have much time now, and I couldn’t tell your mother last night nor this morning neither; I’ve hurt her too bad, poor soul, and she’s too burnt up with pain and vain hopes of saving me to hearken to a word I say. But you’re here now so I’ll tell you, who I never thought to see again. Maybe ‘twill put your poor mind at rest.”


  He tensed as there was a shout from downstairs, but then it was followed by loud laughter, and he went on, speaking a little faster, yet still carefully.


  “The first part is, lest I don’t have time to finish, that I don’t scorn nor despise you for anything you’ve done ever. You’re my own daughter, Ann, the first one of the whole brood; all I feel for you is love.”


  “But ... John Spragg said ... “


  “Never you mind nothing he said. What I said to him was plain foolishness, no more - any stupid thing that came into my head to get him to save his skin and go for transportation instead of me. Listen to me, Ann - if you’d lain with that Devils’ Judge himself to save my life, ‘twould have been all the more reason to accept a gift so dearly bought, and not to spurn it.”


  “Then why did you spurn it, father? Why are you here when John Spragg should be?”


  “I’m here because of Pride, I see that now. You know … do you remember that night, Ann, when your mother tried to persuade me not to go to war? You came down and sat with us in the kitchen at home - remember?”


  “I remember. The night Simon was hurt.”


  “That’s it. Well, when I said I’d go then ‘twas not really because of the religion, or the love of the good old cause and the Duke of Monmouth. ‘Twas anger at what had happened to Simon, and shame too, because I was in mortal fear of going and I thought folk would scorn me if I did not. There was another war before, but you’re too young to remember that. Anyway, this time I went, and I was afraid - most terribly afraid, Ann, and thought of running home more than once. You maybe saw that, I don’t know ...”


  “But that’s nothing to feel shame for, father! Everyone must have felt fear, surely?”


  “Aye, surely they did!” said Adam fiercely. “But they wouldn’t admit to it, none of ‘em, because Israel Fuller said the Lord would give His chosen people courage, and so if a man was afraid, he wasn’t one of the chosen. ‘Tis a lie, Ann, never forget it! There’s many as say they’re chosen who’m afraid, like our great Pharisee Fuller himself, as you saw! But I believed it, you see, and so I had only my pride to bear me up. Pride that I would not run, no more than they did, nor let any man see the shame of fear in my soul. And I didn’t neither, you saw that! I didn’t take the pardon when I could, nor did I run from the battle as some did, even that John Spragg whom they think they’re to hang today!”


  Adam smiled, and a bitter triumph glowed briefly in his face, and then went out.


  “And there you see my pride, my dear. For ‘twas so hard for me at first to face all the horrors of war, that when I found at last that I could do it, without even being one of God’s chosen - for I knew I was not - then I felt I was not worthy of anyone’s respect, not even my own, unless I always took the stony path. And the Devil led me on to take that path, whereever it might lead, and I felt better doing it. So I became a foolish martyr to nothing better than my own pride, and never thought, till yesterday, of the hurt it might do to others, and the little it was gaining me.”


  His voice died away to a whisper, as though he had no more to say.


  “You chose to die because you were afraid to lose people’s respect?”


  “And my own. I did not respect myself really, for the life I lived.”


  “But why, father? Everyone respects you - in the village, in the family. You’re one of the best respected men I know.”


  “But I didn’t deserve that respect. I knew myself better ...”


  And he would perhaps have told her the secret then, that no-one knew except he and his long-dead brother, but the hubbub outside joined that downstairs, and he knew he had no time. Ann stood between him and the door.


  “They shan’t take you, father! They can’t - you’re the wrong man!”


  “Ann, dear, do you think that’ll stop this judge? That’s what your mother’s gone to say, but do you think for one moment he’ll listen? I chose to die - it was proud and wilful of me but I must face it now!”


  He tried to go past her but she stood in his way.


  “I shan’t let them touch you! They shall kill me first!”


  “No!” He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her to him, his dark eyes burning into her. “Listen to me, Annie. ‘Tis hard enough for me to face, don’t make it any harder by standing in the way. I don’t want to see no-one hurt but me!” He heard footsteps on the stairs and crushed her tightly to him, his thin arms like hoops of steel across her back. “Oh Ann, I do love you, my dear. Never forget it! Tell your mother I do love you all ... now let me go!”


  The key turned in the lock and the officer came in with the sergeant and another man.


  “Right, Spragg or Carter, whoever you are - that’s it. Your time has come. Your friend Clegg’s waiting downstairs to go with you.”


  Adam pushed Ann firmly aside and stepped forward.


  “Bind his arms.”


  “There’s no need for that. I shan’t run.”


  “‘Tis the rule. You’re to be bound on a hurdle, man. Turn around.” The sergeant pushed him roughly round and dragged his arms behind him. Adam saw his daughter watching from the corner, her eyes very big in her pale face, her hands clenched stiffly at her sides so as not to grab him from them, and he thought how much she was still like the little girl who had come in to him with nightmares in the dark. He tried to smile.


  “Don’t come, my dear. I don’t want you to see it.”


  “I love you, father!”


  And then when he was gone she suddenly remembered who the officer was - Cornet Smythe, who had brought a message to Robert once - and she followed him all along the street, pleading with him openly to let her father live because of Robert Pole, Robert Pole who was the officer’s friend and who had promised her he should not die! Until at last he pushed her contemptuously aside as other men had pushed aside her mother and the wife of William Clegg.


  She went to watch, despite what Adam had said, and what she saw remained with her all her life, as the King had intended it should. There is little dignity in a death like that, either for those who die or those who watch, and none at all for those who do the killing.


  52


  “I JUST want to be let alone!”


  “Then where is the help in that to me?” Mary Carter glared at her daughter across the great table in the kitchen, while little Oliver, Sarah and Rachel watched fearfully. Ann stood by the door, her old brown cloak over one shoulder. She no longer noticed how tired her mother was, how her shoulders were bowed, or the lines in the face under the newly-white hair. Or rather, she felt these things only as an unbearable oppression, a reproach upon herself.


  “Mother, there are Rachel and Sarah still here. I have cooked and cleaned and cared for Oliver all morning, as I did all day yesterday and all the days before that since ... and in truth there is no need for me to be here this afternoon. There is only Oliver, and I shall be back later ...”


  “You have time enough to spend with Ruth Spragg! Is that where you are going?”


  It was true that Ann had spent several afternoons with Ruth in the last few months. It was hardly a relaxation - the poor woman was driven half distracted trying to cope with four small children and the thought of her husband, cramped and chained below decks on the stormy seas. There were frequent tears and trouble in that house too. But at least none of it pointed at Ann.


  “Ruth has troubles - you know that, mother. It is good for her to talk.”


  “Do you not think I have troubles and need to talk? But my own daughter does not want to listen!”


  “Mother, I do listen to you. But it is always the same thing - that I should marry Tom, which I cannot do. I do not want to hear it any more!”


  “Ann, your father and I brought you up in the bosom of the congregation as a daughter who should honour and respect her parents, and bring honour and respect to them. One who should be married by now, not one who ... “


  “Mother, I do love and honour you, just as I will always love and honour my father, until the day I die. He had no harsh words for me, whatever I had done! But now I just need to be alone for a while, to think and ... to pray, perhaps.”


  “It is not what your father would have wanted.”


  “My father!” Ann felt the blood drain from her face, and for a moment her knees shook. She caught hold of the doorpost to steady her. She saw little Oliver’s big eyes watching her. It was not just the effect of her mother’s words - her body was betraying her. “Oh mother, you cannot ... how can anyone say what ... “


  “Would your father have wanted you to be pointed at in the village as a disgrace to us all? Someone who begged for his life with the name of a libertine on her lips? Someone who could have a house and husband of her own instead of ...”


  “Mother, I cannot listen to you. I ...”


  “Ann, if you will not listen to me, think of what your brother Simon would say. He is the head of the family now. He at least is a godly boy, and ... “


  Ann shook her head furiously, and put her cloak on. It had been Simon who had found that she had been taking food to Nicolas Thompson in his hiding place in the woods, Simon who had suggested that it would be better if Israel Fuller did it. Israel had agreed, saying, so she had heard, that such matters were better undertaken by men of God than ‘self-confessed whores’.


  “Mother, Simon is not here, and he is only a boy like Tom, who has seen and knows nothing beyond what he hears from cowards and turncoats like Israel Fuller! Would you have me marry into that clan of prating hypocrites? Cowards who betrayed father and our cause? It is they who should be pointed at, not me!”


  Mary Carter stared at her eldest daughter hopelessly, without understanding. For a moment it seemed that there was a ghost standing there in front of her, her husband come home to tell her he had chosen to die, for reasons which made no sense, no sense at all.


  “Ann, what is this cause to me? Was it not that which killed your father, and broke our family? At least Tom and Israel Fuller are alive! They did not die in their stubbornness! Tom can give you a new life, a new start ...”


  “Mother, I cannot listen to you. I am going out!”


  Ann turned, went out of the door, and up the street. She felt weak, still shaking with the argument, and had to lean for a moment against a wall on the corner. It was not the first time she had felt like this; such scenes were draining her, like a wound that would not stop bleeding. And she needed all her strength, all her energy now.


  As she paused, she heard a small voice behind her.


  “Ann! Ann! Come back! Let me come!” The tiny figure of her two-year-old brother was plodding determinedly up the street after her, tears running down his face.


  “No! Oliver, go home!” She could not bear any more of this, not now. Fiercely, she turned and went on up the steet, ignoring the small cries behind her.


  But they did not go away. Several women turned and looked at her, and at the edge of the village she had to turn and stop, out of sheer pity and embarrassment. She sat down on the parapet of the bridge, and waited for him to plod up to her. He was calling out as he came.


  “Ann! I come. I want to come too. Don’t like mother! Want to walk with you, see father.”


  She picked up the grubby, tear-streaked little boy and wiped his face with the edge of her apron.


  “Oliver, I’m not going to see father. No-one can see father now. Father’s dead - he’s with Jesus and the saints.”


  “He’s not! Bad men killed him, not saints. I want him come back, like Jesus did! I want to go with you, see father!”


  “Nollie, my love, I’m not going to see father, truly. I’m going to be alone, that’s all. But I’ll tell you a secret, if you’re very, very good. If you go to my room, very quietly, and look in the drawer by the bed, you’ll find a little wooden cross that father gave me when I was young. If you get on your knees, close your eyes to pray and hold it very, very tight, sometimes you can see father talking to you, in his old, kind voice, like he used to have when he came home from his travels. Only you have to go alone, Oliver, and pray very hard. Do you think you can do that?”


  “I don’t know. Will you come with me?” He had stopped crying, and looked up at her trustingly.


  “No, Nollie. You have to go alone.” She hated herself, but she had to get away. And he would come to no harm from it, surely.


  “Will he talk to me?”


  “Perhaps. That’s what I do, when I want to talk to father. But don’t tell mother.”


  “All right.” He got down from her knee and walked back into the village. At the corner of the street he turned and waved happily. She thought how marvellous it was that two-year-olds could change so suddenly from utter grief to contentment, or hope. If only I could do that, she thought. But then, that is what I have come away for, partly. Even if nothing comes of the meeting, I have this time alone now, free for myself. I must use it to be happy, to be calm again.


  She walked away, alone through the lanes, towards Colyton Hill. This meeting was the other reason for going out, the one her mother did not know about. She had seen Robert only once since her father’s death, on the road to Shute, and had told him shortly what had happened. He had not known about it, because he had been taking a party of prisoners east to Weymouth at the time. She had been too shocked to speak at length, or know what she felt towards him, and had not thought she would see him again. But two days ago, in the market-place, the wife of a groom of the Pole’s had pressed a note into her hand in the market-place, and the memory of his love had returned to her like a false spring in midwinter, lighting up the bleakness of the life that oppressed her. So today she was coming to the hilltop as the message had said, though she hardly thought he would want her now.


  She walked steadily away from the village, a stubborn, windblown figure in the muddy lanes, and came out at last onto Colyton Hill, where she had met Robert in those warm days of early summer.


  It was October now, and a north-west wind was blowing the leaves from the trees. Some of them sailed over Ann’s head as she waited, fluttering down on the field in front of her as she gazed south-east across the estuary to the sea, and she thought how like the brown beech leaves were to the little sails she could see beating their way steadily westwards towards Beer. She thought how she loved the view from here, even without its memories; the wide sweep of the valley below her to the estuary, and the little village and church of Axmouth nestling below the long ridge of hills beyond. She watched the cloud shadows chase each other, turning the hills from summer green to gloomy olive, and the seas from their deep blues and greens to a stormy winter grey, flecked with fleeting splashes of white spray where the waves were cuffed by the wind.


  It was too cold now to sit for long on the ground, as they had done earlier that summer. For a moment she paced up and down on the grass, and then, when no-one came, sat hunched on the roots of a beech tree, leaning her back against the smooth trunk and listening to the sough of the wind in the branches overhead. She wondered if Robert would come, and if he did, what he would say.


  The wind strengthened, and a shower rattled down on the remaining leaves out of a darkened sky. She shivered, and wrapped her brown cloak closer round her, glad that she had thought to bring it. Perhaps he would not come at all. But she would not go until it began to get dark; they could not think any worse of her at home than they did already.


  A red squirrel scurried down the trunk of a tree a few feet away, and began to scrabble amongst the roots, stopping every few seconds to look around, its body and tail frozen in perfect mid-motion. It saw her and stared for a long minute, then decided she was harmless and continued its digging. The wind eased as the squall passed; after a while Ann saw it strike at the fishing boats out at sea, and pitied the sailors as the brown sails dipped and bobbed almost out of sight between the waves.


  The squirrel cocked its ears and suddenly leapt up the tree, spiralling around the trunk as it climbed, and Ann heard the slap of hooves on the path in the wood. Then Robert rode onto the hillside.


  At first he did not see her, and she saw the frown on his long freckled face as he looked around him, gently patting the great bay hunter. He wore his blue uniform coat, with the short military wig, wide sword-strap and thigh-length riding boots; yet there were no pistols or armour, nothing else about him like a soldier. He sighed, and had just spurred his mount on to look elsewhere when he saw her. The great horse snorted and arched its proud neck as he reined it in.


  “Ann! So you have come! I didn’t see you!” He smiled, and she realised how much like a treestump she must seem, hunched among the roots in her brown cloak. Yet she felt her hands trembling under it; she was afraid to get up and face him.


  He swung out of the saddle and left the horse free to graze, its reins over its head. He strode towards her, his hands held out, the smile mingling with the frown on his face, as always.


  “Are you cold? You look like a doormouse, or a hedgepig, sitting there!”


  She reached out timidly to one of the hands he offered, and let him pull her to her feet. She ventured a smile.


  “I’m not that prickly, am I?”


  “No. Just a trifle windblown, about the hair.” He put up a hand to smooth some of her tangled locks, and she almost wept at the touch, so carefree and loving, like the time he had combed her hair in the inn. No-one touched her hair like that now.


  “So. That’s better. You got my message, then?”


  “So it seems.”


  “I was afraid you would not come. You seemed ... so hurt, when we met before, and I was little help. I thought perhaps you might blame me.”


  “Why should I blame you? You did what you could. It was my father’s choice.”


  “A strange choice.”


  “Yes.” He frowned, wanting to know more but not pressing her, and she said nothing. There were still places she could not go, reminders of the execution, around the town: she did not want to speak of it.


  “Why did you want to see me, Robert?” Her face was quite open as she waited for his answer, the green eyes defenceless, a trifle anxious, in the frame of auburn hair.


  “Why? That’s a strange question! You should know why.”


  “But things have changed ... “


  “I have not changed.”


  “It’s been a month since I saw you.”


  “Oh ho! So she is jealous, now!” He laughed - a hollow laugh that was meant to lift the conversation onto the plane of sophistication and gallant flirtation. But it fell flat. “You are not married, are you?”


  It was her turn to smile at the sudden transition. “No, Rob, I’m not married.” It was a sad smile, but a smile for all that.


  “I thank the Lord for that! But in truth, Ann, I’ve been in London with the regiment. I couldn’t see you sooner. I have to go back in two days.”


  “And you want me to go with you?”


  “Well, yes.” Despite what she had to tell him, she was enjoying herself; she had always enjoyed surprising him, upsetting his poise. With him a pose was not serious, as it was with her own people.


  “As your mistress, then, I take it?”


  He shook his head, bewildered with hope and surprise.


  “Well, yes, Ann, of course. You know I couldn’t marry you, however I feel. That would be, well ... “


  “Impossible, because of your father, and your wealth.” Her smile was broader now. It could not last.


  “Yes. But I told you, Ann, it wouldn’t be dishonourable, as folk might think it here. I would care for you, and get you a house, and a maid ... “


  “Then I’ll come.”


  “And you could have singing lessons, and ... you’ll come?”


  If it had not been so serious she would have laughed aloud, at the thought of entrusting herself to a man with such a foolish- looking face. The mouth under the long, solemn nose hung quite open, the hazel eyes were wide and innocent as a child’s. But she had to clasp her hands to stop them shaking.


  “I’ll come, Rob, if it’s as you said before, exactly. And if you still love me when ... “


  “You’ll come! Annie, my love, you’ll never regret it, I promise! It will be as I said!”


  She let him embrace her, but dared not respond. He wanted to kiss her but she put her fingers on his lips.


  “Rob, let me finish. Please!”


  “What is it? You have finished!”


  “I am ... with child now.”


  “With child?” The exultant smile faded; the frown returned.


  Her throat felt dry, and her hands were shaking again. But it must be said.


  “And ... it may not be your child, Robert. I hope and pray it is, and it may well be, but it may be Tom’s. You remember ... “


  “You lay with him to give him courage.”


  “Yes. Though he got none from it.”


  Robert’s frown deepened, and Ann looked down, letting her hair fall forward over her face. She had said what she had to say. She could not bear to see him refuse.


  “I’ll come with you, Rob, as I said. But will you take me as I am?”


  A long gust sighed through the beechwoods behind her, and a crow croaked loudly as it was blown away downwind. His hand moved her hair away from her face.


  “Yes, my love. I will.”
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