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      A breath warmed her ear before Meg heard the whispered, “Meet me in five minutes.” Amy’s hand brushed Meg’s arm as she walked past. Five minutes—half eleven by the Harland and Wolff clock. Meg’s young heart bounded.

      Around her, cooks called out orders, pans sizzled and popped, and waiters hurried to serve the last luncheon of the week to the shipyard executives. The air was tense, hot, and filled with noise, but sixteen-year-old Meg was on her own in this world, peeling potatoes with vigor, and continually checking the clock.

      “Hiya.” Bill, a kitchen porter, was standing close enough that she could smell the sweat staining his simple grey tunic.

      Meg looked up to see him bare his tobacco-stained teeth.

      “Can I take them potatoes to the cook?”

      “No. I have more to peel.”

      After eyeing her for several seconds, he moved on.

      She counted four minutes, pushed stray strands of brown frizzy hair under her cap, and walked briskly to the storeroom. Inside, she scanned the quiet, dim room before scampering to the last aisle of shelving, their secret spot. The heavy scent of Amy’s rosewater infused the still air.

      Silently, Amy caught Meg from behind and twirled her around, hands firmly on her back, her full lips brushing, pressing. Trembling, Meg responded, kissing with abandon, until Amy pulled her face back.

      Meg felt something disturb the air behind her.

      “Mmm,” a man’s voice murmured, his arm slithering around her slender waist.

      Meg sprang from Amy’s arms and tried to dart away, but he held her fast.

      “Here she is, Bill,” said Amy, squeezing Meg’s wrists together.

      He kissed Amy’s lips hungrily before turning his attention to Meg. Clasping her arms, he twisted her back and down, the tendons and muscles in his wiry forearms flexed.

      Her arms useless in his vicious grip, Meg kicked his shins.

      Amy hitched the back of Meg’s long skirt and pulled it up. “No!” Meg shouted and finding a reserve of wild strength, clawed his face.

      He jerked his head back. “Bitch,” he hissed.

      The writhing trio heard the door open. Bill shoved Meg back into Amy and, crouching, loped up a side aisle toward the door. Amy clamped her hand over Meg’s mouth until Meg stomped on her foot.

      “Ow! You …”

      “Alright in here? Who’s there?” the interloper called across the vast room.

      “Me!” Meg ran. She struck her slender hip on the corner of the shelving, but didn’t slow until she reached the starched and erect Miss Simpson, waiting near the door.

      “Ah, here you are, Meg. I’ve looked everywhere for you.”

      Panting, Meg found that she couldn’t speak.

      “What is it? What’s happened?” Meg’s anguished face was reflected in Miss Simpson’s as she placed her hands gently on Meg’s shoulders. “You’re shaking!”

      She couldn’t utter a word. I scratched his rotten face. Someone will see—someone will know.

      Miss Simpson looked toward the back of the room. “You there! I see you.” Instructing Meg to wait for her, she bustled to the last row of the storeroom, arms churning, long black skirt and white apron rustling.

      Amy limped into the main aisle, propelled by Miss Simpson’s hand.

      Meg turned to see Bill’s thin figure slip out.

      “Amy Lyon. I’ve warned you about loitering. Go to my office and wait.”

      Amy’s cap was askew, her thick blonde hair loose on her shoulders. Meg looked away as she passed by.

      Miss Simpson asked, “Will you tell me what happened later? We mustn’t keep Chef Lazio waiting—he has good news for you. Come to my office at the bell.”

      Avoiding middle-aged Miss Simpson’s kind gaze, Meg croaked “yes” and trotted behind the rail-thin woman to Chef Lazio’s office.
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      Meg walked slowly back to her station after leaving the chef’s office, eyeing the landscape warily for Amy or Bill. Finding the kitchen full of busy workers and free of those two, she resumed peeling potatoes with shaking hands, pausing often to wipe the tears that blurred her vision.

      Miss Simpson saved me today, but what if she hadn’t been looking for me? I can’t tell her what happened in the storeroom—I can’t even tell my sisters—what will I say?

      At the closing bell, she studied the sharp peeling knife with the H&W on its handle before sliding it into a skirt pocket. Throwing the last potato into the huge pot of salted water, she hurried to Miss Simpson’s office.
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      The door was closed. Meg could hear women’s voices from within, one raised, so she dared not knock. It was a relief not to face Miss Simpson and lie to her; the woman who’d campaigned for Meg’s promotion and her rise in the ranks above potato peeler.

      Meg paced the corridor, unsure what to do about Miss Simpson, but as the corridors emptied for the Saturday half-holiday, she became frightened. It might be Amy in Miss Simpson’s office, or it might not. Amy and Bill could be waiting for her in a lonely spot. She felt the knife in her pocket and ran to the girls’ locker room.

      Hesitating until she heard several girls’ voices, she pushed open the door and walked to the toilet through a double line of chattering girls. Standing at the mirror, she pulled off her cap and smoothed her unruly hair before tying it at the back. Purple smudges underlined her hazel eyes.

      Using the nailbrush chained to the sink, she scrubbed at the dried blood under her nails until she heard the girls leaving the locker room. Meg grabbed her coat and hurried to leave with them.

      Scanning the noisy crowd as she walked, she stayed with a group of girls she knew. They laughed and joked in happy anticipation of a free day and a half, but Meg felt increasingly worse as they made their way across the Queen’s Bridge. She could no longer deny the clenching pain in her stomach.

      Meg wrapped her long, brown coat tightly around her as cutting March winds whipped up the Lagan River from the Belfast Lough and the sea beyond. Threatening ash-grey rain clouds scudded overhead.

      “Are you alright, Meggie? You look out of sorts,” asked one girl.

      “I think I might be sick.” Just as she said it, she doubled over and threw up, right there on the bridge, splattering her boots.

      “Here, Meg, take my handkerchief. You poor wee thing.”

      “We’ll walk you home, Meg.” Two girls hooked her arms, ignored her flinch of pain, and marched her home.
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      She lay on one of two feather beds in the room, a cool damp cloth on her forehead. Her four sisters surrounded her in the small bedroom they shared. Her sister Jinny, the eldest of eight siblings, pressed her for details, but Meg could only sob. Older sisters Florence and Lizzie took turns questioning her. Annie, the youngest sister, was simply told to be quiet.

      Meg closed her eyes against the barrage of questions.

      Florence pulled Jinny to one side, while Lizzie and Annie remained propped against the brass bedposts at the foot of the bed the three youngest girls shared. Lizzie played with the tassels of the ancient quilt as Annie ate a bruised apple.

      Although years apart in age—Annie fifteen and Lizzie nearly twenty—they looked like twins, their shining blue-black hair worn loose to the shoulders. Their dark glittering eyes were trained on Meg. The clash of their handed-down tartan dresses—bright Kyle-blue for Annie, Lawson green and red for Lizzie—made Meg queasy. She turned her head and watched Jinny and Florence conferring, dressed in high-waisted, long tea-brown skirts and the plain white blouses they’d worn to work that morning. Their complicated chignons jiggled as they nodded and spoke in low voices in the corner of the dim room.

      “Meg, you can tell us—have you been sacked?” whispered Lizzie.

      “We know you’re in trouble,” added Annie. “It’ll come out.” Her Cupid’s bow lips parted to bite into the apple.

      Meg closed her eyes again. More tears joined the pool in the dip of her neck.

      A soft knock on the door was followed by their youngest brother David’s voice. “Miss Simpson is here—she’s worried and wanted to make sure Meg’s home safe.”

      Florence asked, “Why on earth would she worry so? Ask her up, David.”

      Meg’s teary gaze connected with David’s worried one before he left.

      Jinny said softly, “Dear, tell us.”

      Miss Simpson and David squeezed into the room.

      Meg pulled a sleeve up over her freckled elbow.

      “Oh! Would you look at them bruises,” said Jinny, stunned. Her hand flew up to her mouth.

      Looking at Miss Simpson, Meg softly said, “Bill twisted my arms. Amy helped him hurt me.”

      “The storeroom—Amy Lyon did this? Bill the porter? The thin one?”

      Overcoming her fear, Meg whispered, “yes.”

      Miss Simpson touched Meg’s hand. “Leave this with me. They won’t hurt you again. Rest now and I’ll see you Monday morning. I’ll meet you at the gate myself. You’ve nothing to fear.”

      She turned to Jinny. “Perhaps we could talk downstairs?”
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      Meg woke in piercingly bright daylight, alone in the bedroom. The other bed had been made, but hers was a jumble of her sisters’ nightgowns, crumpled sheets, and pillows. The faded red-and-white patchwork quilt was half off the bed.

      The door opened quietly and Jinny came into the room, wearing a bright floral apron over a severe grey church dress. “Ah, you’re awake. Good. It’s past noon. We let you miss church, though Father wasn’t well pleased, but we told him you were ill. It’s only the truth. You must be parched. Come downstairs and have something. Florrie’s heated enough water for your bath. You like baths on Sunday. She sprinkled some salts in for the bruises. Come on now. Let’s get your dressing gown on. I’ll bring your underthings.”

      Her mouth felt like it was filled with sand, but she managed, “I’m coming.”

      Jinny helped her up. “You’ll feel better with something warm inside you. Annie’s made scones.”

      When Jinny’s hand rested on Meg’s forehead for a moment, Meg felt a great bubble in her throat threaten to flow forth, but she clamped her lips together. I’ll never let anything like that happen again, never ever. I’ll never let anyone near me again. Ever!
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      Meg patted her arms gently and dried the rest of her body quickly. As she struggled into the undergarments and wrapped herself in the dressing gown, she heard the family gathering in the kitchen.

      “Meg?” Jinny called over the screen.

      “Nearly ready.” Meg stood on tiptoe and peered in the small mirror tacked high on the wall for their father’s shaving. Strange, so much has changed, but I look the same.

      Pushing up loose sleeves she winced at the deepening purple encircling her upper arms, black in some places, with blue and purple rings on her forearms. A jolt of fear accompanied the memory of that brute twisting her arms. Everything hurt, from her arms to her hip to her lower back, strained by the struggle against the assault. She pushed damp feet into slippers.
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      Meg sat down at the oak kitchen table, gleaming from years of beeswax polish rubbed in with a chamois cloth. Jinny draped her crocheted shawl over Meg’s shoulders. Her four sisters sat at the table, simultaneously stirring milk-infused tea in the thick white mugs inherited from their grandfather’s coffee shop.

      The three brothers, Will, Bob, and David, stood in a line, leaning against the Belfast stone sink. The tall young men looked remarkably like their father, from broad shoulders and chests to heads of thick raven-black hair. Home on leave after six months at the front in France, Will and Bob were dressed in the khaki of the 36th Ulster Division. David wore his one good suit, now short in the legs and sleeves, a starched white shirt, hard collar, and black tie.

      Everyone watched her.

      Meg had to clear her throat to ask, “Where’s Father?” She blew on her tea and sipped. The harsh, black Belfast blend felt like rough cloth on her tongue. She reached for the sugar bowl and Florence pushed the milk pitcher forward.

      “Orange Hall,” said Lizzie.

      Jinny smiled encouragingly. “Miss Simpson assured us that you’ll have no more trouble from those creatures who hurt you. She told us she’ll talk to your chef about sacking them first thing tomorrow—they both have black marks against them already, very black indeed—and the guards will be told not to let them near the yard. She suggested we walk with you to work and back for a wee while, and we agreed. We’ll take turns and …”

      “Here,” interrupted Will, the eldest brother, as he straightened to his full height, “What’s this blackguard’s surname?”

      Turning to him, Jinny said firmly, “Now we don’t want more trouble, so let’s just keep her safe and not stir up anything. You three boys will walk her back and forth this week. Send a message to anyone wanting to hurt her.”

      He slouched back against the sink and muttered, “It’s only we won’t be here much longer and we ought to set this fella straight.”

      Jinny turned back, patted Meg’s hand, and smiled.

      “You won’t tell Father … anything?” asked Meg worriedly.

      “No,” said Jinny with another pat.

      “You can tell him about your promotion, Meggie. Miss Simpson told us,” offered Florence happily.

      “Aye, he’ll like that, more money in the coffers,” Bob laughed.

      “Well done, Meg.” David pulled himself up straight and stretched until his fingertips touched the low ceiling, yellowed from years of smoke. “Why don’t we go for a walk? It’s a fine day.”

      She shifted her gaze to the kitchen window. The light stung her eyes and she winced. “Alright.”

      “Now David, not too far, mind,” said Jinny.

      “Just a wee dander. The air’ll do her good. We’ll walk through the gardens to the river.”

      “You two, all you ever think of is tramping about,” observed Annie, helping herself to another scone.

      Meg felt so comforted by this familial scene, she almost smiled when she left the kitchen to dress. It wasn’t until she pulled on the skirt and felt the weight of the small knife that the terror of the attack hit her again: the writhing, the bruising, Bill’s smell, and Amy’s betrayal. Tears threatened to spill again and she wiped them impatiently.

      Struggling to brush and shape her hair, she thought: put Amy and Bill out of your mind for good … especially Amy. She stopped brushing and shuddered, knowing Amy would get her back for the sacking. Stricken, she sat on the edge of the bed, the hairbrush useless in her hand.

      David called up the stairs. “Meg, come on … come down.”

      She didn’t move, even after she heard his steps on the stairs.

      After a soft knock, David opened the door and stuck his hand inside to wave. Waggling his fingers, he said, “Come on Meggie, you’ll feel better. I’ll buy us mushy peas at the place on the river—the one at the boathouse. We can watch the fellas row the wee boats.”

      Meg rose and opened the door wide.

      “That’s it.” He crooked his arm to escort her down. She wasn’t sure how he made her laugh, but he always did. At the bottom of the stairs, he said, “You sit down and I’ll lace up your boots for you.” He held up a boot. “Milady?”

      Somebody’s cleaned my boots for me.

      While he laced, Jinny came into the hallway. “That’s the ticket. David’ll care for you. You enjoy your walk and forget all about them vile creatures.”
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      As she did most workday mornings, Meg descended the bobbing tramcar stairs, knuckles white inside her brown leather gloves as she grasped the handrail, never releasing her hold until sure-footed on the slick pavers below. Head turning this way and that, she crossed the tramlines bisecting the street and sprinted forward to join the urgent crowd of workers funneling through the gate before the morning bell rang.

      The jostling horde faced the shipyard gate with its straddling giants—the H&W gantries—behind. Some were enjoying a last smoke and laugh; others were wrapped in a blanket of quiet morning misery. The low-lying fog she’d stepped into when she left the house was burning off.

      On the wrong side of the gate was a growing knot of men in identical tweed flat caps and woolen jackets, facing one another, their backs to the street and yard. As she neared, she found they weren’t moving toward the gate at all, and yet their agitated movement crackled in the air. A man rushed past to join them, hitting her with his shoulder. Others on the periphery began to shout and more ran chaotically, seemingly directionless.

      The force of the crowd pushed her against a high iron fence. Grasping thick iron bars, she faced the moving throng, her gaze held by their kicking legs. The shipyard bell rang. One by one, the attackers peeled away to run toward the gate, leaving behind a dun-colored lump, splattered with startling crimson. But it wasn’t a lump; it was a man lying in the road. Blood covered what had been his face, battered to a pulpy mess. A dented metal lunch pail lay beside his splayed feet—steam rose from the warm food within. The taste of brass filled her mouth as nausea churned her stomach.

      Forcing herself to turn away, she scanned the yard for a path through the crowd to her office building. Laughter drifted from farther down the fence over the din of the crowd, where a group of bareheaded women stood pointing at the man lying in the road.

      Shuddering, Meg spotted her friend Lillian Watson standing at the end of the fence, waving her forward. Meg ran.

      Pointing at Meg now, the laughing women formed a semi-circle across Meg’s path.

      “Here girls, don’t let her come too near youse,” shouted one.

      “Let me pass,” Meg demanded.

      “Oo-oo, let me lady pass. She’s got girls to kiss, and more,” predicted a harsh-sounding woman.

      Meg dimly recognized the vestiges of a young girl in the woman’s ravaged face, who pointed her nose in the air and pursed her lips, making the others laugh like hyenas. She tried to push her way out of the circle, but recoiled as another pushed her beet-red face into Meg’s.

      “Here, touch her and we’ll beat you. Like what he got.” Spittle flying, she jerked her head towards the bloodied man in the road. The spray grazed Meg’s cheek.

      “Aye, who knows where that hand’s been?” offered another with a loud snort.

      Meg looked to the others for any flickers of conscience, but only found ugly sneers.

      Taller than all of Meg’s captors, Lillian pushed her way through from behind, roughly prying apart two of the threatening women.

      “Get off her,” Lillian shouted. “Come on!” Head down, one hand outstretched and the other holding Meg’s hand, Lillian led them through the chaos to the main entrance. Once in the narrow doorway, Lillian asked, “What were they on about? You should report them.”

      Meg wiped her face with a handkerchief, squeezed it into a ball, and shoved it into her jacket pocket. Her voice was thick with disgust and fear. “I dunno. Their blood was up. What happened over there? Why did so many kick that poor man?”

      “He was found out, a Catholic fella, working here,” explained Lillian, flushing. “Here, let’s get up to the office. We’re late.”

      Meg nodded weakly, allowing Lillian to lead her away, too stunned to do anything else. They walked up the narrow back stairs to Meg’s office.

      Lillian stood in the doorway, unbuttoning a heather tweed overcoat with haste. As she pulled off a soft hat, strands of straight and shiny chestnut hair formed a halo. “I’ve got to go. Get a strong cup of tea down your neck, lots of sugar.”

      Trusting the familiar kindness in Lillian’s dark-blue eyes, Meg nodded contritely, ashamed of her own lack of composure.

      “And if those ruffians bother you again, tell me at least, won’t you?”
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      Meg pulled off her hat and sat down at her desk. For a moment, she covered her face with her hands, as if they could blot out what she’d seen, but the sound of male voices outside the door brought them back. Hastily, she retied one of her brown leather Oxfords before standing and straightening her suit jacket and smoothing her skirt.

      Meg recognized her employer’s silhouette through the opaque glass door. She watched the oval brass doorknob, engraved with the shipyard name, turn, stop, then rotate as the conversation ended. Mr Worthy, Manager of the Executive and Staff Dining Rooms, entered.

      “Good morning, Mr Worthy.”

      “Good morning, Miss Preston.” He walked into his office and sat behind his desk.

      Meg gathered her pad and pencil and followed, keeping to their custom.

      “Terrible thing, eh, Miss Preston?” he asked as he pulled a pipe and tobacco pouch out of his jacket pocket.

      “I saw him,” she whispered.

      Mr Worthy nodded and filled his pipe; his gaze had yet to fall on her. “Fool! What was he thinking? Someone was bound to catch him out.”

      Lighting the pipe and puffing mightily, he wreathed them both in tobacco smoke. Meg’s stomach clenched. He opened the ledger on the desk, and adjusted pince-nez on his thin nose. Bending over the ledger, the light of the electric lamp gleamed on his bald head. He kept a soft cloth in his desk for polishing his scalp; she’d seen him rubbing it through the frosted glass of the office door. She’d made her sisters roar with laughter when she imitated this habit for their entertainment. (“Hi Meg. Did Baldy polish his pate today? Come on, show us!”)

      Thick grey hair, always neatly trimmed like his small gray mustache, ringed the bald circle. It was the color of some tribes of mice and, indeed, there was something of the rodent about him: the shape of those small ears, the way his slender hands scurried around in papers. He removed the pipe from his mouth. “Luncheon today is to be roast lamb with potatoes and so on … ah, and fresh peas, cheese platter, and a gooseberry fool.”

      Meg nodded and wrote gooseberry fool.

      Her boss frowned. “It’s early in the season for fresh peas and Mr Lamont is particular, so let’s make sure they are fresh, not dried.”

      He hadn’t asked her to sit down and she desperately needed to, lightheaded as she felt.

      “Go to the kitchens and ask. I’d like your report on the luncheon preparation, the state of the peas, within the hour,” he said with a brisk nod.
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      Meg rushed downstairs to the white-tiled sanctuary of the women’s toilet. She gripped the sink for a moment. After the wave of nausea passed, she cupped cold water and rinsed her mouth. Looking into the mirror, she tried to smooth her hair, but gave up in frustration. As she raised an arm, she felt the ache from the hit her shoulder had taken, but she pulled her turned-under blouse collar up over the jacket of the chocolate-coloured suit, and sat on the chair provided for ladies who felt ill. After a few deep breaths, she stood and left the toilet, looking forward to a strong cup of tea in the kitchens.
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      The bells of police vans pierced the workday. Meg tried to ignore the clamour, but each one startled her and set her heart racing. Finally, the bells became less frequent, and she was able to work quietly, tallying inventories and writing vendor bills. She registered the sound of the closing bell and looked up at the creak of the door opening.

      Lillian peered in. “Hiya, can you leave? Shall we walk?”

      “Let me see.” Meg moved to Mr Worthy’s open door. “I’ll leave now if I may, Mr Worthy?”

      He looked at the clock before nodding.

      “Good evening then, Mr Worthy.”
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      Once through the gate, the women walked toward the Queen’s Bridge, spanning the Lagan River and leading to the centre of the city.

      “I don’t know what I would have done without you this morning, Lillian.”

      “You’d have waited until they stopped roaring like wild beasts and gone into the building, but my way seemed quicker.” Lillian smiled at Meg. It was an anemic version of her usual brilliant one, but Meg, who hadn’t smiled all day, returned a weak smile.

      “I’ve worked at this yard since they built the Titanic. I was eleven, a scullion in the kitchens, nearly twelve years that is now, but I’ve never seen such a thing.” Thinking for a moment, she added, “I was here when the men from the Wee Yard chased our yard’s Catholics out on the quay, but I didn’t see any of it—hearing about it was bad enough.”

      “Wicked men must’ve riled the others that day, and today. You know these lads aren’t evil, but today … there was certainly evil there. Did you see how many hung back? They looked as upset as us.” Lillian shook her shoulders as if throwing off a chill.

      Meg glanced at her straight-backed friend, who had shot past Meg in height while they were still at Sunday school. Lillian’s face, usually open and cheerful, was set in an unnaturally hard line. The face, as familiar to Meg as her own sisters’ faces, seemed like a stranger’s just then. “But I did recognize some of them from our yard, and they’d the man’s blood on their pants.”

      “Oh.” Lillian’s voice dropped along with her chin to rest inside the large upturned collar of her overcoat.

      Meg asked, “How did you not … I mean, I just fell apart a wee bit.”

      Lillian turned to look at Meg. “Did you see him, the man?”

      “I did.” Meg could taste brass again.

      “That’ll be it then. I didn’t see him, the state of him.”

      On the bridge, a woman pushing a pram passed them, her toddler waving and smiling. Waving at the child, Meg and Lillian smiled at each other. Lillian squared her shoulders as if to reject the horror of the morning. “I wish that I could walk you home, Meg. Are you alright?”

      “I’ll be fine, don’t worry.”

      “It’s only that I’m due at Mildred’s birthday party, you know … Mildred next door to us?”

      “I remember her from when we were children playing at your house. She organized games for all the children on your street. Mildred’s nice.”

      “She is. Her mother invited our family for cake and I wouldn’t like to be late. My mother wouldn’t like it, and I don’t want to tell her about what happened today. I mean, if you’re sure you can get home on your own? I don’t suppose it matters if I’m late …”

      Meg said, “No, I’ll be fine, really.”

      “Why don’t we hop on a tram at City Hall? At least you’ll be able to sit down for a while.”

      Meg’s brow furrowed, “I want to save the fare.”

      “It’ll be my treat! I’m worried about you. Come on now, you’d do it for me.”
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      On the top of the crowded tram, Lillian swayed as she bent over the seated Meg to ask, “Why not come to our football match tomorrow? We can have a meal after. It’s only up the road at Windsor Park. The fresh air will do you good.”

      Lillian had become a bit of a joke to Meg’s sisters when she took up ladies’ football as an adolescent, but Meg had been grateful for her skills in the chaos of the shipyard that morning.

      “Thanks. I would, but I’m going with David to walk his dogs, you know, for his job.”

      “You two can tramp for miles. Off to Donegal and back, are you?”

      “Not quite, we’re due to take the train to Portrush and walk to Portstewart and back.”

      “Portstewart? I’ve an auntie and cousin up there. My aunt’s the postmistress.”

      “Aye, I remember now— you go up there for your holidays.”

      “Agnes Kerr, she’s my mother’s sister—the family are from there. Stop in and say hello. Auntie Agnes and Cousin Alice live above the post office. But Meg, don’t tell your sisters about my match tomorrow, especially your Annie.” Lillian, colour restored, winked at her friend, making Meg laugh.

      She remembered that while her three older sisters made affectionate fun of Lillian and her football, Annie probed the subject without mercy.

      “Here’s my call,” said Lillian before she turned and rushed to the stairs.

      “Enjoy your match tomorrow,” shouted Meg.

      Just before climbing down the stairs, Lillian shouted, “Enjoy the walk. Say hiya to Portstewart for me.”

      Meg waved, but her smile quickly disappeared. After Lillian climbed off the tram, Meg watched her walk down the street until the tram sped away. She thought about Lillian Watson—who’d been allowed to stay in school until she was sixteen—and her family holidays. While the jolly Watsons—Lillian, her sister Beryl, their mother, and father— were able to afford train fare for holidays, and made a point of doing so; such outings were out of the question for the dour Prestons.

      Worry seized her that Lillian had heard what those rough women had shouted at her. Meg had never talked to Lillian about the lingering harm Amy had done her with gossip, let alone Amy’s and Bill’s attack. Other girls, once friends, had stopped talking to her years ago.

      Lillian’s remained a true friend, and yet, she must have heard the rumours, mustn’t she?

      Meg tried to cheer herself with the fact that she and her brother were due for an outing the next day, but she could find no cheer, only worry and the memory of the man’s pulpy face and bloodied hair. Quickly she pulled the bell cord to stop the swaying tram as her stomach turned.
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      The lamplighter passed with his ladder and long rod as Meg entered Moore’s Place, a narrow street long enough to only hold four small houses, one with a shop on the ground floor. He turned the gaslight on, illuminating the rope swing the children of the street had attached to the lamppost.

      Pushing open the paint-cracked green door to their house, she heard her sisters’ voices in the kitchen. Once inside, she was able to glimpse Annie and Jinny sidling around the oak kitchen table, laying it for the evening meal. Her father’s ancient black work boots sat on a newspaper by the door, cleaned of coal dust and polished for the next workday. He sat with his broad back to her before a small coal fire in the parlour, relaxing after his day at the gasworks, reading yesterday’s newspaper, and puffing on a pipe. His feet, shod in woolen slippers, pointed toward the fire in the grate. He wore the light-grey cardigan his wife had knitted for him thirty years before, one his daughters repaired for its continued use.

      “Here’s Queenie, home from the fray, Daddy,” Annie stated gaily, entering the parlour while drying her hands with a dishtowel.

      Meg’s shoulders sagged with exhaustion. “Not tonight, Annie. It’s been a terrible day.” She looked at her father and youngest sister. Tall, raven-haired people. Large, thick people. Big-bosomed women and deep-voiced men. They filled the rooms of the small house like hot-air balloons.

      “The Spaniards” was what the neighbors on Moore’s Place called the Prestons. Her father and seven siblings had hair the colour of jet, eyes nearly black with thick dark lashes. Meg envied the pale olive colour of their skin; hers was milky, freckled, and turned pink at the slightest provocation. A slim woman—the ungenerous might have said stringy, as Annie had—of medium height, Meg was the only sibling with hazel eyes. Her hair wasn’t raven and straight, but russet-brown and frizzy. In looks, Meg took after her mother, while the others were one-hundred percent Preston.

      Meg glanced at the back of her father’s sizable, dark head. Perhaps that’s why he’s never liked me.

      “Tea, Da,” Annie announced.

      Their father grunted as he stiffly rose. The wooden mantel clock struck half six.

      Meg followed them into the kitchen as Jinny placed an enormous metal teapot on a trivet on the table.

      “Howareya, Meggie?” Jinny asked, red-faced with the effort of heaving the thing from the hob to the table. She wiped her hands on a faded floral apron. Greying and shrinking at an alarming rate, the eldest sibling was no longer as raven-haired and large as she’d once been.

      “Tired. An awful day.”

      Mismatched chairs scraped the worn wooden floor as they sat. Jinny stood and poured milk and tea, and passed mugs while the others passed sugar and food-laden plates to one another.

      Mugs delivered, Jinny took a seat. Mouths too busy chewing to talk, the room filled with the clatter of cutlery on plates. Their father focused on the food before him. Meg tried and failed to eat the boiled ham and cabbage, floury potatoes, stale bread and butter. Sitting back, she warmed her hands on the white chipped mug as she watched Annie dip bread ends into the full mug before eating them.

      “I saw a man kicked to death this morning,” Meg said softly.

      Her father’s fork hovered in midair as an odd look of incomprehension skewed his face. He swallowed loudly. “What are you on about?”

      “A man, kicked to death, right outside the yard this morning by a group of shipyard men. Boiler men and fitters—I recognized some of them.” And I saw the blood on their pants after they’d done it.

      Jinny looked upset. “Why?”

      “Because he was working at the yard.” The man’s pulpy, bloodied face flashed in front of her.

      “What d’ya mean?” asked Annie, her head raised like a dog on a scent.

      Meg looked from one face to the next. “Because he was a Catholic. He was found out.”

      Annie’s face blanched and she looked down quickly.

      Their father snorted. “Serves him right. We ought to start here and go south—kick them all to death. Burning houses down and … and stealing land! Those … those Free Staters, whatever they call themselves … I call them traitors, the lot of them. Britain should keep Ireland all one by force, under the King. Thank God we have men like Carson and Sir Craig with the sense to preserve the union up here!” He thumped the table with a big, hairy fist and set the crockery rattling.

      A startled Jinny dropped her fork with a terrible clatter.

      Gazing up at her father’s treasured portrait of the bewigged Dutch and English King William of Orange seated on a rearing white steed, Meg sighed inwardly. This was a routine rant, one that often ended with a resounding, “No Home Rule here! No Pope here!” Her father’s life-long hatred of Catholics was in the air they breathed, but as far as she knew, he’d never known many Catholics to speak to, and they’d never taken any bread out of his mouth, forbidden as they were to work in the gasworks alongside him … forbidden as they were to work alongside her at the shipyard.

      Annie, her eyes glittering, looked hard at Meg, who held her gaze and shook her head. Your secret is safe with me.

      Annie’s face relaxed.

      “Oh, but that’s awful, Meg,” said Jinny with a shake of her head.

      Meg reached over and patted her hand.

      “It’s nothing of the sort. He asked for it,” said their father, glowering at them, smoothing his huge black mustache with a thick, scarred index finger and unknowingly flicking a piece of ham onto the floor.

      Aware that she was playing with fire, Meg turned away and quietly said, “You didn’t see him, Father.”

      “What does that mean?” he demanded, his face darkening with anger.

      She met his furious glare. “It means that seeing the men do what they did today … and seeing the man after … it … is different to talking about it.” Meg braced for what was sure to be an explosion, with possible violence following the tirade, but the front door opening and closing distracted him.

      David, the only son left at home, whistled merrily as his heavy footsteps rang down the short hall to the kitchen.

      “Take those boots off! Covered in sawdust from some pub, are they?” their father shouted without looking at him.

      David rolled his eyes at Jinny behind their father’s back, and she giggled.

      “What is it now then? Crying over a Fenian liar one minute, then giggling the next?” roared the father. “And you,” he warned, pointing his knife at Meg. “I won’t tolerate any rotten Protestants under my roof any more than I’d tolerate Catholics. Not for five minutes. Know that, wee lass.”

      The smile disappeared from David’s face and he disappeared back down the hall, and reappeared in stocking feet. He silently folded his large frame into a spindly chair next to Jinny. He kept his eyes cast down as he accepted a mug and a plate of food from her.

      Watching Annie, who’d stopped eating, Meg was reminded of the heartbroken nine-year-old girl, the baby of the family, when their mother died in 1910. She brought herself back to the present to see Jinny eyeing her full plate.

      “Lovely ham, Jinny,” she said with a reassuring nod, as Jinny did the lion’s share of the housekeeping. “Isn’t it, Father? Isn’t it lovely ham?” Meg looked at him as though from a great height. Annoyed and exhausted by his tirade, she wanted an end to this part of their evening.

      He looked at her, suspiciously she thought. “Eh? I don’t know. You could read through the slice I was given.”

      “Here Da, have some more,” said Jinny. A small tremor disturbed her hands as she sliced a thick piece and handed it forward.

      He snatched the plate.

      “You eat me out of house and home, the lot of you. Why don’t you find men to take you off my hands, like your sisters, like decent, normal women?” He spat the meanness out with his words.

      Meg dared not wonder if he was singling her out, or lumping his three spinster daughters together. We pay more into the house than he does now. She thought she detected a look of relief on David’s face.

      “And you. What kind of man are you? You’re worse than the little girls yon. Hadn’t the courage to enlist and fight for Britain like your brothers, to show them Home Rulers, had you? No wife and a job that wouldn’t keep one. Your mother would be ashamed of youse … the lot of youse.”

      David’s smooth, young face flushed and he pulled his hands off the table. Watching Jinny place her hands over her face, Meg felt a surge of rage toward the man. Her face burned, but she held herself still as her gaze swept around the table. Annie’s pallor had turned a pale grey again and they fell back into silence.

      Feeling smothered by the stillness, Meg looked anywhere but at her father. Avoiding King Billy’s portrait, her gaze slid to the framed picture of the Titanic she’d received as a young girl from the shipwright, Mr Andrews. A young and handsome man, he’d invited the kitchen staff to celebrate the Titanic’s launch, and signed copies of the ship’s portrait for everyone, from Chef Lazio down to scullions like herself. She’d presented the picture to her father that evening, and he’d seemed pleased and proud of her. He’d found the frame for it, she recalled, and had helped her frame it.
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      After their father left for his nightly walk, David rose and put an arm around Jinny’s shoulder. “Whew. Try to ignore the old misery, girls. He’s mad.” He straightened and stretched, his fingers touching the ceiling. “I’m off, then.”

      “Oh yes? Where to?” asked Annie with a grim smile.

      “The Orange Hall, of course, a prayer meeting for bachelors,” joked David, winking. He kissed Jinny’s cheek.

      “Mind you don’t get caught out after curfew.” Worry lines creased her already lined face.

      “It’s just half eight, I’ll be back before ten,” David promised.

      “You’d better be, and not too much stout, mind. We’ve a train to catch in the morning,” said Meg.

      “Oh, aye, I won’t. Listen, my pal Martin is driving his cart over tomorrow for us. He’ll bring the dogs from the kennel and drive us to the station. It’ll save time.”

      “Ha! I can’t wait to see Meggie sitting on a wee cart with your dogs.” Annie roared with laughter.

      Meg ignored her. “As long as this Martin arrives on time. Tell him not to take too much drink tonight.”

      “My sister, the police constable. I’ll have you know that Martin is very reliable. Nighty-night.”

      Once the front door creaked shut, Jinny sighed and shook her head. “I worry about him. There’s so much trouble out in them streets …”

      “If he ruins our trip, he’ll have me to deal with,” Meg said with a wry smile and gestured to the ham plate and hers. “I’ll make some sandwiches for our lunch out of these.”

      “Aren’t you hungry? You’ve hardly eaten a thing.”

      “My stomach’s off, from seeing … from today. I’ll be fine tomorrow. Sorry, Jinny, it looks tasty.”

      “Oh. I hope so, Meg. I’ll make farl from what’s left of the potatoes. You can have it for your breakfast.” Jinny gathered plates, then stopped. “Oh, I’d forgot to tell ye that Florrie came by today.”

      Meg and Annie perked up and glanced at each other.

      “Oh yes? I wish she’d come when I’m at home,” Meg complained. Annie nodded in agreement. Florence was the great favourite in the family, but since she’d married Ralph Henderson, they’d seen little of her.

      “What did she have to say?” Annie asked with some exasperation.

      “Florrie wants you to help her pick out paper for their parlour walls tomorrow—said she’d come here with Lizzie in the morning.” Jinny hesitated a moment before asking, “Could I come with youse then?”

      Meg regarded Annie, willing her to say yes.

      “Of course you can,” Annie assured her.

      Pleasure brightened Jinny’s face. “That’ll be grand.”

      Meg and Annie rose and brought dishes to the old stone sink while Jinny began to roll out leftover potatoes in flour.

      As the clock struck nine, their father returned from his constitutional. He padded through the kitchen to visit the outdoor facility—or “the library” as it was called in their family.

      Meg washed and Annie dried while he stepped into old shoes by the door, and lit the candle left there for the trips. He went out in silence, closing the door quietly.

      “I’ve saved enough from my wages, so I’m ready to shop for fabric anyways. I’m going to make a new dress,” Annie stated casually, grabbing the last plate.

      “What kind?” Meg asked, placing cutlery she’d just dried into the fork and knife butler.

      “I’ll show you. I cut a picture out of the newspaper.”

      Meg glanced at her sister drying a dish with ferocity that belied the look of detachment on her face.

      Their father returned from the great outdoors, blew out the candle, and put it back on the narrow shelf by the door. “Night, night,” he said quietly and left the kitchen.

      The sisters wished him a good night in return.

      The stairs creaked, marking his climb to his bedroom above.

      “I swear to heaven, the only time the old misery’s happy is when he’s in the wee library outside,” Annie smirked.

      The three sisters pealed with laughter. Jinny muffled hers with a dishtowel, then stopped laughing abruptly and sighed. “Poor Father.”

      As they had since they were girls, they waited in the kitchen for each one to make a trip to the library, and took turns brushing their teeth at the kitchen sink.

      Jinny banked the embers in the range. They turned all the gas lamps off, save the one turned low in the parlour to guide David’s return, and headed up the narrow wooden stairs by candlelight.
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      Once in the room the three women shared, they spoke in low voices.

      Annie picked up a hairbrush. “Brush my hair for me, Jinny.”

      The eldest sister obliged by stroking Annie’s lustrous black hair for several minutes.

      When she was done, she turned to Meg. “Would you like yours brushed?”

      “It would do mine no good,” said Meg with a rueful smile, arranging her clothes for the next day at the bottom of the bed. “I’m an owl looking out of an ivy bush.” She pulled back the covers, nearly falling into the bed she still shared with Annie, the one they’d shared with sister Lizzie until she’d left to marry Tom Kyle.

      “Brushing is exactly what’s needed, that and some Brilliantine,” said Annie. “Because it’s a lovely color, Meggie. Russet, I’d call it. And you should eat more fat.”

      “Hmm-mm.” Meg closed her eyes.

      “Where are you walking? Up in the Glens?” Jinny asked.

      She yawned. “By train to Portrush, and then we’ll walk to Portstewart and back, along the cliffs and the strand. David wants to run the dogs in the water.”

      “Well, that will be nice for you, if the weather’s fine, but I wish you’d come with us. I like it when we’re all together.”

      “Pity you didn’t think that when I was sent away as a girl,” Annie hissed.

      Meg opened her eyes.

      Jinny’s face contorted with pain and surprise. “Oh, Annie … you know how sorry I was.” She choked on the slap of her sister’s words.

      Meg sat up and looked at two Annies: the corporeal one and her shadow. Recounting the story with patience, she began, “Annie, it was either stay here and work in the linen mill, or go live with Aunt Polly and Uncle Jack. We thought they’d treat you like a jewel, and we knew that the mill would be terrible.” Pausing for a second to collect herself, she drew a deep breath and whispered, “We didn’t know he was a monster.”

      “He was that and her no better. Why couldn’t I have stayed and gone to school, like you? At least the half-timers in the mills went to school.” Ire was audible in the whisper. “Lucky me. The aunt and uncle weren’t bad enough, but I had to work in that awful tea factory when I came back.”

      “That was Father who thought you had to work, not us. He thought his sister would be good to you—we all thought so. Anyway, I was out of school and in the shipyard kitchen by then and …” Meg shrugged limply when her words ran dry.

      Jinny sniffled into a handkerchief and sat on the bed.

      “We all regret it, we do … and if I’d been older, with a proper job, it wouldn’t have happened. We’d have kept you with us.”

      “What about you, Jinny?” Annie demanded. “You were older, you were working. And Florence? Lizzie? Will was working—what about him? And Bob?”

      Jinny eyed her pleadingly. “I am sorry Annie. We did think it would be better for you. We loved our Aunt Polly … before.” She blew her nose and climbed into bed. “Your letters were so cheerful and painted a picture of a nice life. A healthy one.”

      Annie’s voice tightened with anger. “She made sure I wrote what she wanted you to think.” She returned to whispering. “And thank you very much for telling us about the Catholic man kicked to death, Meg. Now I’ve no chance of Father considering my marriage to Ned—you got him that good and riled. You wouldn’t understand, would you, never showing any interest in marriage and children. You’ve no real feelings, no normal ones.”

      “Ah, leave her be, Annie, leave her be,” ordered Jinny, her voice thick.

      But there was never a chance he’d relent about your marrying a Catholic man. Exhausted, Meg sighed and flopped back down. Still, she had to admit that she’d gone too far; she’d seen the fear on Annie’s agonized face as their father had ranted.

      Annie threw the hairbrush across the room. It caromed off the armoire and clattered on the floor.

      Startled, Meg sat up again. “Annie!”

      “You’ve no idea what it was like. You never visited me. You left me there with them, with him … and he …” Annie’s rage was spent, her sorrow beginning.

      “Annie, come in my bed, come on,” pleaded Jinny.

      Meg watched them moving around in the bed.

      “There, there,” Jinny said softly, reaching over to snuff the candle.
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      Meg lay on her back with one hand on her brow. She hated the memory of that day in 1910 when Annie left with Aunt Polly and her husband, Jack Doran. Annie cried as they took her by the hand and led her out the front door—the start of a trip to their lonely farm. The four older girls cried as well, Will paced the small room like a caged animal, and the younger boys cowered together in a corner. They’d just lost their mother and now they were losing their sister.

      The family only knew what Annie wrote them in those monthly letters: lots of clean air and fresh milk, and happy days on the farm. Meg didn’t imagine slaps from the aunt, who dictated those letters, and couldn’t imagine the uncle who cornered Annie in the pantry when his wife was out.

      Her letters home were so cheery—how were we to know what was happening? Was there some way she could have known the truth? Meg couldn’t remember. What she could remember was that blindingly bright October day in 1912 when she found Annie at home for the first time in two years. Crying and snuffling, she sat on Jinny’s lap, like a baby. Gaunt and pale-faced, her hair dirty and lank, she wore a short and tattered dress. Meg hardly recognized her sister. Florence and Lizzie surrounded them, looking grave. The question of whether Uncle Jack interfered with Annie, uttered by Florence, hung in the air before they saw Meg in the doorway.

      They shooed her out of the house on an errand, and she never heard more of the story until Annie started her rages. During them, she’d rant about being in the pantry with their uncle, and his hands—his horrible, shaming hands. There were slaps and kicks from both the aunt and the uncle, tales of the drudgery of the farm chores, and the terrible food they fed her while they ate better food at the same table.

      The poor child … alone with those fiends… all alone.

      Meg rolled over—exasperated at still being awake—and attempted to focus on the walk she and David would take the next day. She failed. Annie’s remark was the only thing on her mind: “You’ve no real feelings, no normal ones.” It was true that she never thought about men the way she supposed she ought, with no urge to kiss them, no dreams of marriage.

      One or two of the boys in the shipyard kitchens had kissed her, nice boys, not the ones who groped or tripped girls carrying crockery for their pals’ amusement. They’d shared innocent, fleeting kisses, which left her unharmed and unmoved. Not like kissing Amy. If she married, she knew she’d have to do more, but marriage was no plan of hers.

      Meg rolled over again and stuck one foot outside the covers.

      Why did I ever let myself … and with that awful woman? She’s told the world and his wife about me, and even though I’ve kept myself to myself, I’m made to suffer for it, even now. I was only a girl.

      Rolling over yet again, she threw the sheet aside.

      But I’m not a girl now, and my thoughts are the same—my feelings are for women. I’ve given myself away, more than the once. Normal girls know I’m not like them. The girls in the kitchen, my last friends at work, avoid me. Not Lillian though. Lillian has stuck by me. Does she know?

      Writhing, Meg read the clock’s radium-painted hands: it was nearly half ten. “Oh, H-E-two sticks.” Twice, she muttered the Presbyterian curse into her pillow. Closing her eyes was no solution, since what lurked there was the vision of kicking legs, the dun-coloured lump spattered with blood, and … the face. Meg sat up, panting and struggling to get her legs over the side of the bed. One of her sisters groaned in her sleep.

      Meg left the room and softly descended the stairs. Picking up her book from the parlour table, she turned up the gaslight, but didn’t add any precious coal to the dying embers in the grate. Cloaked in her brother’s blanket, she read Ireland, Its Scenery and Character, Volume II, by Mr and Mrs CS Hall. The book was ancient and dull, but Meg believed that reading would improve her mind and education, so she always stuck with anything she started reading, which in this case was punishment, but one that lulled her back to sleep.
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      David woke her when he returned and she walked sleepily to the bottom of the stairs to return to bed under his gentle, stout-fumed guidance.
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      “For heaven’s sake,” Annie growled when the alarm went off, but Meg smothered the harsh sound quickly. She dressed and crept down the stairs in stocking feet. All the lights were on high in the kitchen, revealing spots on the walls where they’d scrubbed off grime and the hospital green paint with it. Meg peeked into the parlour and saw David’s form buried under old blankets on his pallet on the floor.

      “David,” she urged quietly.

      He struggled into a seated position.

      Meg continued into the kitchen. The aroma of farl and bacon frying filled the room. “You didn’t have to rise so early to make …”

      Clad in their mother’s heavy drab-brown dressing gown, Jinny turned from the range and pointed a fork at her. “It’s no bother and I wanted to talk to you before you left. You must forgive Annie … what she says. She means less than half of it. It’s merely … lashing out.”

      “I know that, some of the time.”

      Placing her hand on Meg’s arm, Jinny shook her head. “None of it was your fault—you were only a girl yourself. It was Father who insisted that she work. She didn’t have to, because we were all working and paying in, and it was us older girls who thought Aunt Polly would be lovely to her, and we knew her better than you—or thought we did. You were right, what you said, but so was she, about me. I should have spoken up, stopped her being taken by them. I’ll never forgive myself.”

      David shuffled into the kitchen, his black hair standing on end. “Morning,” he mumbled, scratching his stubbly chin.

      “Morning,” said Jinny and Meg in unison.

      “I’ve hot water for your shave,” said Jinny.

      Jinny waited until he’d gone out the back door before continuing. “She’s not got over what was done to her, and I don’t expect she will. We must make allowances for her, even for her rages.”

      “We all do, and I know she suffered, but the things she says to me.”

      “I know you’ve your own troubles, seeing that poor man killed yesterday, for one.”

      “And she never blames Father for any of it. She never rages at him, I notice.” Meg was immediately ashamed that her voice rose in complaint.

      Jinny looked very sad. “He brought the boys up to the farm where he’d been raised—just to visit, to show his sons off to the family. Out of the blue, him and the boys showed up at Aunt Polly’s and Uncle Jack’s, the next farm over, so they saw the state of Annie. Annie begged to come home and he brought her home. You remember how she looked? She’ll never blame him to us, but I think she does. Her anger seems bottomless sometimes.”

      “Poor Ned.”

      Jinny’s voice fell to a whisper. “Aye, well, he’s taking on a lot marrying her, but so is she with him and his religion … not to mention his mother.”

      David reentered the kitchen. “I’ll be ready in two ticks, Meg.” He headed for his shaving kit, stored in the scullery.

      Jinny patted Meg’s arm reassuringly. “Anyways, you have a grand time today. I’ll wrap the farl and bacon with the sandwiches. Tea’s ready.”
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      Minutes after he’d gone into the hall to put on his boots, David opened the front door and answered a hearty greeting from the street. Meg grabbed the packed rucksack, kissed Jinny goodbye, and hurried to join her brother. Beyond his grinning face, she beheld a handsome young man with brilliant blue eyes sitting atop a horse-drawn cart. Two large, thin dogs stood wagging their tails, excitedly waiting to greet David.

      “Here’s Martin!”
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      The path ascended sharply from the strand in the centre of Portrush. The dogs, wet from their first gallop along the edge of the water, raced ahead of them. David’s whistle brought them back in continuous orbit.

      Looking at the small islands offshore, Meg and David stopped to take in the intensely blue sky and golden light on the rocks. Once they’d climbed to the top and the cliff edge, the vista opened before them: the breadth of the curve of the strand and the blue-green sea crashing far below their feet.

      “Look! Is it Donegal? I think it is.” Meg pointed to the west.

      To the east, the snowy White Rock was visible from this height, as though it had risen as Meg and David had risen. The humans on the strand below were tiny figures. Standing near a clump of sharp beach grass with a hand shading her eyes, Meg marvelled at the colours on the horizon, of sea meeting sky. “I’ve never seen such a day. There’s even a purple mixing with the blue and green of the sea. Do you see it?” Closing her eyes, she welcomed the warm red color inside her eyelids and enjoyed the sound of the crashing surf.

      “The view’s even better down here.” A woman’s voice startled Meg and she whirled.

      David chuckled. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t say it.” He took a step to peer over the edge.

      Meg gathered her courage and looked over too, but saw nothing save for the surf and rocks.

      “Over here,” the disembodied voice said again, this time more loudly.

      Meg and David looked at each other. He shrugged and they followed the voice around the headland of the deep tufted grass and sand to find the source: a woman tucked into the reddish cliff face, hidden from the path, with a sketchpad on her knee.

      “Come down.” She pointed to a small path worn in the grass.

      David shook his head. “I’d better stay up here with the mutts. They’ll have us all in the sea, bounding around. We’ll walk along a while and come back for you.” Waving, he climbed back up.

      Meg nodded, eyed the tiny winding path, and then proceeded to walk down the cliff, despite her fear. It turned out to be easier than she imagined, and within a moment, she arrived at the woman’s perch. Young, on the small side, and wearing a crimson piped blazer, she shifted and patted the spot open beside her. Meg sat and saw that the stranger had painted a watercolor of the strand and sea down to Ramore Head.

      “Mary O’Neill,” the painter smiled. She put the brush down, wiped her hand with a cloth, and offered it to Meg. “I watched you walking up the path.”

      “Margaret Preston. Meg.” She shook the slender hand and gestured toward the top of the cliff. “And my brother, David.”

      Pointing, Mary said, “You can see the headlands over the Giant’s Steps, the White Rock. Look straight out and you’ll see the earth’s curve today. It’s rarely so clear. Have you ever seen such a day? Below us you can see the basalt rocks of the area, like the ones at the Giant’s Causeway, have you been there?”

      “No. I mean, yes. I’ve been to the Giant’s Causeway. But no, I’ve never seen such a clear day. Do you live here?”

      “I live in Portstewart. And yourself?”

      “Belfast. Here on a day trip, to walk and to run David’s dogs,” responded Meg, removing her soft brown hat.

      Mary O’Neill resumed painting and they fell into silence. Meg pulled a tiny pink flower out of the pinch of soil it had called home on a rock face. “This is such a beautiful place, peaceful and quiet.” She pressed the uprooted flower back into its berth.

      “As long as you don’t mind pounding surf and screaming birds,” Mary muttered, focused on her painting.

      Meg scanned Mary’s fair-haired head as she bent over her work. “Speaking of peace and quiet, I’ll leave you in peace.” She began to get up.

      “No, don’t. Come to tea. Let’s find your brother.” She put aside the brush.

      “Are you sure? Don’t you want to finish your painting?”

      “No, it’s no good today, and I would prefer company … if you don’t mind mine.”

      Meg shook her head and smiled.

      “That’s Thrift, by the way, all over this cliff,” said Mary, nodding at the little pink flowers. “My mother calls it by the Irish name, ráhban. I’ll show you a view off the beaten track. Come on then.” She placed the pad, paints, and brushes into a small wooden box.

      “But see here, I’ve tea and sandwiches.”

      “‘See here’ is it? You’ll be saying ‘I say!’ next. You sounded very British.” Mary laughed.

      Meg flushed, trying not to frown, and failing. Annie often accused her of trying on a British accent too, and laughed at her for it.

      “Ah, come on then, we’ll have your sandwiches and my view,” she said cheerily.
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      Mary led Meg, David, and the galloping dogs over the grassy little hills and dunes behind the cliffs. They tramped in the same direction for quite a while, during which Mary never left off talking. She named the birds that soared overhead and the flowers at their feet—such as Crane’s Bill and Mountain Avens (or maybe it was Heavens, Meg wasn’t sure).

      “David, would you keep the dogs out of the dunes please?” Mary asked, motioning to the wind-blown mounds. “The kittiwakes are nesting in them now.”

      She chirps, just like a little bird, but she’s used to getting her way. She’s bird-like, small and light, but with a tough core—you wouldn’t want to cross her. Meg couldn’t stop looking at her.

      When they reached a crossroads, Mary walked up to the cliff’s edge and pointed to Portstewart, then hurried them down a gently sloping path to what looked like the back of a golf links.

      Meg felt this intriguing woman was carrying them away, like a bird, as if she’d grabbed hold with talons and flown off, high over land and sea. It made her dizzy.

      Mary finally ceased talking about the view. “Do either of you golf?”

      The question astonished Meg; to think someone thought they had the time or money to learn and play golf.

      His bushy black eyebrows raised, David appeared amused. “No. Do you?”

      “Oh yes, we play these links, the Old Course, as often as we can,” replied Mary, not explaining who “we” might be.

      They crossed through the rough behind the fairway and climbed through an old stile to a narrow twisting road. At the end of the road, they arrived at a large open iron gate set in high stone walls, a lush verdant garden in the distance.

      Mary started down the pebbled drive inside the gate. “This is where I live,” she explained casually. Meg stared in amazement at the enormous, attractive house ahead. “I live with my mother. She’s the housekeeper and we live there, in that cottage.” She pointed to a miniature version of the main house and hastened to lead them to the small arched door.

      David grabbed Meg’s arm. “Listen, I have to get some miles into these two. I’ll take them back to Portrush and run them along the strand. You don’t mind, do you?”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      Mary walked back. “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” answered David with a quick wave. “It’s just that I have to exercise the dogs for a certain amount of time, and at speed. They need to run in the water. It’s good for their legs. They’re racers, you see. I’ll take them back to the Portrush strand and Meg can meet me later … em, you too, if you like.”

      Mary smiled self-consciously. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’ve taken over your day, haven’t I?”

      “No, no, it’s fine, don’t worry,” David assured her. “If you don’t see us on the strand when you come down the cliff, we’ll be in the pub near the station.”

      Meg stared at her brother, uncertain what to do. The day had been taken over by this stranger. Why am I letting her do this?

      “Honestly, the pair of you—this is fine. Enjoy yourselves and I’ll meet you later. If you take too long, we’ll be at the station in time for the train, Meg.”

      “Will you find your way back?” asked Mary, her brow creased.

      David’s mouth set into a hard line. “Of course.”

      For several seconds, Meg watched as he walked away, his shoulders straight, his head up, then turned and followed Mary inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Once her eyes adjusted to the relative gloom of the cottage kitchen, Meg could make out a small plump woman, bent over, in the act of removing a tray of small cakes from the oven. The fragrant scent of cinnamon filled the air. Placing the tray on the hob, she turned with an expression of joyful expectation. Her look closed down to one of disappointment, even dismay, once she saw Meg.

      “Mam, this is Meg Preston, a walker. Meg, my mother, Mrs O’Neill.” Mary put her wooden case on the long kitchen table dividing the room.

      “Oh, I see. How do you do?” Mrs O’Neill wiped her hands on a plain blue apron without offering one. She made fleeting eye contact with Meg and looked away. “Mary, take that case off of my table,” she commanded calmly, sounding practiced at giving such instructions.

      Mary removed it and placed it underneath.

      “How do you do, Mrs O’Neill?” asked Meg quietly. Chilled by the coldness of Mrs O’Neill’s greeting, she regretted her decision to stay with Mary instead of going with her brother.

      “We’re off to the Point.” Mary grabbed two puckered apples from a large wooden bowl on a sideboard.

      “Are ye away? You’ll not have your tea then?” asked her mother as she patted loose strands of fine greying hair into place.

      “Ah no, Meg’s a grand one for coming prepared—she’s invited me to share hers,” Mary grinned, ambling around the table to kiss her mother.

      The woman flushed. “Oh go on with ye. Come back later for tea. I’ll have a pot for you. You too, Miss, em ...” She avoided looking at Meg by fussing with the hot cakes.

      “Meg, Mammy. Her name is Meg. Meg Preston. Come on then.” Mary grasped Meg’s arm and escorted her out of the kitchen.

      “Goodbye Mrs O’Neill,” said Meg over her shoulder. She received no answer.
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      Once in the blazing sunshine, they walked past a vast wooden carriage house and stable painted a dark green, almost black, then by the main house, covered in light yellow stucco with tall white-framed windows and doors set on a long stone terrace.

      “I’ll bring you into the big house later,” Mary said, continuing across a thick lawn shaded by large trees, some in full leaf, others just budding.

      Crossing the open expanse, Meg looked back to see another garden. A thin man knelt at a long flowerbed. Beyond him, stood a glass house.

      As Mary continued to chatter, Meg wondered how the woman could keep up such blather. They strolled to an orchard and climbed over a stone stile to enter a very rough and hilly stretch, filled with gorse and grazing cows.

      “Mind how you go,” Mary called over her shoulder, chomping into one of the apples she’d been carrying. “We’re almost there.”

      Meg’s eyes locked on the ground before her, as she skirted cow dung.

      They reached the headlands, mown by the foraging animals and winds, and dotted with formations of rocks. Mary walked right to the edge and waited for Meg.

      “Here! What did I tell you?” She made a sweeping gesture out to sea. Meg walked up to stand next to her, and looked out to the west. “There, the Inishowen Peninsula, Donegal.”

      Meg shielded her eyes to take in the sight of the dark blue land rising out of the shimmering sea, and inhaled deeply. “The smell of the sea … is there anything like it?”

      “Not a thing as wonderful, I’d say. Here, we could take the walk toward Inishowen now, but my stomach is pasted to my spine. I say, I’d just adore a sandwich,” said Mary in a clipped British accent.

      Meg turned to find Mary grinning; this time she smiled back.

      “See here!” She removed her rucksack and gestured to its contents, laughing at her own joke.

      “Follow me. I know a good spot for lunch.” Mary made toward the other side of the headland and sat down at the cliff ledge, leaning into a large smooth rock.

      Meg placed the rucksack next to Mary and sat beside her. Rummaging around, she doled out the sandwiches, and poured tea from the Thermos.

      “Ham! Wonderful,” Mary sighed contentedly. “Ah, tea. That’ll give us the strength to go on.” It sounded like everything amused her, but her enjoyment of the victuals was plain to see. “Did you cook the ham?”

      “No, my sister Jinny made it yesterday.”

      Her mouth full, Mary asked, “Have you other sisters and brothers?”

      “I’ve four sisters, and David, and two other brothers besides.”

      Mary fell silent.

      In the absence of chatter, Meg heard only the surf and the seabirds crying as they flew overhead.

      “I envy you your sisters and brothers. I do. I’ve always been on my own,” said Mary softly.

      “Well, you’d be right to, mostly, but you wouldn’t envy me my father.” Meg wondered why on earth she’d admitted that to a complete stranger.

      “Oh no? And your mother?”

      “Dead, long ago.”

      “Oh dear, that’s so sad, Meg. I can’t imagine not having my mother.”

      Meg couldn’t imagine being distressed by the absence of the unfriendly little woman who was Mary’s mother. Perhaps it was just the look of Meg the woman hadn’t liked—the old grey suit she wore on walks, her hat? Her face?

      Tilting her head to the sun’s rays, Meg pulled off her hat and closed her eyes. “Anyway, you can be on your own in a crowd. I’m close to my sisters, I suppose—I’m close to my brother David, but still alone, if you understand what I mean.”

      “I’m not sure I do, but have you friends?”

      “I’ve just the one, but she’s a good one, Lillian. We were infants together. She works in the same office building as me, so I see her a bit, but she’s busy with her ladies’ football. There’s nobody else. I haven’t friends at work, and I’ve been there since I was a girl.”

      “I don’t have any friends at all.”

      Meg opened her eyes to regard Mary closely, noticing her eyes were the same blue-green as the ocean below. “And why not?”

      “It’s isolated up here. I had friends at school and in Dublin when I was working there for a while. Why don’t you make friends at work?”

      Hesitating, Meg decided to tell this stranger a similar version of the story her sisters had wrung out of sixteen-year-old Meg to explain her extreme upset. “I had a friend at work, Amy. I was just a girl, sixteen, she was twenty, but she seemed older. She and her man friend, they tried to hurt me, but I escaped—I was saved. They were sacked and warned to leave me alone. In the end, they did hurt me though, because they spread stories about me. I was called out to by boys at work, and so I decided to keep myself to myself after that.”

      They were quiet for a moment, listening to the surf and the birds. Finally, Mary turned back to Meg. “But that’s a terrible story, frightening. Stories about what?”

      “I never understood what they were shouting at me, to be honest, but it was frightening. The girls were worse though, most shunned me, and some had been friends.” Meg smiled weakly. “Still, it could have been worse.” And it nearly was.

      “You’re very brave. I like the look of you, Margaret Preston. Here, your collar is turned under.” She reached over to settle it and smiled with satisfaction when done.

      The proprietary gesture surprised Meg and she flushed as Mary’s warm slender hand brushed her neck. Imagining the sea air had made her frizzy hair explode, Meg tried to smooth it, but the wind defeated the gesture. She put her hat back on and yanked it down in frustration.

      Mary turned to look out over the sea. “What about men friends?”

      “Men friends? Em, no.” Confused at the turn the conversation had taken, Meg rushed to fill the silence. “But now you mention it, I think I did start walking often because I had no friends. It got me out of the house at the weekends and cost nothing. I started walking as much as possible, especially along the Lagan River—it’s so pretty—and then I’d be too tired out to worry about anything. I walk with David often. We go up into the hills around the city.”

      “Do you walk with Lillian?”

      “We walk home together, but she gets her exercise on the football pitch and swimming. She’s a great swimmer. Besides, she likes to chatter away—she’s not quiet, like my David.”

      “You won’t want to walk with me, then.”

      “No, sorry, I … I didn’t mean …”

      “So you do think I’m a chatterbox then, eh? Don’t worry so much, Meg. Does Lillian have a man friend?”

      “Lillian? A man friend? She’s never mentioned one. Do you have one?”

      Mary laughed—a musical laugh, it reminded Meg of actors laughing in a pantomime. “No, I’ve no interest in them, none. I’ve nothing against them, mind … my mother says I’m a ‘quare bird’ … but she’d rather have me off men than be like certain hussies she could name.”

      Mary and Meg looked at each other. Mary looked away first, pointing down the beach. “Look there, the Tubber Patrick is just beyond my old school.”

      Meg craned to look.

      “St. Patrick’s Well, it is. We could walk down there.”

      “Oh, yes, I see it,” Meg said. “I do have to mind the time. I’ve left David on his own, and I had better be back at Portrush for the half six train, so …”

      Mary chuckled. “I can drive you to Portrush in my guardian’s motorcar.”

      “You drive a motorcar?” Meg blurted, astonishment unchecked, though not enough to turn the subsequent thought into words: you have a guardian?

      “I learnt so that I could drive Mr Carstairs, my guardian. He had a car and a driver during the war, so he got used to it. It’s an old Crossley, just like the one he had when he was in the army. In fact, I think it is the one he had in the army—an enormous old thing. Uncle Frank, my mother’s brother, he’s the gardener and handyman for Mr Carstairs. We both drive Mr Carstairs. My uncle has taught me to repair a few simple things. He learnt motor mechanics after the war, after he came out of hospital.” Her tone had darkened, but quickly perked up. “Here, have the other apple.”

      Meg bit into the apple, which was on the elderly side, but sweet.

      “I’m sorry to pry, but what do you mean Mr Carstairs is your guardian?”

      Mary brushed crumbs from her skirt. “He became my protector, legally, after my father died in the war, at the Somme. Both my parents worked for Mr Carstairs before the war. My father and Uncle Frank joined The Irish Volunteers because they were Home Rulers. They supported Britain in the war in exchange for Home Rule for Ireland, do you see?”

      Meg thought of her father’s hatred for the idea of Home Rule for Ireland.

      “That was the pledge, of course, but it never happened. In fact, they suspended all progress here because of the war.” Mary shrugged and glanced at her hands. “Nobody knew what the war would be like. They were supposed to be home that same Christmas. Anyway, Mr Carstairs let my mother keep the cottage for us to live in, kept her on as housekeeper, and became my guardian. Uncle Frank survived the Somme, but he was badly shell-shocked after Passchendaele. Auto mechanics and working in the garden seemed just the thing to help him, and Mr Carstairs was happy to have him around the place. We’re very fond of Mr Carstairs, the three of us. He’s a good man, even if he is a member of the Ascendancy.”

      Mary inhaled deeply. “So … Mr Carstairs paid for my education with the Dominican Sisters. We’ll pass the school when we walk down the strand. I work for him in his laboratory at Queen’s University. I take notes and typewrite them, as well as his papers and correspondence. I schedule his meetings, drive him to the train station, and so on. I must be boring you senseless.”

      “Not at all. I’m sorry about your father.”

      “Hmm, me too. He was a nice man, a determined one, sure of his politics and a devout Catholic. If only we’d gotten the Home Rule, it wouldn’t seem such a waste. So many lost for such a lost cause.”

      The thought brought with it heavy silence. Finally, Meg spoke. “My brothers fought at the Somme—Passchendaele, too.”

      “Your brothers? In the Irish Volunteers—for Home Rule?”

      Hoping to steer their conversation away from Home Rule, Meg said, “No, the Ulster, the 36th. Both survived, but seemed odd when they returned.”

      Mary looked thoughtful. “I see. A miracle—so many were killed at the Somme. How do you mean odd?”

      “Well, my brother Will seemed like my father when he got home, always angry. My brother Bob was very cheerful during the day, as he was always, but he cried at night. He didn’t know we heard him. We heard David try to comfort him, but Will was angered by it … they’ve both left for good, emigrated. Will to England, Bob to America. They both have families now, so maybe they’re happier. I hope so.”

      Mary tossed the apple core in the direction of the crashing surf. “May I ask how old you are?”

      “Twenty-two. I’ll be twenty-three in November.”

      “Ah, that explains your maturity. I’m eighteen. Anyway, Mr Carstairs was an army officer, British Army, but he worked at the Ministry of Health in London. Not quite the same thing as being shipped off to your death, or coming home angry or sad, but he’s been very good to my mother and me,” Mary explained quietly. “I’ve become maudlin. Let’s walk down.”

      She started to pack the rucksack and pulled out Meg’s volume of Ireland: Its Scenery and Character to make room for the Thermos. “How’s this? Interesting? It doesn’t look it,” she murmured, flipping through chapters.

      “It’s a doorstop of a thing. I stupidly brought it with me for the train rides. It’s very helpful when I can’t sleep.” They both laughed. “I read what I can find. I want to improve myself, you see.”

      “We’ll look in Mr Carstairs’ library when we get back, and find something fun but improving,” she quipped with a comical face. She threw the liquid left in their cups behind the rock while Meg jammed everything back into the rucksack and tied it shut. Standing, she spun the rucksack up and behind, and put it on.

      Mary then started down a narrow, perilous sandy track. When they reached sea level, Mary pointed. “There, that’s my school. Originally O’Hara’s Castle, it became a convent and school.”

      “It is a castle!” Meg was visibly impressed. “What was it like going to school there?”

      “Lovely. It only opened for my last year. The sisters were lovely to us. Before that, I went to school in Coleraine.”

      Meg thought of her own drafty schoolroom, stuffed with poor children, some with no shoes in winter. They were taught by a succession of angry teachers, unafraid to indulge in their favourite method of beating and insulting the children before they moved on. There was the one bright exception in Miss Costelloe, a lovely young woman who never insulted or beat them, the one teacher who read to them from novels—A Christmas Carol at Christmas— and the poetry of Lord Byron, Wordsworth, Keats. While many of the children giggled or slept through the readings, Meg listened raptly. Sadly, her father took her out of Miss Costelloe’s class to work in the shipyard kitchens that year, but Miss Costelloe had already turned Meg into an avid reader.

      “Meg?”

      “Oh yes, I’m listening. Go on.”

      “Mr Carstairs chose the school because of the science, of course.”

      “The science?”

      “Mr Carstairs is a scientist, a bacteriologist, and professor at Queen’s University. The Dominican sisters stressed science. The sisters and Mr Carstairs got on, even though I was a trial for all of them. Sister Hildegard was a botanist and she taught us about the local flowers and trees. She was lovely and took no nonsense from me. A great baker—she taught us that, too.”

      “And Mr Carstairs, he has his own library?” Meg asked, stifling giggles at the word they used at home for the outdoor facilities.

      “Oh yes, an extensive one, built from his own collection and his grandfather’s, too.”

      “Have the family lived here a long time?”

      “No, this house was built in the late 1880s, but they lived in a big house near Londonderry before that, for hundreds of years. The family still live there, in fact, but his grandfather moved east and built this house. He’d remarried, and there was some scandal, but nobody ever tells me what, and I’m frantic to know. Now, tell me about yourself. What do you do?”

      Meg hesitated, having never been asked such a question.

      “Come on, now. I know that you walk on the weekends, that you’ve a large family, and you’re very patient, although you don’t like chatter, so I’ll never suit you. And you don’t sleep well. What else?” Mary asked with a laugh.

      “I work at the Harland and Wolff shipyard in Belfast.”

      “Do you? At what?” Mary stopped, regarding Meg with what appeared to be genuine interest.

      “I’m the assistant to the manager of the executive and staff dining rooms,” replied Meg, allowing a hint of pride into her voice, although she was afraid Mary might make fun of her position.

      “Truly? Do you cook, like my mother?” asked Mary with a cheery smile.

      “I can’t cook … not really cook. We have cooks, we have a chef, a real one. Chef Lazio’s  from Italy. There are sous chefs, too.” She was pleased to use French words with her new friend. “Mr Worthy, the manager, works with the chef and the sommelier, that’s the wine steward, to select menus for the executives, for their luncheons and special dinners. I help him manage the kitchen, where I used to work. We purchase the highest quality foods, wines and spirits, and see that they arrive on time, and we pay the bills. What else?” She scanned the sky. “Oh, yes, we’re responsible for table linens, aprons, uniforms, knives in the kitchen, rubbish collection … and inventory of … everything. The pots, pans, cutlery … ” Meg stopped. She’d certainly warmed to the subject and might have been boring her new friend despite the prompting. When she looked at Mary, though, she appeared anything but bored.

      “But that’s a very important job. It sounds so difficult … and so mature. I’ve only ever worked for Mr Carstairs, who is kind beyond reason, and puts up with my terrible faults. I’ve worked for him since I was a girl, so it seems easy now.”

      “I’ve worked in the kitchens and dining rooms at the shipyard since I was a girl, too,” affirmed Meg. “I’ve known all of them since I was barely eleven. They weren’t all so nice to me when I was in the kitchens, except for Miss Simpson and Chef Lazio. He told me that I could make something of myself, and that I should do, and Miss Simpson taught me how. So, you see, I’ve tried to improve my education and the way I speak.” Self-conscious, Meg blushed, surprised with herself for again revealing her deepest thoughts to this stranger.

      “You do have a serious look about you. Tell me, did you know any who served on the Titanic?” Mary hooked Meg’s arm through hers as they walked.

      Meg ignored the tingling feeling and focused on the reply. “I did. I worked at the shipyard when they built her, when she was launched, and when she sailed and was lost, but only as a scullion in the kitchens. The line, not the shipyard, hired the crew and staff. Yes, some did board from Belfast and some of those were lost, poor souls. Most would have boarded at Southampton, and then Cherbourg. Many were from England, a few from France and Italy.”

      “Oh, of course, how stupid of me.”

      “You weren’t to know. I knew some of the shipyard guarantee group, by sight anyway, and Mr Andrews, of course. All Belfast men. All lost.” At Mary’s perplexed look, Meg explained. “The guarantee group was a small group led by the shipwright, Mr Andrews. They sailed on maiden voyages to detect problems and fix them, but when you think about the Titanic, it was …”

      “‘She was alright when she left here,’ eh?” Mary laughed at the Belfast joke.

      “I never found that joke funny. I worked at Mr Andrews’s house a few times, for company parties. He had a big beautiful house on Windsor Avenue. I was only twelve, and in the kitchen. He signed pictures of the Titanic for all of us.” Meg frowned, thinking of the fifteen hundred or more lives lost, not to mention the pets and livestock. What was funny about that?

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make a joke of it. And he went down with the ship, Mr Andrews?”

      “He did. Many of the surviving passengers reported that he worked tirelessly to save others. He was a young man, with a wife and child at home.”

      “And the chef, the Italian one, your guardian angel, is he a Catholic?”

      Nonplussed by the question, Meg stuttered. “I … I don’t know. Why?”

      “I know your lot don’t allow Catholics to work in the shipyards. You threw some in the drink a couple of years ago, as I recall. Drowned some of the poor souls.”

      Her cheeks burnt crimson. “It was terrible what they did.” Wishing the walk would end quickly, Meg picked up the pace.

      “But you don’t allow Catholics to work in your yard, do you?” Mary persisted.

      “It’s the same at all the yards now,” she mumbled.

      “And the gasworks, the municipal offices, and a lot of other places,” said Mary, bitterness on her tongue.

      Meg frowned, her discomfort obvious. “When I was a child, there were Catholics in the kitchens, same as us, and some were friends, not that I ever told my father, of course.” Words failed her for several seconds. “Yesterday, I saw …” she began and stopped, stricken by the memory of the murdered man lying next to his lunch pail. She took a steadying breath. “Protestants have been let go, too.”

      “But just the ones who want Ireland reunited, the ‘rotten prods?’”

      “No, Mary, thousands of Protestants have been let go … we’re building few ships.” Meg halted, her face flushed with annoyance.

      “I’m sorry I upset you. You must ignore me. My mother says I’d upset a corpse. I’m always putting my foot in it.”

      Meg looked at her watch and resumed walking. “I should go. David will be waiting.”

      Racing along with Meg, Mary said quickly, “I am sorry, Meg. Let me make it up, please. Of course, we must get you back to David and onto your train,” Mary said with a fleeting smile. “You’ve got to be off the streets before the nightly curfew down there. What time is it?”

      “Ten o’clock.”

      “Come next weekend, if you like. I’ll be here.” The cheer that had brightened her face abruptly disappeared. “No, I won’t.” She chewed on a fingernail for a second. “The one after, yes. Come in a fortnight? Come then, will you? Shall I write to you?”

      Meg smiled and nodded, although she was quite sure there would be no invitation to return when the time came.

      “Grand! Let’s hurry now. I’d like to stop in the library and fetch a few books I think you’ll like.”
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      They hastened through the garden and crossed the lawn to the stone terrace. Mary yanked one of the tall glass doors until it opened after a few energetic tries. They entered a cavernous, high-ceilinged room.

      Meg had never been in a room with so many books, nor one so beautiful. A large, intricately carved marble fireplace in the centre wall separated polished wooden bookshelves spanning three sides. Tall wooden ladders were attached to shelves on two sides. Sparrow-brown leather chairs and a matching sofa—deep, worn, and inviting—sat before the fireplace. Two Turkish rugs lay across a gleaming wooden floor and one more was pinned by a long rectangular table of beautiful mahogany. It was cluttered with papers and scores of pens and pencils, a typewriting machine, and books of all sizes, a few open and waiting. A telephone teetered on one edge. Potted palms claimed two corners and the third held a phonograph on a stand inlaid with shamrocks and thistles, a pile of record albums at its feet. The room smelled of tobacco, turf, leather, and old books.

      “Now, let’s see.” Mary pinched her lower lip. “I know!” She sprang toward a ladder and clambered up. Once at the right height, she pushed herself across the shelving to the left of the fireplace. “I’ve found it—and this one, too. And this!” Quickly, she descended. “These are for improvement and enjoyment. We’d better hurry now!”

      Meg eyed the thick volume of Sherlock Holmes stories. “Thank you. I’ll take such good care of this. I’ve read a few of these and really enjoyed them.” Turning over the second volume, she found David Copperfield in her hands. “I’ve read this one. I loved it, but the copy I had was missing bits. I’ll love reading the whole thing.” The third she’d never seen before: Northanger Abbey by Jane Austen. She looked up to find herself alone and hurried to the terrace door.

      “Hurry or we’ll miss the train!” Mary shouted as she raced down the steps.
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      Clutching the volumes, Meg sprinted behind her, onto the pebbled drive. Her new friend plunge into the gloomy carriage house. She followed and found herself confronted with a large touring motorcar of military persuasion. Meg watched Mary as she fiddled with something behind the wheel. Hastily, she slid back out the passenger side and rushed to the front of the car. She attacked the starter handle as though wrenching someone’s arm out of its socket. The large motor exploded with life. Pressing the handle back into place, she raced back to the wheel. The motor relaxed, emitting a low whine.

      She motioned over the din of the motor for her to get in, and Meg obeyed. With two crunches of the gears, the Crossley lurched out of the carriage house. The tires scattered driveway pebbles as they slowed at the turn out of the drive. Mary put on more speed as they gained the straightaway.

      “We shall make your train, never fear!”

      Meg held onto her hat with one hand and clutched the books with the other. She still wore the rucksack and the Thermos dug into her spine. The pain didn’t bother her much because she didn’t expect to live through the ride. Unused to motorcars, it seemed that Mary drove like a madwoman. They manoeuvred along the coast, passing the golf course they’d crossed earlier. As Meg shifted to push the irritating Thermos to one side, Mary suddenly slowed and pulled the car onto the left verge.

      “I’ve got to put on my beret. My hair’s driving me mad.” She opened the glove box and searched through the contents. She found a pair of leather gloves and slid them on, then smoothed her hair before putting on a sky-blue beret.

      Meg, who greatly admired the color of Mary’s hair, was sorry to see most of it disappear under the hat. “You’ve lovely hair, golden,” she stammered over the roar of the engine.

      “What?”

      Meg repeated the compliment—loudly—and blushed.

      Mary laughed. “Thanks. You’ve lovely highlights to your hair—mine’s just the one colour.”

      They were off again with more crunching of gears and Mary’s focus glued to the road before them. Soon, they were entering the town of Portrush. Mary expertly found the train station and pulled the car before the ticket office. The Crossley squealed to an abrupt stop.

      She pointed at the motor’s clock, which reported eighteen minutes past six. “There, I told you I’d get you here in time.” She squirmed around to scan the ticket office. “But I don’t see your brother.”

      “He’ll be on the platform.”

      “So you’ll come in a fortnight, will you? We’ll start at the Patrick’s Well … I know, come to stay! Come on Friday and stay the weekend? We’ve plenty of room. Please?”

      Meg’s immediate reaction was to say no, or that she’d see. Instead, she grinned. “Yes. Alright.”

      “Grand! Since Mr Carstairs will be home that weekend, we’ll dress for dinner. Catch the late afternoon train on the Friday—the five o’clock, is it? I’ll meet you here,” said Mary excitedly.

      “How will I get in touch if … em.” Meg was already regretting her impulsive acceptance.

      “Ask the operator for Portstewart 12. She’ll put you through. Or write to Mary O’Neill, Portstewart—the postmistress knows us.”

      Meg agreed and climbed out of the Crossley.

      “Where will I write to you, Margaret Preston?”

      “50 Moore’s Place, Sandy Row, Belfast.”

      They said their goodbyes and Meg went through the ticket office and onto the platform. There, at the other end, was David, the dogs at his feet.
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      Sitting in third class, the last train car, Meg and David were lifted off their seats as the engineer made good time roaring down the tracks. The dogs stood with each bump and flopped with audible thumps during smooth sections.

      “I hope we live to reach Belfast. The fella driving must want to get to his pub,” quipped David.

      “He’s slowing. What’s the next call?”

      He peered out the window. “Ballymena.” He turned to his sister. “It’s started to rain. We had a good day ahead of it. So, how is your new friend?”

      “She’s, em, difficult. Interesting, bright … educated.”

      “Bossy?”

      Meg laughed. “You could say that. I should have fended her off us. I’m sorry. But she seemed to like me, which is more than I can say for her mother.”

      “Why wouldn’t her mother like a presentable young woman like yourself? It was fine with me that you spent the afternoon with her, really. I’m sure she does like you. You often think people don’t like you when given half a chance …”

      “Maybe. Mary’s asked me back to spend the weekend in a fortnight. I don’t know what the mother will think.”

      “Did you say yes?”

      She nodded. “But she may not keep the invitation when the time comes.”

      David regarded Meg closely. “If you think that, it should tell you a lot about her. Be careful with that one, Meggie.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve a notion about her. I know her mother’s the housekeeper and she lives in a wee cottage on the grounds of a big house, but I got the whiff of money off her, so be careful.”

      “Am I out of my depth?”

      “Yes.”

      They laughed.

      “And how do you know so much?” she prodded, poking his arm playfully.

      “I’ll tell you—there are these young ladies at the evening races sometimes—they like to have a flutter. They sit in the best section with their young men, in evening dress, but they like to place their bets themselves. A few come back to where we show the dogs before each race, and they flirt with us. Sometimes, they even offer to buy us drinks. They do! There’s Martin and me covered in dog, em, and there they stand in their furs and gowns. They can’t have been downwind of us. Your friend—Mary?”

      “Yes, Mary O’Neill.”

      “Mary O’Neill reminded me of those ones. And I’d bet good money she ate my sandwich.”

      Putting a hand over her mouth, Meg’s eyes widened. “I’m so sorry! You must be utterly famished.”

      “We had a pub lunch, the dogs and me. Very tasty it was, but five minutes with whatchamacallher and you forgot your own brother.”

      Meg scanned her brother’s profile as he peered out the window. “Martin is a handsome devil, but why on earth would the ladies be flirting with you?”

      Chuckling, David gave her a mock punch on the arm. “I’m handsome enough.”

      The ride was smoother after Ballymena, and Meg and David were soon lulled into sleep by the wheels thrumming the rails. Meg awakened and eyed her brother’s sleeping form, his face utterly untroubled, like that of a little boy’s. He may be right about Mary, but if she does invite me, I’ll go. I know I will.

      Gazing out the window, she calculated their location as they flew past the northeast tip of Lough Neagh at lake level—they soon would arrive in Belfast. She willed the train ride to go on, or to go back, to take her to a new life, one with walks along coasts so she might view the edge of the world … to embrace a life without her father, the shipyard … to cease sharing a bedroom with her sisters.

      David woke and, yawning, rubbed his eyes.

      “David, do you ever think about leaving? Starting a new life?”

      “Every day.”

      “You do? Would you emigrate like Will and Bob?”

      “If I could. Why not? America sounds exciting, but the passage is dear. England’s possible. I want to get away from Father, leave Belfast altogether. Yes, I do think it about it. Martin wants to work with horses and he’s thinking of trying racecourses in England and elsewhere in Ireland. Martin would help me out for a while. I’d already written to Will, but he wrote that there’s no room at the inn for me.”

      “You have been giving it thought. I wish our brother was more welcoming to you.”

      “I can’t blame him. He’s lumbered with a wife and children, and brothers-in-law— and remember, it’s their pub, not his.” He stopped talking as he stared across the train. “Which is too bad, because London sounds exciting to me, too. Anyway, even if I had the passage to America, I’d have to travel to Detroit for Bob’s help, and he’s written that he has another child on the way, so.” He exhaled softly. “Here, I meant to ask. Why was the old man calling you a rotten prod last night? Seemed particularly mad of him.”

      Meg swallowed heavily. “Yard men kicked a man to death yesterday morning—a Catholic man pretending not to be, so he could work in the yard. I saw them—I hadn’t any choice. It was awful.”

      David whistled and took her hand. “And you told Father? That was brave.”

      “I told them all. After he had a go at me, Annie had a go because of Ned. I’m not sure why I told them, but it was so awful, I couldn’t pretend it hadn’t happened. Father’s always talking about killing them … I saw it done.”

      “I can’t see why you did, but it was very brave … my method with him is to stay out of his way, not call attention. Doesn’t always work. I don’t know what Annie thinks will happen when she tells him about Ned.” David turned to the window and smiled dryly. “But here, we’re home in good old Belfast. Hurrah.”
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      Cheered by the sight of Martin waiting on his horse cart outside the railway station, Meg, David, and the dogs ran over to pile in. Meg took a seat next to Martin. “It was nice of you to fetch us again. You must be very busy. Do you manage the kennel?”

      “Ach, no. I only work there, like himself in the back.”

      David pushed his head in between them. “What’s this about me now?”

      “We were just talking about how hopeless you are,” said Martin, flashing a brilliant smile. He wore his tweed cap backwards over curly light brown hair, creating a rakish effect.

      Meg stared into his startling blue eyes. My, he’s a one isn’t he? The girls must fall all over him.

      He continued to talk out of the side of his mouth as he watched traffic beyond the horse pulling them through Belfast streets. “I like my work, I love dogs, but what I’d really like to do is work with horses. Thoroughbreds. It’s hard to get a job at a racecourse or with a breeder unless you know someone, and I don’t.”

      David yelled from the back. “Speaking of horseflesh, Martin, do you think you could urge this nag on a bit? It’s raining.”

      “I could not. She’s trotting at a good pace considering the trams, carriages, and motors hurling themselves at us. Nell and me, we know what we’re doing.” He shot David a quick look and clicked his tongue. “I’m saving all I can to take myself over to England and travel around the big courses … see what I can pick up as a walker or mucking out stalls. I’ve ridden since I was four—we always kept an old nag out the back. And I’ve ridden thoroughbreds along the strand in Down for breeders, but the jobs have always been temporary … unless you know someone.”

      Meg thought for a moment. “You might know someone. Our future brother-in-law is only a turf accountant, but he took my sister Annie and me to Epsom last fall. He might know someone over there to help you. Ned’s worked everywhere … all over England, France, and in the south, too, at the courses in Dublin and Kildare.”

      “Aye? It’s worth a try. Thanks.”

      “Go over to the Wright Turf Accountancy on the Lisburn Road and ask for Ned Wright. Tell him Meg and David sent you.”

      “I know David can direct me to the turf accountants well enough,” said Martin, turning to David and laughing.

      David pushed his head between them again. “Here, keep me out of this. I can’t vouch for Martin.”

      “Just last evening you told me he was very reliable,” Meg protested with a wink.

      “Oh. So I did.”

      The trio laughed.

      “Well, here we are … so I’ve brought you home, safe and sound.”

      Meg climbed down. David jumped out, and checked his wristwatch. “Here, Martin, you’d better drive back at a good clip. It’s past nine.”

      “I’ll be fine. The police stopped Nell and me driving late one night. One of the constables rode with me all the way to the kennels, asking for racing tips the entire journey. His partner followed us in the Black Maria.” Martin chuckled.

      “These two mutts need a good rest now. They ran their paces today, and I shared a meal with them,” David advised.

      “No beer?”

      “Only a wee dram with lots of water. Goodnight then, Martin, and thanks. Take care, now. Goodnight fellas.” He stroked the dogs’ smooth, narrow heads.
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      David and Meg entered Moore’s Place to an exact replica of the evening before and countless others: their father reading by the fire and yawning, their sisters sitting at the table, Annie knitting and Jinny reading a book. In the kitchen, Meg began unpacking her rucksack as David flopped into a chair at the table.

      “I’ve kept your plates warm. You must be starved,” Jinny told them. “Tsk, the salmon will be dry.”

      “I could eat a horse, but not the one that just drove us home,” joked David, stretching his long arms.

      “You should see his pal Martin. A handsome devil!” Meg laughed. To her surprise, David blushed.

      “But I know Martin. David brings him in the afternoon sometimes, when you’re all at work. He’s good company, Martin is. As nice as he is handsome.”

      Annie sidled up to Meg while Jinny continued talking about Martin to David. She whispered, “It’s too near the curfew now, but can we go for a stroll tomorrow night?”

      Meg wasn’t sure she’d heard her correctly over the water pumping into the old Belfast sink as she rinsed the Thermos. She released the pump handle and looked at her with surprise.

      Discreetly, Annie pointed at Jinny and shook her head. Meg gazed at an animated Jinny and noticed the drabness of her old jumper and the shabbiness of her slippers. We must do something nice for Jinny— she’s starting to look old.
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      The next evening, the Sunday meal followed the family pattern: David and their father ate in silence, and the three sisters spoke quietly. To save money, the casserole contained more kidney than chop. His only conversation, their father praised Annie’s pastry crust as light and delicious. Meg kept her lifelong dislike for meat pies to herself, as she had learned to do, and ate sparingly.

      Annie hopped up and began clearing as soon as their father went into the parlour to smoke his pipe. David put his elbows on the table and stared into his cup.

      “David?” his father called. “Go out and get me a small tin of tobacco.”

      As he rose from his seat, Meg hurried over and pushed him back down. “I’ll go, Father.”

      David looked perplexed, but he remained seated under the pressure of her hands.

      “I’ll go with you, keep you company,” Annie piped in. “You rest your feet, Jinny, and leave the washing up for us.”

      “I will. I’m that weary tonight. I can’t think why—oh, from the shopping trip yesterday. That’s why. What a craic, Meggie.”

      “Wait till we get back. You can tell her again later,” said Annie, walking into the parlour. She held her hand out and her father slowly pulled a coin purse from of his cardigan pocket and, after some decision, put a coin on her palm.

      “Where will we go for your tobacco? Are they not closed given it’s Sunday?”

      “Go to the back of Mrs Carroll’s. She’ll let you in and sell you what you want,” he said with a dismissive wave.
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      Once on the little street, Meg turned to her sister. “What is all this mystery?” Wondering what Annie wanted from her made her nervous. It could be anything and Meg had been taught by her older sisters’ example to yield to Annie’s desires and whims, as well as her tantrums. Walking on eggshells, they yielded to Annie the abandoned, Annie the damaged. They would never be able to make it up to her. All so terribly true.

      Annie patted her thick black hair, swept into a new hairstyle with wings and pinned swirls. “It’s Ned. He wants me and you to go with him and his brother, John, to Donegal.”

      “Donegal! Why on earth?” asked Meg, stunned.

      “John is very sick and the doctor said a trip to the sea would do him good.”

      “The sea? Haven’t we enough sea right here in Belfast?”

      “It’s for the good air there … I don’t know. Anyway, Ned will arrange the motorcars. An ambulance car for his brother and a touring car for us—it will be very comfortable. But of course I can’t tell Father any of that, so I thought I’d say that I was going on another long tramp with you for a few days.”

      “When is this to be?” asked Meg, surprised.

      “At the weekend. Oh, please say yes. I want to help Ned and John so the mother may think well of me,” pleaded Annie.

      “Chance is a fine thing! Didn’t you tell me that she was very religious?”

      “She is, but if I convert, she’ll accept me and we can marry—she’s told me so herself.”

      “Do you have to convert to marry Ned? Father will never forgive you.”

      “I do, but I’ll not tell Father.”

      “Not tell him? But he’ll have to know you’re married, and who you married!”

      “I’ll tell him afterward.” Her face was as petulant as a child’s as she pulled herself up to her full height.

      Meg blew air through pursed lips, staggered yet impressed by her sister’s mutiny. “I thought you were fond of Father, Annie.”

      Annie waved her hand in the air as though pestered by an insect. “This is my chance. I want a husband and my own home, and I want children. I don’t want to end up like …”

      “Me?”

      “I was going to say like Jinny. You’re young yet.”

      Yes, I want to leave, too. Does she know I do? Deciding to change the direction of the conversation, Meg laughed lightly. “This must be love, eh?”

      Annie shrugged. “It’s close enough.”

      “Ned’s grand.”

      “He is. He earns good money, has no debt. Ned and John started the turf accountancy with money from the mother. That’s as close as he gets to horses now—his family always kept a horse. They all do up in the Pound Loney. He wanted to be a jockey, but it didn’t work out for him.” Smiling wryly, she surveyed the sky. “He says he’s never bet a penny on a horse, that it’s a fool’s game. He’s very good with figures, a real whiz.” She released a long sigh. “Fortunately, not everyone thinks it’s a fool’s game.”

      Meg laughed outright. “Speaking of betting fools, you’d not have met Ned if not for David’s racing debts. Ned wouldn’t have ventured into Sandy Row, not last year with all the shootings, unless he was determined to collect David’s debt. Still, I don’t see how you’ll tell Father …”

      “My mind’s made up. Anyway, we’ll live off the Stranmillis, where nobody’ll care what we are, they’ll be no trouble for us, and Ned’s mother can take our children to her church as often as she likes.”

      “I don’t see how anyone is going to believe that you’re going on one of my tramps, Annie dear.”

      “Ach, I’ll work it all out, don’t worry,” she exclaimed.

      “You’ve it all plotted and planned, as usual.”

      “Oh, please. I’ll do anything you like, but just do this for me?”

      Meg had made many such bargains with Annie over the years and it was always tricky, since Annie often went back on her word. Meg understood that she’d be just as guilty of this conspiracy in her father’s eyes, so the approach with her sister would have to be careful.

      Taking a deep breath to summon courage, Meg nodded tersely. “I’d like three things. First, stop making a joke of me with Father. I don’t want to be a figure of fun for him or anyone.” The second thing she couldn’t bring herself to ask: to stop raging at them about the wretched experience with their aunt and uncle. It was the least they could bear … and nothing compared to what she’d had to endure. “Two, em … alter that lovely dress you made to fit me. For the weekend after our trip.”

      “The crimson one? But that’s for … less than a fortnight from now?” Annie cupped her chin, deep in thought. “And three? I thought you had three things?”

      “Two.”

      “I don’t know if I can alter the dress in less than a fortnight, I’ll have to take it in a lot for you, and up as well. Besides, that crimson dress is for me to wear to meet Ned’s sisters one evening. Why do you want it?”

      “I’m to visit the family of a pleasant young woman we met walking yesterday, and they dress for dinner.” Raising her chin, she stared into Annie’s eyes, glowing like anthracite with curiosity.

      “They dress for dinner? Are they wealthy?”

      “Yes, they have a big house with servants.” Meg enjoyed referring to Mrs O’Neill as a servant as much as she enjoyed the astounded look on Annie’s face. “Those are my terms, so take them or leave them. You can make yourself another dress to wear for the sisters, or wear one you already have—you’ve a couple of stunners.” She watched Annie’s face, knowing she’d try to work another angle.

      Annie’s gaze rested on Meg’s hair. “I’m not sure it’s the best colour for you. One of the others might suit you better, but if you like it, we’ll start the fitting tomorrow evening.”

      “And the joking with Father about me?”

      Her eyes shifted, but she nodded. “Aye, I’ll stop.”
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      The sisters walked down the alley to the back door of the shop and knocked. The locks turned and Mrs Caroll let them into a short dark corridor, lined from floor to ceiling with boxes of all shapes and sizes. The twosome followed Mrs Caroll into the shop. As the older woman went to turn on the lights, Annie turned and rolled her eyes. Meg suppressed a giggle.

      Standing at the register, Annie chose a tin of tobacco and sweets from a jar. While Annie made the purchases, Meg wandered along tiny aisles crammed with shelving and cases containing tobacco, pipes, jars of sweets, bundles of newspapers, teas, eggs, breads, and cakes. Dry goods were stacked around a middle counter. She passed whiskbrooms, stockings, dishtowels, and hairbrushes, piled together and gathering dust. She sensed Mrs Carroll’s beady eyes on her back, which was irritating; she’d been a customer since she couldn’t see over the counter, and nobody in her family had ever stolen.

      On the way back to the house, Annie grimaced. “That store smells like mice, ugh. I never buy anything that’s stored outside a tin or a jar.” She opened the bag of sweets and selected one. “We’ll have to tell Jinny about the trip … I mean the real one … I suppose.”

      “You’ll have to work that one out as well, without hurting her feelings. And Annie, I don’t want Father to know about my new friend or the coming weekend— I’ll tell that to Jinny myself.”

      Annie nodded, sucking vigorously.

      Nearing their house, Meg stopped her sister and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Are you sure about all of this? Becoming Catholic? I’m worried for you, because there’s so much violence against them. The who man was kicked to death at my yard?” She shuddered. I can’t forget his face.

      Lifting her chin defiantly, Annie said, “I’m sure. I’m already taking the instruction at St. Malachy’s. I don’t think Ned’s brother will marry, he’s that ill. The only other brother died as a boy, and his two sisters are older and spinsters. They’re safely tucked away in a convent now, and they’re considering staying for good. John and the mother own a lovely house off the Stranmillis on St. Ives Gardens, and the mother owns their house on Lady Street and several others besides, ones she rents. There’s the business and the two betting shops John and Ned own together.” She squared her shoulders. “My children will inherit it all and will want for nothing. No linen mills, or aunts and uncles, or tea factories. Just good schools, nice clothes, happy times, and indoor plumbing.”

      Meg had never seen her sister look as fierce and certain. “But do you believe in it?”

      “Believe? Believe in what?”

      “What they’re teaching you at St. Malachy’s.”

      Annie snorted. “No more, nor less than I do in ours. They seem nearly the same to me anyway, so why should I lose my chance to have a good life with Ned?” At the front door, she turned and placed a hand on Meg’s shoulder. “Will you stand up for me? At the wedding, I mean.”

      “But … the two of us are always at loggerheads. Surely you’ll want Florence?”

      “I want you.”

      “Why me?”

      “You and me, we were babies together with David. The others were so much older … I remember being in the sink with you, being scrubbed by our mother. I sobbed the day you went off to the shipyard kitchens, and on the day they came for me.” Overcome with emotion, Annie’s voice cracked and she looked away.

      Such a request—the surprise of it—left Meg floundering for an answering, but it quickly came to her. “It was Jinny scrubbing us in the sink, not Mother. Poor Mother was worn out by the time we came around. Please ask Jinny. She’s been like a mother to us.”

      They stood together in awkward silence until Meg asked, “If the sisters are in a convent, are they not nuns?”

      “I think it’s more of a visit for them, a whatchamacallit, a retreat. Ned says they’re daft, away in their heads, the pair of them—that’s all I know.”

      “They don’t work?”

      “They don’t have to. One of them tramps all over the Antrim Hills, like you, only at her leisure. The other one reads Latin. She learnt in a convent. The mother supports the two of them.”

      “Latin?” Meg stared into the distance, trying to imagine something so foreign to her.

      Annie’s face looked grave. “Here, you won’t turn your back on me … afterward?”

      “No. I’ll enjoy being your children’s auntie. I’ll help spoil them.”

      Annie responded with a tense smile, but Meg frowned as they entered the tiny house, their secrets safe … for the moment.

      The bargain struck reminded Meg of helping Annie with her knitting—Meg holding the unraveled skein around both hands, Annie using hers to wind it into a ball. Just like the yarn, this bargain would take their four hands to keep.
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      “And did you enjoy Donegal, Miss Preston?” asked Mr Carstairs as he led her into the sizeable dining room.

      Meg felt confident going into the room with him. Mary, wearing a bright emerald-green gown, followed. Annie had fitted the beautiful crimson dress to fit her perfectly and she had no qualms about table service or how to behave; years at the executive dining room had taught her all of that.

      The constrained table setting was proper, she noted, but confusing, set for four, yet no fourth had joined them. She’d hoped for flowers, but there were none. The crystal, silver, and polished wood sparkled in the candlelight, which also highlighted twisted gold threads in the flocked wallpaper. The china and silverware appeared to be very fine, but Meg wasn’t familiar with the patterns: scallop shells on the heavy cutlery handles; dark blue, orange and gold entwined and looped the edges of the milk-white plates.

      All too aware of her ignorance and lack of education, Meg feared making grammatical mistakes or appearing foolish. The sherry served in the drawing room had gone to her head a little and she was pink-cheeked with nervous excitement.

      “It was, em, windy. Very windy,” she stammered, suddenly feeling the exhaustion of the long workweek, capped by a frantic dash to catch the late afternoon train. She’d only recovered from the run down the Belfast platform when they arrived in Coleraine, where she had to dash across the platforms to catch the train to Portrush.

      Her companions laughed. Carstairs pulled out chairs for Meg and Mary, and sat between them. Although bald, he was a nice looking man of small stature; what little hair remained, a dull yellow mixed with brilliant white, was kept short. His was an unlined face, with bright cornflower-blue eyes tinged with humor and kindness. Like all men, he looked very handsome in a classic dinner jacket.

      Meg blushed when they laughed. She removed her napkin—thick linen damask, washed and properly ironed— from its silver ring, and placed it onto her lap with exaggerated care.

      “As I recall, everything was Irish language—all the signs and the chatter of the natives,” he said casually.

      Surprised, Meg looked up. “So it was! We thought the people talking near us were foreigners, at first. You could have knocked us over when we learnt they were speaking Irish. Some couldn’t speak English—can you imagine?”

      Mr Carstairs smiled, amused by her sudden animation. On Mary’s face, Meg found only disapproval.

      Mary passed a basket of rolls to Mr Carstairs and said, “Imagine! Foreigners in their own land.”

      Frowning at Mary, Carstairs turned back to their guest. “You traveled there with your sister and her fiancé … to see the sights?”

      Meg took the roll basket he passed. “No, we took her fiancé’s brother, who’s ill, to Donegal. His brother was sent to the west by his doctor for lung trouble, but it was so windy, the poor man couldn’t breathe outdoors, so we packed up and left.” She thought of Ned’s brother John, lying on the gurney in the ambulance car, waiting patiently for the trip home to start. As pale as a moth, he’d spent most of the trip with his eyes closed. The entire affair must have tortured him. Meg couldn’t understand why he’d agreed to go.

      “And what is the nature of his lung affliction?” asked Mr Carstairs with a sad smile.

      Meg hesitated. It was a word not easily spoken aloud, one tinged with shame and fear, but she finally answered. “Consumption.”

      He appeared undisturbed by the word. “I would have thought that a warm climate would be more helpful. I have a colleague out in Egypt, in Cairo, a top lung man. I shall write his address on a card for you to give to your future brother-in-law … and if he agrees, I’ll write to my friend.” He started to say more, but the entry of Mary’s mother and uncle served as distraction.

      They carried platters laden with fragrant food and placed them on both sides of Mr Carstairs, who stood to carve the roast shoulder of lamb. The two returned twice to the table with covered dishes. Meg felt very embarrassed to have Mary’s mother serve her this way, but Mary seemed completely at ease.

      “Thank you Mrs O’Neill, it all looks delicious,” said Mr Carstairs, concentrating on carving.

      Mrs O’Neill smiled with satisfaction, and she and her brother left the dining room.

      “Now, ladies, I hope your appetites are up to this lovely meal.” He continued to place slices of meat onto a large platter.

      “Oh, champ! My favorite.” Mary grabbed a serving spoon to place a mound of the potato and nettle dish on her own plate.

      “Please serve our guest first, Mary,” he instructed curtly.

      Meg didn’t understand this odd collection of people—or odd family, as the case might be. Mary acted like a daughter to the man who wasn’t her father, while her own mother and uncle served them dinner.

      “And please wait for your mother.”

      Even more baffled, Meg watched Mrs O’Neill enter, this time without an apron and carrying an entire plaice on an oval platter. She gracefully made her way to the table, one hand holding the long skirts of her black gown to one side, the other offering the fish on high. She smiled at Mr Carstairs as she placed the platter at the other end of the table and sat. With great flourish, she shook her napkin free and placed it in her impressive décolletage.

      Mr Carstairs, obviously delighted, walked to her end of the table with a decanter of wine, and filled her goblet. Then he served Meg, Mary, and finally himself.

      He held his glass aloft. “Cheers, ladies!”

      Meg raised her glass. “Cheers!”

      Mary and her mother looked at one another and raised theirs.
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      When they finished the apple charlotte dessert, Mrs O’Neill led the two women and Mr Carstairs, who carried the coffee tray, into the drawing room. The four settled into two fern-green velvet sofas facing each other before the fireplace. Settled in enormous cushions, the company fell quiet as they watched the fire burn orange and blue from the turf and coal. Meg looked through a window to the sky above the black outline of treetops. The May Irish sky was a darker grey now, and as dark as it would be all night.

      Turning to include first Mr Carstairs, and then Mrs O’Neill, who sat with Mary opposite, Meg humbly said, “Thank you for inviting me to stay in your beautiful home, Mr Carstairs, and for the delicious dinner, Mrs O’Neill.” She willed herself to relax.

      Mr Carstairs smiled “You are very welcome.”

      Ignoring Meg’s thanks, Mrs O’Neill turned to Mr Carstairs. “Are you going down to Belfast tomorrow?”

      “I’m afraid that I must, although I’d rather stay at home.” He set a lighted match to the tip of his cigar. “It seems as though I’ve not been at home for some time, and with you lovely ladies here, it seems a shame to dash off.”

      “That’s alright then. I’ve promised my sister I’d visit her, and I wouldn’t want to leave your cuisine to Mary!” She laughed at her daughter’s expense, but Mary laughed, too.

      “You’d be better off with Uncle Frank’s cooking,” Mary advised.

      “So he would—Frank is a dab hand at the range, but he’s coming with me to Coleraine to visit our sister, for once. That’s settled then. You girls will have to make do with what’s in the larder—you’re on your own.” Mrs O’Neill looked from her daughter’s face to Meg’s and back again. “You’ll have to do the washing up too, mind. Mrs O’Halloran’s daughter had a baby and she’ll leave tonight to spend the week helping them.”

      “That’s no hardship, so don’t fret. Mammy’s larder is bulging with delicacies,” Mary assured Meg with a comforting grin. “The hardship will come in leaving the kitchen to Mrs O’Halloran’s standards.”

      Meg grinned in return, but Mrs O’Neill didn’t return the favor of Meg’s cheer. When Mr Carstairs spoke again, Meg assumed that it would be to return to their easy-going conversation. Instead he asked, “And what do you think of the partition of Ulster, or part of Ulster, from the rest of Ireland, Miss Preston?”

      There it was. Meg’s biggest fear: a difficult and potentially dangerous topic of conversation. The cheer disappeared. She was glad for the relative gloom of the room, lit only by the small fire. All eyes were on her, even her own, as she faced a large rectangular wall mirror set in a gold frame. “I … I don’t understand it.” Her face burned as she half-turned to him to avoid the women on the sofa opposite.

      Mr Carstairs’ expression was one of compassion. “Most of us don’t, since it was the result of a very complex series of negotiations to create two Irelands … with the real intent the creation of the Free State for most of our island, and British retention of what’s left of the north.”

      “I suppose I don’t understand … why most of Ireland would want to leave the protection of Britain. I believe that the Free State will remain part of the Commonwealth, but …” Meg had rarely felt so stupid or out of her depth.

      Mary snorted with laughter. “Do you not?”

      Meg felt her hand shake as she put the coffee cup on the small table beside her. She glanced at Mrs O’Neill, who was clearly enjoying her flustered state.

      “After hundreds of years of murder, famine, and injustice at the hands of the British, why would Irish people want to stay? I suppose since your people weren’t hurt by the British you can’t, or won’t, understand,” Mary sniped.

      “Now Mary, Miss Preston has a good point. How will the Free State survive without subsidization by Britain? The leaders have argued the point, so it’s a fair one,” said Mr Carstairs with a disapproving look.

      “Subsidization? Strangulation, more like. And now that the Special Powers Act is in place, they can bloody well do what they want with us up here. Stop us, arrest us, jail us,” Mary exclaimed, having moved to the edge of her seat.

      Mrs O’Neill clapped her hands lightly. “That’s more than enough now, Mary, and do not swear. You don’t understand these things.”

      “Forgive our very own republican, Miss Preston. Mary, you have the right to your opinion, certainly, but you haven’t the right to be rude,” Mr Carstairs stated firmly.

      Mary opened her mouth, but before she could get a word out, her mother spoke. “Now girls, it’s late and we’re all hoping for our beds, I’m sure. Mary, show your guest upstairs to her room.”

      To Meg’s surprise, Mary rose at once. “Goodnight Mam, goodnight Mr Carstairs.”

      “And Mary, I expect you to be a gracious hostess. See that you do.” Mr Carstairs frowned at his glowing cigar. “Miss Preston, please enjoy the house and grounds.”

      Meg popped off the sofa and recited a second thank-you for the evening. Mr Carstairs wished her goodnight as she backed out of the room. Mary closed the door behind them and strode down the hall to the staircase at top speed, holding the skirt of her green gown above her feet. Meg trotted behind, regretting the agreement to stay for the weekend. As Meg reached the landing, she heard an upstairs door bang. Mary had vanished.
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      A small turf fire in the grate provided Meg’s room with a dim glow. After closing the door quietly, she tried to unfasten Annie’s garnet necklace, on loan for the weekend, but couldn’t.

      She undressed quickly, replacing undergarments with a simple white nightgown and her new dressing gown of a robin’s-egg blue, purchased for the weekend stay. Carrying the old battered leather suitcase to the carved bench at the base of the sizeable bed, she snapped it open and planned an early escape.

      She regretted the need for the escape as she switched on the electric light in the bathroom—a beautiful room with white ceramic toilet and sink, large claw-footed bathtub with gleaming fittings, and luxuriously thick towels folded and perfectly aligned on the shelving. Fresh bars of soaps filled the air with a subtle floral scent.

      As Meg turned down the white-and-pink brocade bed cover, a gentle knock rapped on the door.

      Mary’s muffled voice sounded anxious. “Meg, please open the door. I’m sorry.”

      Opening the door, Meg stood aside and beckoned her in.

      Mary walked in, small bare feet peeking out from her gown. In the middle of the room, she stopped and nervously wrung her hands. “I’m sorry that I was rude to you. I didn’t mean to have a go at you, it’s just that I … I’m very passionate about Ireland freeing herself. There’s no other way to put it, even though it may sound silly. I told you my father died for Home Rule, and we’ve made no progress up here, none. I … I’m a bit of a mad woman about it, I suppose. It’s what my mother tells me.”

      “It’s your right to be in favor of the Free State, but you got so angry with me … I can’t help what I am. We don’t know each other. Perhaps we shouldn’t try to be friends.”

      Mary sat down on the vanity bench, eyeing the open suitcase.

      “You’re not leaving, are you?”

      “Tomorrow morning. I think it’s best.”

      “Meg, please give me another chance. Stay, at least stay tomorrow, and we’ll take long walks, eat well, and … and we’ll drink!”

      In spite of herself, Meg laughed. “I’ll stay, but only if we don’t talk about the partition. Then we’ll see. You can take me to St. Patrick’s Well and the rest of the sights, which I’d very much like. The truth is, I’d love to stay in this beautiful place, but …”

      “I swear that we’ll only talk nonsense. I’ll show you gorgeous sights and keep my mouth shut.” Mary’s eyes shifted before she met Meg’s gaze again. “No, I can’t promise that, if I’m to be honest. But I swear we’ll have a grand time, just … please forgive me and stay. I’m not used to having a friend and I fear it shows.” She stood and offered a hand.

      They shook hands solemnly, striking a deal.

      “I’ll make it up to you, I promise, and we’ll have a lovely day.”

      “Only after I’ve had a long soak in that tub.”

      “Agreed. My uncle will stoke the boiler before they leave, so you’ll have plenty of hot water.”

      “I must ask … why does your mother dislike me so?”

      “It’s not you, and I am sorry she’s so cold toward you. She’s disliked my friends in the past and doesn’t trust that I could pick a new one who’s nice. Sorry. I’ll have a talk to her.”

      They stood in awkward silence for a moment. “Right. I’ll be off to bed then,” Mary finally said.

      Noting that she still appeared a bit nervous, Meg wished her a good night and closed the door. As she crossed the room, she absently touched the necklace and realised she’d been afraid to ask Mary to unclasp it.
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      Rising early, Meg started to step into the tub filled with hot water and heavily sprinkled with verbena bath salts, then glanced at the full-length mirror hanging behind the door. She’d never seen herself fully naked in a mirror. Wiping condensation from the glass with a washcloth, she studied her body with a scientific eye, as though the woman in the mirror wasn’t really her.

      She decided she was indeed stringy, with muscles defined in thin limbs; veins like cords ran down her arms. Clenching, she could even see muscles in her abdomen. That her breasts were small was no surprise, but she was pleased with the shape. She touched her nipples and surveyed herself up and down, down and up, stopping to rest on the reddish brown hair at her cleft. Touching it fleetingly, she felt a tingle.

      She twisted hard to see as much of her backside as possible and, again was pleased with what greeted her—the graceful curve of her back, the full shape of her high firm bum. Stepping close, she studied the face she’d only viewed in the small shaving mirror hung high on the pantry wall. She didn’t mind the dark thick eyebrows arched over large, worried hazel eyes and she was fine with an unremarkable nose.

      There were fewer freckles than she’d had as a girl and no spots; her skin was clear. Holding back the hair she despised, she studied tight small ears. Her lips, however, were disappointing—she’d have preferred Annie’s Cupid’s bow shape. Grimacing, she checked her teeth and found them to be straight and white enough. With one last cursory review of her naked body, she entered the hot bath, and leant her head back. What a luxury. Sniffing several soaps, Meg chose the one with Vinolia stamped on one side.
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      The young women stepped into a glorious spring day after a hearty breakfast and walked along the strand for hours before climbing a cliff west of O’Hara’s Castle. Spreading an old ruby-red rug on the scratchy grass, they enjoyed a picnic lunch and rest. Sitting under a beautiful brilliant sky, they chatted casually about the weather, wondering if it would always be so perfect on days spent together.

      Mary turned onto her side, leaning on an elbow as Meg described Annie’s secret—now delayed—wedding. “Ned says they can’t marry now because of his brother John’s illness. The mother and Ned have left their own house and are living in John’s, so they might care for him. Annie can visit John’s house since the mother is there, and it’s right near Queen’s, off the Stranmillis Road, so it’s … convenient.”

      “And the sisters? Where do they live?”

      “Annie says they go in and out of convents, but they’re not nuns, not really. Ned thinks they’re daft. The mother supports them—in fact, she’s supported them all. She bought the house for John, and she funded the business for Ned and John.”

      “Ned and his brother and sisters sound as spoiled as I am,” Mary stated without shame.

      “I wouldn’t know. Nobody supported any of us once we turned ten,” Meg grumbled.

      Mary rolled onto her back. “Tell me to stop talking if you like, but you must admit that regardless of the brother’s health, Ned and Annie haven’t chosen the best of times to join in matrimony, given the religious divide in Belfast.” She squinted against the bright golden sunlight bathing her side of the blanket. “The Troubles in Belfast reached a new height just as Ned proposed and Annie accepted.” The young woman laughed in a harsh bark at her own dark humor. “Sorry if I’ve veered off talking nonsense.”

      Meg laughed too, but it drifted thin on the wind. “Everything does seem so much worse these last few years … the rioting, the violence …” Looking shyly at Mary, she wondered if she’d provoke her anger with this line of discussion.

      “You’re not wrong. Northern Ireland has done nothing but ratchet the brutality towards Catholics. The police are a disgrace— these ‘Specials’ are nothing but murderers and rapists, with a knack for arson. And the ones in charge turn a blind eye to their crimes. Burning people out of their homes, taking the vote away, taking jobs away.”

      Meg was surprised at the soft tone of Mary’s voice as she uttered these harsh words, shocking words, yet she felt comfortable enough to express thoughts generally kept to herself. “So many are redundant now, from the yards too, that they’ve time on their hands to join in the rioting. I don’t know what will happen at our yard—they seem to cut the men on a daily basis now.”

      Mary sat up and leant her back against a rock. “Never fear, my dear. The government will rally the troops and blame the Catholics for everything that’s gone wrong.” She threw back her head and produced her usual musical laugh. “Not that I’ve ever suffered a moment’s worth of hardship or trouble or deprivation, mind, but so many have.” Her smile vanished and she looked uncertainly at Meg.

      “I don’t hold with that, not with treating people badly,” she responded boldly. “I don’t know politics like you do, but I understand that’s wrong. You don’t know me, but I hope that you’ll appreciate that about me.”

      Mary’s smile returned. “Why Margaret Preston, I do believe you’re a ‘rotten prod’ after all.”

      Meg found it upsetting to be called a rotten Protestant, but managed a weak smile. Still, as much as she worried about the future of the shipyard and her job, she couldn’t see how anyone could blame the Catholics of Belfast for any of it since they hadn’t been allowed to work in many places for years. Mary was right though; people would believe it. Certainly, her father did.

      “I’ve been lucky to have Mr Carstairs opening doors for me, keeping me safe with me mammy in a heavenly place in Portstewart … like a lovely little parcel … but I can’t live like a babe in swaddling forever. I’ll have to do something to help.” She sighed and shrugged. “I just don’t know what … yet. And I know that you’ve had a much harder time than me. I mean for heaven’s sake, while you were working in the shipyard kitchens, I was learning how to paint with watercolors! I’ve had a cushioned life, especially for a wee Catholic girl, the daughter of a housekeeper … so far, anyway.”

      “Will we lose you to the Irish Republican Army, then?” asked Meg half-jokingly. She shocked herself with the jest. But then, this didn’t exactly feel like a new friendship. This weekend, she’d already revealed more about herself, her family, and her thoughts than she could remember doing with anyone, besides David or Lillian. But not about my true feelings … not to David or Lillian, or about what happened with Amy. I haven’t shared what really happened….

      “Perhaps. I had two teachers who were Republicans. Sister Bridgid, ha! She was a real firebrand, and Sister Hildegard, my favourite. Sister Hildegard—the one who taught botany and cookery—talked about the politics and history of injustice on this island while we kneaded bread dough.” She held a hand up in front of her face. “You’ve such nice hands, Meg, graceful ones. Mine look like I’m still ten years old, soft, with stubby fingers.”

      “I have to keep mine nice for my job. Anyway, if you didn’t bite your nails down to the quick, they’d have a chance.” Meg laughed, but Mary scowled at her hand, then stretched an arm and plucked a long blade of grass. The piece of grass between her teeth, she maintained silence.

      Meg could hear the wind now; it had started to howl over the surf and around the cliffs below. A day from her childhood, one she hadn’t thought about in years, returned uninvited, and replayed itself in its entirety.

      She eyed Mary for several seconds, then decided she’d reveal it. “Here’s a funny thing … I just recalled a day when I was a child. I don’t know why, because it was a winter afternoon, bitter cold … I’d followed my brothers to the playing fields along the Lagan River. That’s a long way from our house on wee legs. Once there, my brothers ran so far ahead of me that I lost them—they lost me—and I had to make my way home alone in the dark. I met odd creatures on the way, I can tell you. I was very scared and very cold.”

      “Which brothers were these?”

      “Bob and Will. Not David. He would have stayed with me.”

      “That wasn’t nice to leave you like that.”

      “No, but I was a pest, and they’d told me to go home all along. Anyway, by the time I arrived home, it was pitch dark, and my father had winkled the story out of the boys. They were on their way out to find me.” Meg’s voice grew strained. “My mother was ill. She was crying she was so upset … thought the worst, you see. I was sent to bed without tea, as were the boys, but my mother, ill as she was, came up to our bedroom with milk and cake, and smoothed my hair.” She sighed softly. The upset she’d caused her mother clung to her, as if welded to her heart—that summer, she’d died.

      With that vivid, raw memory, Meg couldn’t finish her story. She didn’t cry, but the pain in her throat made it impossible to speak. Mary got up, knelt and put her arms around her. Meg put her arms around Mary, who did her best to adjust her frame to Meg’s longer one.

      With an encouraging smile, Mary guided them down onto the rug in the grass, where she smoothed Meg’s windblown hair and then gently kissed her lips.

      Meg withdrew, surprised. “I … I can’t.”

      “I’m sorry. I thought …”

      She looked away. “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I’m sorry.”

      “This is awkward. I’m not sure what we should do now.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Meg repeated, not certain what to say. “I’m sorry.”

      “So you’ve said, but I felt …” Mary stood.

      Meg hopped to her feet. “I … I can’t. I promised myself I’d never let anyone … that I wouldn’t … ever again.”

      “Because of Amy?”

      “How … yes.”

      Mary idly adjusted the belt of her dress. “We can still be friends.”

      “Can we? Yes, of course we can. I’d like that.”

      “Good. Shall we pack up and walk on?”

      She acts as though nothing happened. Could I have imagined it? Meg managed a quick nod. She’d felt the soft yearning pressure of Mary’s lips on hers—and she felt it in her stomach still. No, I’d not imagined it.
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      Mary turned the gramophone handle and placed the needle gently on the spinning record.

      “What are you playing?” Meg sat on the wide brown leather sofa in the library, thumbing through a magazine about society people and their lavish parties.

      “The Southern Syncopated Orchestra.”

      Dropping the magazine, Meg winced. “Isn’t it terrible what happened to them?”

      “Terrible. So many of the orchestra lost … which convinces me never to travel by sea. Do you like them?”

      “Very much.”

      The music started and Mary pushed a Turkish carpet out of the way. She began to hobble and slide in an enthusiastic black bottom. “Come on, Meg, dance with me!”

      She hesitated, then jumped up and added her own expert version to Mary’s slightly clumsy one.

      “Oh, I say! You’re very good!”

      “David taught me. He worked at a palais de danse when he was younger, waiting tables. The professional dancers liked him and taught him how to dance. We chipped in and bought a gramophone, and he taught all of us at home. Drove my father mad. He threatened to smash it, so we had to wait until he was out of the house.”

      The song ended and, breathless, Mary picked up the needle. “Whew! May I get you a drink? What would you like? Mr Carstairs has excellent whiskey.”

      “Only a dram. I’m not used to it.”

      Sitting with drinks in hand, Mary asked what other dances Meg knew.

      “Waltz and foxtrot. David even taught us to tango. How we all laughed. Very serious he was, very Rudolph Valentino.”

      “Would you teach me? There’s a tango record somewhere in the pile.”

      Mary hurried to the bar and generously refilled their glasses, then shuffled through the stack of record albums. Finding what she was looking for, she cranked the gramophone again, and held up her arms. “Show me how to tango.”

      Meg demonstrated the popular social dance with a smoldering expression. They laughed. She took Mary in her arms and led her around the room, Mary watching her feet. She stepped on Meg’s foot just as the record ended.

      “Clumsy me. Sorry.”

      “That’s fine. I’m not very good at leading. David always led.”

      “Let’s sit on the terrace.” Mary retrieved the drinks and they strolled onto the veranda.

      “What a beautiful evening.” She regarded the magenta sky and sighed appreciatively. “What a lovely sunset.”

      Mary motioned to a white iron table. “It must be fun to have a brother like David,” she commented, pulling out a seat for Meg. “Someone to dance with, someone to walk with.”

      “It is. I won’t have him much longer, though. He’s planning his escape.”

      “Escape?”

      She smiled ruefully. “From our house, our father, Belfast. He may join his pal in England or south in Dublin.”

      “Dublin! It’s my dream to move there, to be part of the Free State when the treaty goes into effect. We could visit him when he’s settled!”

      He’d hate that. “Er, yes, why not?”

      “It’s gotten chilly suddenly. Let’s go in. Show me another dance.”

      They found records for the waltz and the foxtrot. Meg taught Mary how to dance, and Mary refilled their glasses. Eventually, Mary wanted to revisit the tango and when they did, they held each other tightly. Toward the end of the record, Mary kissed Meg and, after a heartbeat’s hesitation, tipsy Meg yielded to the passionate kiss.

      Lying on the sofa, they listened to the soothing, lulling sounds of the surf and wind through the open French doors.  Pulling herself up, she smiled at Meg, then stood and held out a hand.

      Meg rose unsteadily and silently they ambled upstairs to the bedroom that was Meg’s for the weekend. Reclining on the bed, the two women kissed in the darkness. Then, slowly, shyly, they began to touch each other—hair, cheeks, neck, lips. Mary seemed to know what should happen and when. Meg explored Mary’s body tentatively.

      Clumsily, drunkenly, they shed their clothing, helping each other unbutton. They giggled often. Mary’s touch was light but sure, her tongue knowing. Forcing all thoughts aside, Meg gave in to the moment.
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      In the grainy light, Mary asked, “Did you know about us?”

      “I … I wasn’t sure.” Meg turned to look into Mary’s eyes, “Did you know about me?”

      “The story about Amy gave me hope. And when I kissed you, I felt it. Before then, did you know about me?”

      “Since you told me, there wasn’t much mystery.”

      Mary laughed. “I suppose not, although others would have told me I hadn’t met the right man yet. You didn’t. I noticed.”

      “No, I knew what you’d meant, right enough. Who have you, I mean …”

      “A few of the girls at school, but that was silliness. One woman.”

      An awkward silence fell between them. Meg was dying to ask more about the “one woman,” but something in Mary’s terse reply closed the door.

      “I don’t suppose you’re hungry at all? Only my mother’s larder is sitting down there, unmolested.”

      “I didn’t want to say, but my stomach feels like a drum. And I’m parched.”

      Mary went downstairs, returning with a tray laden with buttered bread, tea, roasted chicken legs, and a bottle of champagne. She lit fat white candles and placed them around the room. Sitting in bed, they ate and drank everything.

      Sated, they lay down again and whispered into each other’s ears.

      “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?” Mary whispered.

      “The worst thing I’ve ever done?” This? “Em, I stole a penny for candy from my sister Lizzie’s purse.”

      “That’s the worst thing you’ve ever done? I don’t believe you.”

      Meg displayed a deep frown.

      Mary whooped. “There, see, I’m right.”

      Annoyed, Meg asked, “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

      “It’s a long list, but if I must choose … playing one girl off another at school. I had them racing after me, buying me things, showing up at the cottage, and waiting for me when I wasn’t there, pestering my mother. Lovesick little calves.” Mary chuckled.

      Meg tensed.

      “Here, I was a girl when I did that. I’m not like that now. I was mean to those girls. It was the worst thing I’ve done. I said so.”

      Meg relented. “Sorry, you just frightened me a bit, now that we’re …”

      “I didn’t care for those girls, not like I care for you. Please, Meg, forgive me.” Mary took her in her arms again.
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      Birdsong—a cacophony never heard on Moore’s Place—woke Meg. She lay on her left side, naked and chilly under the thin sheet. Her head throbbed and she tried to reenter oblivion, but it was no good. Bars of sunlight slid into the room through hastily drawn curtains, crossed the polished wooden floor, the dark pink Oriental, and slipped onto the bed.

      Meg turned over and watched one creep up Mary’s naked back, along her spine, as she lay curled on her side, facing away. The light set the soft down along her spine on fire, and Meg could see red in the golden hair. There was something child-like about Mary’s body: compact and new. Her hips were slim, her breasts full—she had a womanly body—but viewed from this angle, she could have been a young girl or even a young boy. Meg traced the downy blonde hair from her neck downward.

      Mary woke and turned, and kissed Meg. Meg lay her head on Mary’s breast. “I love your hair—it’s wild.” Mary inhaled deeply.

      Meg inched back to peer into her eyes. “You love my hair?”

      “It’s wonderful and it smells wonderful—it’s a force of nature— and, yes, I do love it.”

      Meg laughed, but stopped abruptly. “My poor head … that’s exactly what it is, a force of nature. I’ve never been able to do anything with it.”

      “If you don’t like it, cut it. I think it would look wonderful bobbed, and you’d be able to tame it. I think you should leave it wild, but …”

      “Cut it? I’ve thought of that, but not seriously. Plenty of girls are cutting their hair now … so why not?” Meg closed her eyes against the light and pressed a palm to her forehead.

      The bed jiggled when Mary sat up. “You lie here and I’ll run you a bath. We’ve shampoo from Paris if you’d like to try it.”

      Meg watched her slip into the robin’s-egg blue dressing gown and cinch the belt, then closed her eyes again. “How is it you have so much energy … with all that whiskey and champagne?”

      “I’m eighteen.”
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      Mary roused her. “Go have a nice soak. I’ll make tea.”

      Meg climbed into the tub and submerged herself up to her chin. The water was like a balm and she lay there a long time before hearing Mary call from the door, “Let me in.”

      She climbed in behind and the two sat like rowers in a double skull. “Let me wash that lovely back.” After soaping her back, she used a sponge to rinse.

      “Ummmm … that’s lovely.”

      “Turn over and let me wash that lovely bum.”

      Laughing, Meg turned over and lay on top of Mary, who continued to soap and wash her. A few deep exhalations escaped Meg’s lips.

      Mary raised her knees and moved her hips to join Meg’s. Her head resting on the curved rim, she closed her eyes, held Meg’s waist, and moved back and forth. She arched her neck and a wave of soapy water splashed onto the floor.

      Mary laughed. “Oops.”
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      After drying each other with thick soft towels, they returned to bed. Mary pulled the sheet over them and giggled like a schoolgirl. “We’ve plenty of time. It’s not even eight o’clock.”
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      The small jolt came as a complete surprise to Meg, who cried “Oh!” and sat up in wonder. Mary looked pleased with herself, so Meg thought. Meg slid down in the bed and reached for Mary. She didn’t know what to call what they were doing, but Mary seemed to know how to make all of her hum—in the small of her back and deep within her abdomen. The hum was like the silence before foam recedes from the ocean’s edge—suspended anticipation of what would follow. The vibration of it increased and decreased, and then increased into something else. Meg was unprepared for the intensity that followed—unprepared for the surge of pleasure that took hold before tossing her into the heavens.
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      Once Sunday morning evolved into Sunday afternoon, the weekend ended quickly. Mary lolled in bed while Meg packed.

      She closed the armoire door and walked to the middle of the room, and looked around. “This room is so lovely. The colours, the pinks and whites, are so pleasing in the bright daylight, even with this headache.”

      “Mr Carstairs had it decorated for me when I was little. I stayed the night in this room when my parents worked at a dinner or a weekend house party.”

      “He decorated it for you? Mr Carstairs never married? I thought maybe it belonged to his wife or daughter,” said Meg, snapping shut her suitcase.

      Mary propped herself against the light pink upholstered headboard and studied Meg. “He’s never married, not that I know of. I suppose I’m used to the way this room looks—I’ve never wondered about it. My room in the cottage is plain and white. What colour is your bedroom?”

      “Green. In fact, the whole house is green. Same colour as the Fever Hospital walls—probably the same can of paint.”

      “Do you have your own room?”

      Meg snorted, “No! The five of us girls shared one room, two beds. We’re down to three now. My father has the other bedroom. The three boys slept on bedding on the parlour floor. David has that to himself now.”

      Mary pulled the sheet over her naked breasts. The silence that fell grew awkward.

      Meg folded her coat carefully and draped it over the suitcase. As Mary ran a hand through her long blonde hair, her light pink nipples rose above the edge of the sheet. The cloud passed from her face and she teased, “Come back to bed, just for a moment.” She cast aside the sheet and smiled confidently, alluring in her nakedness.

      Meg savoured Mary’s beauty for a moment. “We’re out of time, I’m afraid. Does your mother visit her sister often? I mean, at the same time that Mr Carstairs goes away?”

      “Often enough. We’ll have to hope they do. Frank rarely goes, though. This weekend was a miracle.” Stretching, she extended her arms to Meg and raised her right knee. “Come back to bed for one farewell kiss.”

      Meg raised an eyebrow. “There’s only the one train on Sunday afternoons … and do we know when your mother’s due back?”

      “Oh God!” Mary jumped out of bed.
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      Feverishly, they kissed goodbye in the Crossley, parked in the gloom of the shed. After racing to the station and parking, Mary put Meg onto her train and waved. “Goodbye dear heart!” When the train moved, she followed down the platform, waving and blowing kisses until it sped up.
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      Meg felt giddy—drunk—as the train chugged toward Belfast. Maybe I am still drunk? The hum vibrated within whilst she dreamt of Mary during the entire trip. She touched her lips often, fingering the slight swelling and recalling the pressure of Mary’s sweet lips on hers. It didn’t cross her mind to fret about what they’d done, the line she’d crossed … until she arrived on the doorstep of 50 Moore’s Place.

      The hum disappeared but a throbbing head returned, and her mood plummeted to the dark level it reached every Sunday night at home. She entered the house in as black a mood as she’d ever experienced. After helloing from the hall, she stomped upstairs and unpacked, hanging the beautiful dress in the tightly packed armoire the sisters shared.

      It was well past Sunday teatime and when she returned downstairs, Jinny sat by herself at the table, reading. “I’ve potato apple warm for ye, Meggie.” She rose, pulled a covered plate from the range and placed it on the table.

      “Thank you, dear. Where is everyone?” Meg reached for a fork and knife.

      Jinny whispered, “Father went to bed this afternoon, said he felt unwell, and Annie’s with Ned and his family. The brother has taken a turn and they don’t expect him to last the night.”

      “The poor man, so young.” Meg poured a cup of tea.

      “Aye, it’s terrible,” murmured Jinny. “Listen, Meg, will you talk to David? This afternoon he spoke of leaving Belfast. Martin’s got a job at Leopardstown. Says he can get David one too … and they can share a flat of some sort.”

      “Dublin’s not so far, Jinny, and you can’t blame him for wanting to leave this house or Belfast, can you?” Meg finished the slice of potato apple cake.

      “No,” Jinny said with lack of conviction. Her face sagged and her brows pinched together.

      Meg longed to comfort her. “He’ll visit us and we can visit him—that’ll be fun, won’t it? Don’t worry.” Taking Jinny’s hand, she gave it a squeeze.

      Jinny squeezed back and offered a small smile. “Ach, I’ve turned into an old woman.”

      “What’s wrong with Father?”

      “Headache. He hardly ate. He doesn’t look at all well.” Jinny shrugged, then brightened. “How was it Meggie, your stay up on the north coast? Did they like your dress?”

      “My friend Mary said she did. It’s a beautiful dress. It was, em … very nice … the weather was …” Meg searched for something innocent to say about the weekend when a look of concern came over Jinny’s face again.

      “Are you alright then, Meggie? You look drawn.”

      “I’m a bit tired, racing up there Friday evening and back tonight, what with work tomorrow. I’d best get to bed.” I’ve had precious little sleep these last two days, and too much whiskey and champagne. She blushed. “I’ll tell you all about the weekend tomorrow.”

      She stood up to get ready for bed, but Jinny wasn’t to be deterred. “It’s early yet, and I’ve more to tell you.”

      Meg sat back down.

      “Lizzie was here this afternoon and wait till I tell ye!” Jinny beamed. “She’s fallen with a baby! Now, what do you think of that? We’ll be aunts! I mean, I know we are already, but we’ll never see them unless Bob and Will bring their families to visit. I’m so happy for Lizzie, and I can’t wait to hold the baby!”

      Meg wondered about Jinny’s enthusiasm for Lizzie’s life, but it made her sad … sadder than usual for her eldest sister, who deserved more of a life of her own.

      Pulling herself up short, Meg considered the life she was busy carving out for herself—a life that involved secrecy, hiding, and lying, that was certain—one that she didn’t even understand. She thought she understood her own feelings, but now she wasn’t at all sure, and she found no happiness in the confusion. Of two things she could be sure, although they frightened her: one was her longing for Mary, and the other was feeling trapped in this household.

      Annie’s arrival interrupted Meg’s gloom.

      “Hiya,” she chirped as she entered the kitchen. Peering into the parlour, she asked, “Where’s Father?”

      “He’s in bed. He’s poorly,” Jinny explained with a shrug.

      “Father’s never ill.” Annie’s creased brow was identical to Jinny’s. “Has he ever been?”

      “No, not that I remember,” replied Jinny. “Even when we had the Spanish flu, Lizzie and me, he didn’t catch it. He was healthy, even with us all quarantined, jammed in like sardines.”

      Annie sat down heavily. “John died earlier tonight. Ned brought me home in a taxicab. He’s gone back.”

      “Oh, I am sorry,” Meg lamented. “The poor man.”

      “The mother is very upset, of course. The priest is still there.”

      Jinny’s eyes shifted from one to the other, but she said nothing.

      Annie exhaled wearily. “The wedding will have to be postponed through the mourning, of course.”

      “How long will that be? A year?” asked Jinny.

      Meg knew Jinny worried every day about letting the secret slip to their father. She’d have preferred to be in the dark about the conversion and marriage, a sentiment she shared.

      “It’s up to Mrs Wright, so I’ve been told.” Annie’s eyes narrowed and her mouth closed into a hard, tight line.

      Meg and Jinny exchanged looks. “She might allow your marriage sooner,” Jinny murmured.

      “She might, but John was her golden child, her favourite. Ned won’t go against her wishes, especially now.” Elbows hard on the table, Annie dropped her head into the cradle of her hands. “She’s a powerful wee woman. She rules the roost … always has, always will.” With a yawn, Annie stood and walked to the back door. “I’m off to me bed—oh, how was the weekend, Meg? Did they like the dress?”

      “They did. How could they not? It’s a beautiful dress.”

      “Ach, let’s all go to our beds,” suggested Jinny, standing to clear the table.

      Annie opened the back door, but Jinny called her back. “Wait a moment, I’ve news.”

      Meg assumed Jinny was going to mention Lizzie’s baby, but instead she talked about their brother’s plan to move to Dublin.

      Hands on her ample hips, a determined expression crossed her face. “He’ll have to come back for the wedding. I’ve nobody else to walk me down the aisle. I’ll talk to him!”

      Meg and Jinny shared a glance, threw their heads back, and laughed.
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      On Tuesday evening, Meg returned to Moore’s Place from work to find Jinny waiting for her on the street corner, wringing her hands.

      “Here, Meg, there’s a telegram for ye. I didn’t want you to have to read it with Father listening in the parlour.”

      Carstairs killed in Belfast Monday. Ring me Wednesday noon. Mary. She inhaled sharply, stunned.

      “I knew it was bad news. What’s happened?”

      “Let’s go around the corner and buy an evening newspaper. Mr Carstairs, my friend Mary’s guardian, he was killed yesterday … here in Belfast.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The assassination of Member of Parliament Twaddle was front-page news. Meg pursued the story to page two while Jinny watched.

      “Well?” Jinny asked impatiently.

      “Here it is—mention of Mr Carstairs.”

      Meg read through it quickly, her finger keeping place. “‘Professor Vincent CM Carstairs’—they’ve listed his degrees and position at Queen’s, em—‘was shot dead on Donegall Street, Monday morning.’” She shook her head. “It seems that he wasn’t the target. The target was the Member of Parliament and the leader of the Ulster Imperial Guards. Twaddle his name was, for West Belfast, shot on Garfield Street by IRA gunmen who’d followed him from his home.” She scanned the story again. “The police chased the gunmen up Royal Avenue to St Anne’s Cathedral. The gunmen turned and shot at the police … and they returned fire. Mr Carstairs was killed in the crossfire in front of the cathedral. Oh my Lord.”

      She folded the paper. “Let’s read it more carefully after Father goes on his walk. I don’t want to stoke his rant about the IRA by reading it in front of him. I’m very shocked. I had dinner with Mr Carstairs in his home on Friday—he came here to Belfast the next day. Now, two days later …”

      Jinny took Meg’s arm and they walked back to the house. “Imagine. Right in front of St Anne’s. How terrible. What’s the Ulster Imperial Guard?”

      Meg tucked the folded newspaper into her bag. “We’ll have to read the entire article, but I think it’s some sort of Protestant army.”
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      Late the next morning, Meg left the office on the pretext of delivering overdue bills to two of the executive dining room suppliers. She was in a post office with a telephone in hand by noon; the call was quickly put through.

      Mary answered immediately, her voice thick.

      “Mary! I don’t know what to say. We read the reports in the Telegraph and …”

      “I don’t know what to say, either. My mother is devastated, as we all are. They haven’t released the body yet, but when they do, we can’t collect him—we’re not family.” She sighed deeply. “The funeral will be held at St Anne’s, where he was killed. It’s still so hard to believe.” Mary paused to collect herself. “Mr Carstairs was a great friend of the Dean of St Anne’s, who’s been kind to us. He telegrammed to tell us that he and Mr Carstairs’ solicitor, Mr Bray, will take care of things. Mr Carstairs had a will, and we’ve been told that he wishes to be buried in Portstewart after the service. St Anne’s was his favourite church.”

      The line went silent.

      “Mary? Are you there?”

      “Yes, sorry. I don’t know much else. I’ve lost the man who cared for me all my life, and I’m sure we’ve lost our home, and my job. My mother is terrified. She thinks the IRA will come here to burn his house down … or the Specials will come to arrest us. Frank tries to calm her, but she’s talking of moving back to Coleraine, with all of us moving back and living with her sister on the farm.”

      Meg cringed at Mrs O’Neill’s threat. “Will you have to go?”

      “Maybe. She’s going tomorrow, maybe for good, I don’t know. She won’t go near St Anne’s for the funeral, and she doesn’t want me to go. I will, of course. Frank, too. Will you come?”

      “Of course.”

      “Would you come up here?”

      “I can come on Friday evening. But will your mother let you stay there?”

      “I’ll think of some way to convince her,” Mary promised. “I’ll telegram you.”

      Meg wanted to voice comforting thoughts, and say many things, but the operator, who may have been listening to the call, broke in to announce that an additional charge would be required to continue.

      “I’ll telegram you with the news,” Mary said with a snuffle.

      “Take care of yourself,” was all Meg could think to say. The line went dead.

      Slowly, she placed the receiver on its hook and made her way back to the office in a daze, the overdue bills still in her handbag.
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      Anxious, Meg called up the stairs, “Annie! We must hurry. He’ll be home any moment now!”

      Annie responded with something unintelligible. Meg rapped the bannister with the flat of her hand and returned to the kitchen.

      David sat at the table, nervously fiddling with a new hard collar and pale blue tie. Annie had bought him new clothes to walk her down the aisle, and while they looked like a good fit, he seemed tormented by them. Jinny wore a new pale blue hat and coat, matching gloves and bag sat on the table, next to a box of corsages for Annie’s four sisters and their mother’s sister, Aunt Jane.

      Meg folded her arms. “You’d think she wanted him to find us on our way to her ‘secret’ wedding.”

      “Her and her stupid bloody lie about us going to a friend’s wedding … with her staying over for days. Like fools we lied for her,” growled David, who’d come back from Dublin at Annie’s demand.

      “Don’t swear,” said Jinny flatly. “Maybe we should wait for her somewhere else?”

      The front door opened. They heard their father’s hacking cough and groans as he sat to remove his coal dust-encrusted boots.

      David rubbed his forehead nervously. “That’s us—done for.”

      They heard the approaching scuff of his slippers as he walked toward the kitchen. When he stepped in, he appeared surprised as his gaze swept from one person to the next, taking in the attire.

      Behind them, Annie’s footsteps rang down the staircase.

      “Who died? Why are you all dressed for a funeral, or a …”

      “A wedding?” asked Annie wryly, standing across the table from him.

      Meg watched her father’s eyes focus on the orange blossoms pinned to her ivory coat, then the white rose in David’s buttonhole, and finally the corsages.

      “Aye, a wedding,” he said.

      “We are,” Annie nodded tersely and drew a deep breath. “We’re—”

      Meg opened her mouth to cut Annie off, but was too slow.

      “Dressed for my wedding.”

      Their father’s mouth fell slack and the dark circles under his eyes seemed to deepen. His face darkened. “What are you on about? Is this a joke?”

      “No.”

      “Am I not to meet this man you’re marrying?”

      Annie met his heated stare. “You’re welcome to meet him, but you won’t like him.”

      As his eyes narrowed, Meg realised she was holding her breath. David stood still. Jinny’s hand covered her mouth.

      “Why haven’t I met him? Why am I not invited to my own daughter’s wedding?”

      Panicking now, Meg looked at Annie pleadingly.

      “Because he’s Catholic. And I am too, now. I converted to Catholicism to marry him this evening … in St. Malachy’s Roman Catholic Church.”

      Everyone stood still and no word was uttered for what seemed like an eternity. Meg’s heart pounded as she observed her father and Annie regard each other with open hostility.

      Their father began to walk around the table, and Meg stepped in front of Annie. “Father, please.”

      His jaw clenched. “None of youse told me … all of youse knew …” The veins in his temple pulsated as he looked wildly from one face to the next. Then tears filled his eyes and rolled down his stubbly face to his moustache, which began to droop. “What would your mother think … that you’ve treated me so?”

      Pushing past the women, he rushed from the room and climbed the stairs with a heavy tread.

      Jinny clamped both hands to her mouth while David, pale, said, “I never thought he’d be upset … not like this.”

      Meg stood still, tears filling her eyes at the mention of their mother.

      Her voice shaking, Jinny glared at her sister. “How could you? Why did you?”

      Annie pulled long ivory leather gloves taut over her hands and calmly replied, “I meant for us to leave before he came home, but Meg, you told me yourself, he’d have to know that I was married, and who I married. Now he does.”

      Meg was speechless.

      “But we’ll be living with him still,” said Jinny, anger flushing her cheeks. “You could have warned us at least. Why didn’t you tell him what we’d told him already—that your friend was to be married today, not you?”

      As they waited for an answer, a hard knock on the front door broke the silence.

      “That’ll be the taxi. Come if you’re coming,” Annie said quietly and walked down the hallway to pick up the cases she’d left next to her father’s boots.

      David picked up the box of corsages and followed.

      Meg grabbed her purse. “It’s too late now. Are you coming?”

      Jinny nodded, but glanced up the stairs before following her to the waiting taxicab.
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      Standing near the end of the bride’s side pew in St. Malachy’s Roman Catholic Church, Meg studied the ornate ceiling; it was like stiff frosting on a cake, only upside down. She was relieved by how pretty it was, her first Roman Catholic Church. Jinny stood next to her at the end of the pew, holding Annie’s bouquet and frowning into it. Florence and Lizzie stood next to Meg, along with Aunt Jane, their mother’s only sister.

      Meg watched Annie’s back as she stood with Ned before the officiating priest. Even in flat-heeled shoes, Annie was half a head taller than Ned. She’d looked less than radiant on her way down the aisle as she held David’s arm, and she’d remained passive.

      She looked discreetly at the other side of the aisle, one more populated. Ned’s mother stood beside his two sisters, unremarkable in regular, old-fashioned clothes, and not in the habits she’d expected. Other relatives and friends filled several pews. The family was as different to the Prestons as day to night: they were blue-eyed, compact, sandy-haired or red-headed, with long thin noses perched in the center of globe-round faces.

      Meg thought of their father, alone in the house. Was he crying, or furious? What had Annie hoped to accomplish, telling him tonight? It’s very well for her, going to live in a nice house off the Stranmillis Road after the honeymoon, but the three of us have to go home and face him, and David has the escape hatch of returning to Dublin tomorrow. She’s put Jinny and me right in the soup.

      Attendants across the aisle dropped to their knees. The Preston clan perched uncertainly at the edge of their pew seats. The service seemed interminable, giving Meg too much time to think, especially about Mary.

      As predicted, Mary had lost her job at Queen’s after Mr Carstairs’ death. However, his family tasked her with cataloguing the vast library in the house, so she was allowed to continue living in the cottage. Her mother remained in Coleraine with her sister, and her Uncle Frank lived in the basement of the big house to continue as the general factotum.

      Meg and Mary enjoyed themselves in the cottage on the weekends. Mary talked endlessly of where she might go and what she might do, and frequently asked Meg to join her.

      What would I do if Mary moved to Dublin or America, or even here? I want to be with her, but what would I tell my sisters? If we were together, I’d have to tell them something … but what? Maybe that I was going to live with David and Martin; if she wants to move to Dublin, that might work—no, it wouldn’t. Not in the least.

      She worried over the question, feeling trapped and confused in the midst of the enfolding solemnity. Father may throw Jinny and me out tonight … but he needs the money I give him. Nobody would blame me for leaving, but what would happen to Jinny? How lucky David is not to be caught in this.

      She exhaled softly. When the service ended, they’d squeeze into Florence’s parlour for the reception before returning home … and whatever awaited them there. Anxiety started to sicken Meg. What would transpire later this evening? What would happen to the family? And what might the next steps be in her life?
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      “Now then, ladies and gents, this is a party! Who’s for a song?” Standing in the middle of the parlour, Ned’s cousin Clare Close picked up a fiddle as her husband enthusiastically started playing the upright in a corner. Both sides of what was now one family eyed each other cautiously, but before long Ned’s cousins had everyone happily tapping feet as they sang along.

      Florence left off serving food and drinks, and sat next to Meg. “I love your suit, Meggie. I’ve never seen you wear pink. The pink and grey look lovely on you.”

      Meg glanced down at the garment that had cost the earth. I’ll never wear it without thinking about today … instead of the lovely room in the Carstairs’ house … and the time spent there. She drew a quick breath and smiled. “Thanks, Florrie. I decided to wear lighter colours.” She gestured ahead and leaned close. “That auld Mrs Wright scares me.”

      “She’s not too fond of us, that’s sure. She does seem to like our Annie though. I don’t know how she worked her way around the woman, but she did. Where are they, the Wrights?” Florence craned her neck, scanning the room.

      “They’ve gone home to their Pound Loney. Except for the mother.” Meg nodded toward Mrs Wright, enjoying a glass of whiskey and tapping her foot to a light-hearted tune. “Over there, she’s having a good craic. I see she’s wrestled a glass out of Ralph. That takes some talent.”

      Both women chuckled, then laughed as Ralph approached them with an open bottle of champagne.

      “Come on, girls, drink up, it will only go to waste.”

      “We’re having a good craic too,” said Florence, grinning.

      “Might as well before we face the firing squad tonight. Hi Jinny! Come over and have more champagne,” Meg shouted at her sister, sitting near the piano across the room.

      Concern crossed Florence’s face. “Do you want us to go home with you tonight, Meggie? He might be furious—I’m afraid for you.”

      “That’s a thought … strength in numbers.” She looked at her brother, pouring porter into a large glass Colm Close kept on top of the piano for his refreshment.

      Jinny dropped into a seat beside her sister and giggled as Ralph filled her glass.

      “Florrie and Ralph have offered to see us home tonight,” Meg told her.

      Her giggles subsided. “Yes … Father will be that upset. But might he be even angrier if everyone shows up? Outnumbered, like?”

      Ralph stood with the bottle poised. “I’d be happy to see you home, but Jinny’s right, no sense pushing a man into a corner. Florrie, you stay here and I’ll see your sisters home.”

      Meg mulled over the idea. “No, but thank you. David will come home with us.” With that, she went over to David, who tried to keep his laughs with the pianist going.

      “David,” she said softly, prodding his arm and walking to the kitchen.

      He followed.

      “When it’s time, come home with Jinny and me. We’ll face Father tonight and get it over with. If you want to go out afterward, that’s fine.”

      She could see he wanted to make a joke of it, but there must have been something in her expression he found indomitable. “That’s alright, I’ve to get an early train tomorrow. I’m on duty at the stables in the afternoon. Right, whenever you’re ready.”

      She squeezed his hand as they left the kitchen. “That’s settled, so let’s enjoy ourselves a while longer.”
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      Their father sat in his usual place when they arrived, but he wasn’t reading. He was staring at the fire, a bottle of whiskey at his side, and didn’t turn his head when they entered the room.

      Meg stood in the centre of the room while Jinny sat in the chair next to him to catch her breath. David slouched against the wall behind them.

      “Father …”

      He spoke quietly, refusing to look at Meg. “I don’t ever want to hear about her again. Do you hear me? Not her, nor him, nor the bastards they may have. Never. That bitch.”

      He stopped speaking and they listened to the clock tick for a full moment.

      “She’s never to come here. If I find that she’s been here—and I will—I’ll throw the lot of you out.” He pointed a thick calloused finger toward the front of the house. “I’ll throw your clothes in the street.”

      “We’re sorry Father,” Jinny said quietly. “But—”

      “But if I ever see that … that bastard she married, I’ll kill him. You tell him!” His reddened face, like his tone, was menacing. Wiping beads of sweat from his brow, he stood and spun, but made no eye contact. He picked up the bottle and glass, and marched to the staircase. David flinched as he passed and they all jumped when his bedroom door slammed shut with a deafening bang.

      David exhaled noisily and shifted.

      Meg felt a great sadness for them all and it exhausted her. Why is Father as he is? It must make him miserable, as it certainly does us. And Annie—the things that were done to her and the thing she did today—all terrible. Can there be no end to it?

      At that moment, it seemed terrible that they could never enjoy one another’s company at events less demanding than Annie’s breach of the religious divide, such as birthdays and holidays. Living with him meant that everything, every aspect of daily life, was as grim and dour as he.

      “Him drinking gave me a real fright. I can’t remember the last time he drank,” said Jinny with a shudder.

      “I’m sorry I must leave early tomorrow. Will you two be alright?” whispered David as he loosened his tie and clawed at the collar button to remove it. Finally removed, one side of the hard collar popped up.

      “We’ll manage. You’ve your new job and life. We miss you, but it’s not very pleasant living here between Father and the Troubles,” Meg murmured.

      “Aye, don’t worry about us—take care of yourself,” said Jinny with a nod. “I can’t think about what’s happened … or about anything right now. Sorry, I must go to bed. Me head’s splitting.” She exited out to the library.

      Meg sighed. “Jinny’s always forgiven Annie, bent over backwards for her, because of … you know. She’s rarely shown anger toward her, like today. Annie was cruel to Father, but she’s been cruel to me, and he … well, cruelty’s his hobby.”

      David took Meg’s hand in his. Loving since a boy, the gesture brought tears to her eyes.

      “The two of them are alike—cruel people,” he stated angrily. “Tonight, Annie was cruel to all of us, including Jinny.”

      “Jinny most of all.”

      “Why?”

      “Because whatever he may decide about me living here, he’ll never ask Jinny to leave. She’s stuck with what happened … with what Annie did today … unless we help her find another place to live.”

      He smiled reassuringly. “I’m sorry we didn’t have a chance to walk up Cave Hill. Next time I’m back, we will. Auld lang syne, eh?”
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      Meg alighted from the Belfast-Coleraine train at Portrush, and walked to the station bicycle rack for a reunion with a bicycle stored there.

      “Hullo there!” called Mary, deftly bringing her bicycle to a smooth stop at Meg’s side.

      “This is a lovely surprise!” cried Meg. “I brought the gramophone records you wanted.”

      “I love surprises, don’t you?” she smiled gaily. “I couldn’t wait to see you, so I thought I’d meet you.”

      Placing her bag and rucksack into the bicycle basket, Meg mounted and peddled awkwardly, but after a few revolutions, found a decent rhythm. The women cycled west into a golden sunset, climbing the coast road toward Portstewart. Once on the estate, they dismounted and walked the bicycles along the pebbled drive to the cottage, and propped them under the eaves.

      Delicious smells emanating from the kitchen made Meg salivate. She followed the delightful aromas to the source, finding large loaves of bread, two fruit pies, and a sizable pan of floury potatoes and roasted vegetables.

      “You’ve been busy. It smells delicious!”

      “I have—half’s for Frank. We potted rabbits this week, since you said you were fond of rabbit, and I’ve made a stew. I hope you enjoy my cookery, because I can’t sew, knit, or embroider. The nuns tried to teach me, but I was so hopeless, they’d have torn out their hair if they’d had any. My mother tried too, but it became a war between us. Eventually, though, she taught me how to cook and bake.” She winked. “I expect your spine is pasted to your stomach?”

      “I love rabbit stew! But, I thought you were good at everything, Mary dear.”

      “I’ll ignore that. Here, have a bit of potato, and we’ll let the stew warm whilst we have whiskey in the parlour.” Her face glowed and her eyes sparkled, just as she always looked in their mornings together.

      Meg ate the tasty roasted potato as Mary poured generous tots of whiskey and added water from a small, pretty pitcher.

      “Nuns don’t have hair?”

      “I think it’s very short. We schoolgirls discussed it endlessly.” She held out a glass. Meg reached for it, but Mary pulled it back. “Ah, not so fast.” Pulling Meg into an embrace, she delivered the passionate kiss denied them all week. “More later.”

      Mary grasped her hand and they entered the parlour, settling in the two chairs on either side of a small turf fire.

      “Do you want my news, then?” asked Mary.

      “Of course I do.”

      Mary took a sip of whiskey. “Prepare to be astonished then. The three of us—Uncle Frank, my mother, and me—received letters from Mr Carstairs’ solicitor. I called at the post office today and Mrs Kerr gave me all three letters—and wasn’t she dying to know what was in them? They were in the thickest foolscap, from ‘Sebastian J Bray, Esq’ at a Belfast address, engraved, lovely. Mr Bray handled Mr Carstairs’ estate matters and according to the letter, he’s the executor.” She sat back with a devilish grin and sipped.

      “You look very pleased with yourself, like the cat that got the cream. Are you an heiress?”

      “I am!”

      Meg’s mouth fell open, but she quickly recovered. “What did it say, this letter?”

      “It spelled out the conditions of Mr Carstairs’ will with regard to me. I assume the letters for my mother and Frank do the same for them. She doesn’t have hers yet, so I’ll have to cycle to Coleraine, but I left Frank’s for him on the kitchen table under the Bushmills, where he’ll be sure to find it.” Mary raised a finger to her lips in thought. “No … I’ll drive the Crossley to Coleraine and back. The poor old thing needs a run and those trips on a bicycle are long—the Carstairs family need never know. I can drop you at the Coleraine station, so we’ll have more time together. Do you want the bad news or the good news first?” asked Mary gleefully.

      “Bad, please.”

      “The house, cottage, grounds, furniture, paintings, library, farm implements, the Crossley herself, the cows, all the family jewels of course, revert to the Carstairs family in Londonderry. Between you and me, I’ve liberated the photographs I wanted, the typewriter, and a few books, but only ones that meant something to me growing up here. Oh, and Mr Carstairs’ medals and his desk.”

      “Are the family moving in, then?”

      “I don’t know their plans. Frank and I will have to clear out, we expect, but when we don’t know. It’s possible they’ll keep him on. They should do—he’s a good gardener and caretaker—but I’ll have to go. I see the solicitor next week in Belfast, so questions will be answered. Not that I think this is terrible news, because of my good news, and it’s not unexpected.”

      Meg waited nervously for the rest of the will’s contents to be revealed.

      “The good news is that I’ve got quite a nice nest egg in cash, and even bonds and stocks—would you believe— invested by dear Mr Carstairs for me when I was a baby. They’ll give me a generous monthly allowance until I’m thirty, at which time the allowance increases considerably. Which is grand, considering I’m out of a job and a home, and living on credit at the village shop. It will take time to settle in probate. Naturally, I’ll ask for something to tide me over, so I won’t remain on Queer Street.”

      “Congratulations,” said Meg, smiling wanly and raising her glass. “I didn’t understand that a woman could inherit.”

      “One of the few gifts we have under British law. Listen, I want to move the odds and sods that are actually ours in this cottage—will you help? There’s nothing much to move, but my mother will want them. We’ll have to move the desk somewhere off the premises. We’ll take the bicycles, too—-they’ll never notice—because the family never visited. We’ll have to figure out where we can store them. Uncle Frank will find a place.” Mary beamed. “Anyway, that’s only part of the good news.”

      Meg congratulated her, but her expression was questioning.

      “Why, don’t you see? We can leave here, move to Dublin and be together!” She clapped.

      Meg’s smile faded entirely; the joy she’d felt at their reunion evaporated.

      “Can’t you imagine it? We’re free now. We can go anywhere, do anything, and we can be together.” Now Mary’s smile faded. “What is it?”

      Meg put her drink down. “I … I’m not sure, but I don’t think that I can move to Dublin.”

      “Why ever not?”

      “I belong up here. I have my job and my sister Jinny needs—”

      “After we’re settled, we’ll send for your sister. I suppose that we could find room for her. If she can stand me, I can stand her, or ask another sister to look after her—you’ve three others. She may be happier with them. You’ll get another position in Dublin, Meg, you’re that bright and presentable. Anyway, you’re brother’s down there, so …”

      “Doing what? I’d have no experience down there, no references.”

      “They have restaurants and hotels, same as in Belfast, all with dining rooms for you to manage. You have the perfect experience. Or typewriting. You told me you’ve made progress there and I could help you.”

      “But I’ve managed dining rooms only in a shipyard, in Belfast. I’d have no Dublin references, and the minute I opened my mouth, I’d fall to the bottom of the list.”

      “You’ll find a position. And in the meantime, we’d have plenty of money to live on. Your brother managed, didn’t he?”

      “He did,” said Meg feebly.

      “I’m offering you everything—a new life, a full life. Are you determined not to take it? Not to take me?”

      “I’m fond of you, but can’t we just stay here in Ulster? You could move to Belfast and I could keep my job. Or I’ll move up to Coleraine or Londonderry, anywhere you like up here, and work at anything I can find, but at least here I have a chance of finding a job.”

      “Only fond of me?”

      “I’m in love with you, you know that I am.” Meg picked up the whiskey, feeling a desperate need for it just then.

      “Listen to me. Without Mr Carstairs, I’m just a woman with little education … none at all compared to the truly educated women at Queen’s … and I’m Catholic. You don’t belong there? I don’t belong here—that’s been quite clear since the year dot and certainly since the partition. You know how I feel about the Free State and it’s about to be realised, and even the possibility of a republic is real. If there’s to be one, I want to live in it, as a full citizen.”

      Meg glanced frantically around the room, as if an answer lay under a table or in a dark corner. The reality of the evening was so different to her earlier imaginings, she felt at sea. “What about America? You talked about America, and if you have enough money, you could go, and I could follow. I could save for the passage and meet you there, where we’d be on …”

      “Be on what?”

      “On equal footing, I suppose I mean,” she replied, unwittingly revealing a gnawing worry.

      “Ah. So you agree that we aren’t on equal footing here then?”

      Struggling for the right words, Meg shook her head and tried to explain. “No. Yes. I understand what you mean, but it’s just that you seem … so wealthy and privileged to me, it didn’t matter.”

      “I am, or I was, and it didn’t matter … almost. I will have money, it’s true, but without Mr Carstairs, it will be different for me here. It may be different for you, as well.” She slid forward to the edge of the chair. “The shipyards are giving more and more workers the sack, you’ve told me that yourself. You may find yourself out of a job here, and soon. Aside from that, you have no need to worry whether your sister Jinny can be helped—one of your sisters can help, or they all can, or we can. This windfall has given me, us, the chance to have a life together, a better one in a country where we’re allowed to work and live where we’d like, and to vote one day and have it mean something, to be part of something new. There are women’s political groups that are part of the Free State movement. I want to be part of it. I don’t want to go to America. I want to live in Ireland. Don’t you want to live in your own country?”

      “It … it doesn’t seem like my own country down there. How do you know that I’d be allowed to work, that I’d be accepted, even allowed to live there, when it’s the Free State? It may be that David would be out of a job then, and he’d have to leave.”

      “We’ll check on all of those things of course, but you’re a citizen of Ireland. We were born and raised in one Ireland, this island, Éire, weren’t we? Those who fought for the Free State didn’t want the partition, but it seemed the only way to negotiate to win the Free State for most of Ireland, so they agreed, but they still consider us Irish. And there are still those fighting to unite us again so that we’d be one, not two Irelands, only ourselves, alone, not British.”

      Meg peered into the glass, as if understanding pooled there. Mary could talk circles around her until her head whirled. She spoke softly. “When I went to England with Annie and Ned, to the racecourses that time—I think I’ve told you—the ship’s passenger manifest described all three of us as ‘nationality, British; race or people, Irish’ … and it struck me as odd. I didn’t know how I felt about it, if that’s what I am, because I only feel like an Ulsterwoman.”

      “You did tell me. You said that Annie made fun of your accent on that trip … good old Annie. But that’s just it—you could be ‘nationality, Irish’ too, and just be Irish. I don’t see the issue. Did the manifest ask about religion?”

      “No.”

      Mary walked over to Meg’s chair and knelt at her feet. “What is it, darling? Is it something else? Are you afraid of living with me?”

      Reluctantly, she relented. “Yes, I am.”

      “Because of what we are? Lovers?”

      Unsure about telling her the truth, Meg hesitated. “I still can hear the boys at the yard shouting those words, ones I didn’t know when I was sixteen, but understood. And just this spring, women spat on me and threatened me. People may do that to us when we’re living together, you know—people may know what we are. My sisters … how on earth will I explain moving to Dublin with you to them? And once in Dublin, won’t the shoe be on the other foot for me?”

      “Right now, I don’t know what you can tell your sisters, but we’ll think of something. With David already there, it may not be so difficult, and maybe if Jinny did live with us … yes, that would help, as long as we had some privacy. We’ll be careful, dear, nobody need know. Many women have remained unmarried since the war, and have lived together for companionship and to pay the rent. As for shoes switching feet, you’ll be safe. There are still Protestants in Dublin and there’s little trouble for them.”

      “Maybe, but you’ve been protected all of your life, even after your trouble with girls at school. I haven’t had protection, I still don’t, and I’m not sure I can face all of that again.”

      Placing a hand on Meg’s cheek, Mary said, “You’ve worked all week, travelled up here, and you’re tired. Let’s have an early night. Sit here and don’t fret. Finish your drink and I’ll get our dinner.” Hopping to her feet, she hastened to the kitchen.

      As Meg watched the coloured flames flaring in the cottage grate, she inhaled the pleasing peaty scent as she held the whisky to her lips. They rarely burned turf at home and she loved the smell.

      Grasping the chair arm tightly, she realised she wanted nothing more than to stay in the cottage with Mary forever, just as they were: alone and hidden, happy in their secret life.
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      Mary put her fork down. “You’re not eating. I’ve upset you.”

      The frown pulling at Meg’s lips deepened. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s … I thought you’d be as happy with my plan as I am.”

      Taking her hand, Meg offered a fleeting smile. “Give me time. I’m a coward at heart, but I want to be with you. I do.”

      “Now?” The sorrow in Mary’s gaze was replaced by a glimmer of hope.

      “I meant … oh. Yes. Now, too.”

      “I’ll wrap the food, but let’s be sluts and leave the washing up.”
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      Once in bed, they pulled off their dressing gowns, caressing and kissing deeply, intoxicated by the sensation of skin touching and scents mingling. Entwined, they glided in a dance they’d never been taught and to a forbidden tune … each leading and following in her turn.

      Meg quickly fell into a deep sleep but was sharply roused by strange sounds several hours later. It was dark, yet she thought there were swirling lights, like firelight, on the ceiling. She raised her head, certain she heard men’s voices. She touched Mary’s shoulder and urgently whispered her name.

      “I hear them.” Mary rose and hurried to the window. “Oh, God, they’ve come.”

      “Who?”

      “Get up and dress! Quickly, now.”

      Meg leapt up and drew on most of her clothes, ignoring her stockings and slip. Stumbling into something in the dark, Mary muttered powerful oaths. A drawer opened, followed by a series of metallic sounds Meg didn’t recognize. Nervously, she jammed her feet into her shoes.

      “I’ve a candle. We must move fast,” Mary urged.

      She waited for Meg at the top of the stairs; only then did she light the candle. They clambered down and Mary doused the light with her fingers before they passed the kitchen windows. In the boot room, Mary handed Meg a coat and opened the back door. “I’ve got to go around to the back of the big house and see if Frank needs help. I don’t think it’s the Specials. From the torchlight, I think it’s IRA. If they’re local, we’re alright, but if not … I’ll take you to the back of the garden where you’ll be safe. I can ring the local constable from the kitchen in the big house. Now hold my hand. We’ll have to cross the yard in the dark.”

      She grabbed Mary’s hand and blindly followed her crouched dash across the shadowed yard.

      They stopped at a rear garden shed. “Stay in here, out of sight. I’ll be back for you as soon as I can. Don’t leave this spot though, promise me?”

      “Take me with you, please?”

      “It’s best you’re here. You’re out of their likely path, and I’ll know where you are. I’ll come back as soon as possible, I promise. No matter what happens, don’t go to the house or the cottage!”

      “Good evening, ladies,” greeted a deep male voice from behind.

      Mary whirled. A tall man in a light coloured trench coat stood two feet away. “Come this way now girls, nothing to fear.” He extended a long arm and herded them toward the front of the house, shining a light on the ground as they walked.

      The air bit Meg with its bitter chill and her shoes were no defense against the wet grass and muddy, soaking ground.

      Meg jumped at the blast, a gunshot, she was sure—she’d heard them in Belfast. Her already pounding heart raced and her teeth chattered from fear as much as chilled, wet feet. To her horror, Mary ran toward it. “Mary!”

      “You!” The man clasped Meg’s arm and pulled her along as he ran after Mary. They rounded a bend leading to the front of the house. Mary was on the steps with Frank, who was holding a shotgun. The smell of cordite filled the air.

      A group of men stood in front of them, some with fiery torches. One near the front pointed at Mary. “Here, who’s she now?”

      “My niece, Mary—my sister’s the housekeeper and I’m the caretaker. We belong to the parish. You can wake the priest down the road—he’ll have something to say to ye,” shouted Frank irately. “But mind, I’ve another cartridge of large shot loaded.”

      Another man stepped forward. “Is the housekeeper in the cottage?” He jerked his head to the side and a young confederate bolted toward it.

      “She’s not here,” replied Mary flatly.

      “And this other one?” All eyes looked at Meg, still restrained by the man in the trench coat.

      “My other niece, Bernadette.”

      The man released Meg’s arm. She clutched herself, shivering.

      “Listen, auld fella, we only want to talk to Vincent Carstairs, on a matter of business. Now, be reasonable and go fetch him.”

      “You’ll wait a long while. He’s dead and buried. And what’s your name, then?”

      “Call me Rooney. Now, why don’t you put the gun down and we’ll go inside and see.”

      “I wouldn’t consider it, wee man. I was at the Somme fighting for Home Rule when you were still peeing yourself.”

      The man in the trench coat regained his grip on Meg’s arm. He brought her forward to stand with Mary and Frank, and stood next to her, kneading fingers through the sleeve and into her muscles.

      As Meg writhed under the unwanted attention, Mary hooked her arm through Meg’s free arm.

      “Let us in and if he’s not here, we’ll leave you in peace, I swear to God. If you don’t … you wouldn’t want these nice girls to get hurt, now would you?” asked Rooney with a honeyed smile.

      Glancing sideways at Frank, Meg waited for his next move.

      He pointed his shotgun at the group of men. “Let the girls go back to the cottage.”

      Mary pulled her arm out of Meg’s.

      Rooney shook his head. “The girls come inside, too.”

      “No. I’ll not tolerate it—the three of us stay here. The door’s open, the rest of youse can have a look, but I won’t let you burn it.”

      “What do you care if it’s burnt? Now, man, why don’t you break that gun of yours and be friendly?” demanded Rooney.

      Frank stood defiant. “I’ve nowhere else to live at the moment.”

      Rooney’s raucous laugh rang through the night. He motioned the others to follow him up the steps. As they passed, Meg saw that most had guns drawn. The man in the trench coat turned to watch too, and as he did, Meg saw Mary pull a revolver from her pocket and hide it behind her back.

      “Let go, you!” Meg yanked her arm from his grasp and rubbed her upper arm.

      “Stand where you are, girlie,” he sneered.

      Floor by floor, the lights in the house went on, until the entire dwelling blazed with bright electric light. The man in the trench coat moved closer to Meg, but didn’t touch her.

      Minutes later, Rooney and his troops thundered out of the house and down the steps. A towering man, Rooney moved closer but Frank stepped back and raised his shotgun to Rooney’s knees. “He’s not in there, that’s the truth. Are you sure he’s dead though?”

      “It’s easily checked.”

      At a nod from Rooney, the torchbearers smothered the flaming torches in the pebbled drive. Meg coughed as petrol fumes wafted over them.

      “We’ll leave you in peace then, Mr—em?”

      “Frank.”

      Rooney laughed heartily. “Frank, you’re alright yourself. If you want to join us, we could use a good man. An old Home Ruler like yourself will want the one free Ireland, like us. And goodnight to you, ladies.” He tipped his fedora and, with the man in the trench coat, followed the rest who melted into the darkness of the shrubbery.

      Meg, Mary, and Frank stood still, watching the still gardens, waiting.

      “They’re gone now, Mary,” said Frank quietly. “For God’s sake, put that gun away.” He cradled the shotgun in the crook of his arm. “Let’s go in the house and get them lights switched off. If someone passes and wonders what’s going on, we’ll have the constable around our necks, and he might ring the Specials. We’ve had enough trouble for one night.”
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      The women followed Frank into the house and he locked the door. Starting on the top floor, they switched off lights, and locked windows and doors. In the kitchen, the last stop, he poured three generous glasses of whiskey. “Alright then, Miss?”

      “Her name’s Meg.”

      “Thanks, Mr—em?”

      “If you’re Meg, I’m Frank.” He passed half-filled glasses. “Here, get this down your necks. I’ll put more turf in the grate, so pull your chairs up.”

      Meg was never so happy to see a fire. She pulled her wet shoes off and warmed her frozen feet.

      Mary laughed. “Your man in the trench coat, Meg.”

      “Mother of God!” Frank shook his head, laughing as well.

      “He’d nasty eyes though, hadn’t he? He frightened me, but I couldn’t stand his fingers digging into my arm another moment. I’d rather have been shot,” asserted Meg. “Who were they?”

      “You stood up to him,” said Mary, raising her glass in toast. “IRA, but not local lads, or they’d have been more polite. We were lucky, thanks to Uncle Frank.” She then raised her glass to him and Meg did the same.

      “But if they’d started shooting, we’d be dead now.” Frank peered heavenward and murmured something under his breath. “And you Mary, you frightened the life out of me with that revolver behind your back.”

      “The revolver!” Meg stared at her wide-eyed. “Mary, how do you know how … ?”

      “I know how to shoot. I’m often out with Uncle Frank to pot rabbits—I did tell you earlier—and I used to go with Mr Carstairs to shoot game birds in season. I’m quite a good shot, am I not, Uncle Frank?” She grinned and didn’t wait for a response. “Anyway, I agree with their cause, but I was willing to shoot if they started.” When she laughed, it was a tight tense laugh, with a hint of hysteria. “My hand was none too steady, but I’d have hit one of them, at least.”

      “You’d have gotten us all killed, is what you’d have done,” said Frank, gravely. “You understand that they came here to mebbe kill Mr Carstairs, a member of the Ascendency as he was? To burn the house down, certainly.”

      Mary inhaled deeply.

      Frank pushed his tweed cap back on his head. Looking at his long craggy face, with its beaky nose, Meg found little resemblance to Mary.

      Meg turned to stare at her in awe. “Were you not frightened?”

      “Oh, yes, I was!” Her glittering eyes and broad smile belied her words. “But Uncle Frank, you didn’t seem frightened, and that’s what saved us. Brave but daft, is what I thought.”

      “I am daft, the British Army said so on me discharge papers!”

      The three of them laughed and Frank topped up their glasses. While Mary retold the story, fear gripped Meg once more as she realized how much Mary loved danger … and how much she loved Mary.

      Whiskies drunk and story retold, Meg yawned broadly underneath her hand.

      “It’s late, or I should say early.” Frank’s yawn was broad and noisy. “You two sleep upstairs here in the house in case we’ve more visitors. I’ll be down here in me usual bunk.”

      Placing her sodden shoes closer to the fire, Meg asked, “In case we do, may I borrow a pair of sturdy boots please? And some socks?”

      Mary and Frank chuckled, and they sorted out boots and thick, woolen socks for her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The women climbed the stairs to the bedroom they’d first shared. Once inside, Mary locked the door. They peeled off their clothes and quickly got into bed.

      “Hold me, I’m freezing,” said Mary through chattering teeth.

      The near-death experience delivered Meg her decision; after tonight’s events, nothing so ordinary should again frighten her. “I’m ready to go to Dublin with you.”

      “You’ll come? Ah, that’s grand, just grand. I love you!”

      “I love you, too.”

      They fell silent, as their limbs slowly warmed and relaxed. Meg’s feet grew toasty in the borrowed socks. Meg thought that Mary might be asleep, but spoke regardless. “I’d like to ask Jinny if she’d come with us. It would be good for her, and I think it would be better for us, too.”

      “We’d seem more like ordinary friends, do you mean?”

      Meg bit her lip. “Yes.”

      Mary was quiet for a few moments, and Meg had no idea what she was thinking. Finally, Mary spoke. “Ask her and we’ll find a flat with room for her, but one that will give us privacy. And if she says no, will you come still?”

      “I will.”
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      Meg’s birthday surprise for Jinny included tickets to a pantomime and supper afterward on an October Saturday. They’d seen the ancient pantomime, Cinderella, more than once, but they sang along and shouted, “He’s right behind you!” with the rest of the audience when cued. It was silly and fun, and Meg thought their laughter was a perfect tonic for them both.

      Jinny’s eyes shone brightly as they left the theatre. Dressed in her best—the light blue dress, coat and hat she’d bought for Annie’s wedding—she looked younger and stood straighter. Unbeknownst to her, they were on their way to Ye Olde Castle restaurant for supper. Meg had saved on the train fare that weekend, so she decided to splurge on a special evening for Jinny, paying for it from her vanishing savings.

      Once they’d ordered, Meg asked the question that was central to the evening. “What would you think of us living together, somewhere else—without Father?”

      Jinny pursed her lips. “I don’t see how we could leave him on his own. How would he manage?”

      “Aside from that, aside from him, what would you think?”

      “How would we leave? I mean, where would we go?”

      “I don’t know … another flat, perhaps in Dublin?”

      “Dublin! Oh, my … well, David’s there, so …”

      “What if we were to go out on our own, or the two of us with a … a friend, for instance. Start a new life.”

      “You have your job, but I haven’t any money, just a wee annuity. I couldn’t pay much …Father contributes to my way at Moore’s Place, less than you, but …”

      “But would you want to go?”

      Jinny picked up her wine glass, eyed it thoughtfully, and took a tiny sip. “You know, I think that I would, yes. I would want to leave.” She sighed and leant forward. “He’s that cranky, and silent, and it’s so … sometimes it’s so quiet that my head starts to ache and—it’ll sound daft—but I hear sounds. None of the rest are ever around, even you aren’t—oh, sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. That’s it, isn’t it? You’re alone most of the time.”

      “I did try to get away once, during the war, when I met Larry … you remember poor Larry?”

      Meg remembered the man Jinny had planned to marry, the man referred to as “poor Larry” since his annihilation at the Somme in 1916. She could still envision him in the uniform of the Ulster Volunteers, the Unionist brigade, the same as her brothers’, but in a different division. Their father had actually smiled and shaken his hand when wishing him luck.

      “I was already long in the tooth, still young enough to marry, to hope for children. Anyway, I wanted to get away. You girls were old enough when the war started, so I thought if Larry asks me, I’ll go. And he did, but then with him in France, there was no place for me to go, since we didn’t wed before he went. His mother forbade it. I just had to stay and wait. When I learnt he’d been killed—no, it was before—I wanted to join the Voluntary Aides. Not to train as a nurse—I hadn’t the education for that—but there was such a need for all sorts in the VAD, like cooks and kitchen maids. There was no money for the training, and that was that. I knew when Larry was killed that I’d be left to keep the house for Father—only I got poorly myself. I hadn’t planned on that.” Slowly, she twirled the wine glass on the table, regarding the candlelight reflected in the deep ruby color.

      “Don’t think about Father for the moment. Just tell me this: would you come with me, leave Moore’s Place, if I made all of the arrangements?”

      “If you’re up to finding us a place, and can put up with me, I think I’d go anywhere!” Jinny’s voice burst forth, as if freed from her throat. “What is your friend’s name again?”

      “Mary O’Neill.” Meg flushed. She fancied Jinny noticed her reaction, which deepened it, but the tuxedoed waiter arrived with supper. “Now ladies, I hope you enjoy your meals. Allow me to refill those glasses.” He smiled amiably. Meg thought he was too old a man to be on his feet still.

      “Thank you, but no more for me.” Smiling, Jinny covered the glass with a hand.

      They ate in silence for several minutes. Finally, Jinny drew a lengthy breath and, with a trim smile, spoke. “This is delicious, Meg. I can’t thank you enough—you’re too good to me. How’s the beef?”

      “It’s no less than you deserve, dear. You were always so good to me … to all of us. The beef is very good, nearly as good as yours—very tender. And the turkey?”

      “Delicious—like Christmas!” Jinny eyed her nearly empty plate, appearing deep in thought. “If we left Belfast, what would you do for a job?”

      “I’d try to find one before we left. I have a little savings and Mary has come into some money, and offered to help until I get on my feet.” Meg stopped talking. How much wine have I had to be talking like this, making the possibility real, and including Jinny?

      “Oh, well, that’s very generous. I would have to wait until you had a job yourself, of course. I couldn’t take money from someone outside the family. What kind of a job would you look for?”

      “That depends on where we end up. There are restaurants, hotels with dining rooms—and opportunities in other places, too. And Lillian is teaching me to type after hours at work, so I could work in an office with need of a typewriter, although I’m not very good at it, yet.”

      “That’s very good. You always were the ambitious one.” Jinny sat up straight and beamed as she glanced about the dining room. “This is lovely, isn’t it? I’ve never been here before. It does look like a castle, as I imagine one. Would you look at the size of them palm trees in the pots? What time does the orchestra strike up?”

      “Before curfew, I hope. Actually, it was Lillian who suggested this place. Her family comes here for birthday celebrations.”

      “Oh, I’m so stupid. I forgot to tell you that Lillian came ‘round. Friday last, I think it was.”

      “Did she?”

      “I thought it odd because she said you were to meet her to walk home together. She said she went to your office, but you’d gone. Such a nice girl, Lillian.”

      “I did forget all about our walk, and ran out at the bell without a thought for her. I was late for the train.” How could I have done that to Lillian?

      “It’s nice to have a new friend, but keep the old ones too, mind. You may regret that you didn’t keep them.”

      Meg felt her cheeks blush when she considered how poorly she’d treated Lillian. What’s happened to me?

      Jinny reached across the table and patted her hand. “I’m sure you can make it up. Lillian’s very fond of you and she seemed cheerful enough about it, shrugged it off, but then those Watsons are a jolly lot.”

      “I’ll make it up to her.”

      “If you went to one of those football matches of hers …”

      “And stand on a freezing pitch for hours?” Meg shivered. “But yes, you’re right about that. I will.”

      Helping herself to the last of the roasted potatoes, Jinny asked, “And Mary wants to move to Dublin?”

      “She does. She has to move somewhere. When Mr Carstairs was killed, everything changed. The estate is to go to his family, including the cottage where Mary and her mother lived. Her mother moved to her sister’s farm in Coleraine. Mary and her Uncle Frank are still living on the estate, but waiting for the boot.”

      “A shocking thing that was—I followed the story in the newspaper for days. But why wouldn’t she live with her mother?”

      “It’s, em, the aunt’s house is full.” A situation Meg invented.

      “Oh, I see. And Mary, why would she want to live with your old sister?”

      That stymied her. She’d gone too far—once she’d started talking about what was really on her mind to Jinny, she found such relief, she’d just rattled on. Jinny’s was an obvious question, but one she hadn’t foreseen. “We … we’d need a third to afford a flat, and it’s hard to find a girl who wants to live, em, not with her parents or a husband, you know, so … neither of us knows of one … certainly not in Dublin.”

      “But wouldn’t I only be in the way? I’ve next to nothing to contribute.”

      “S-something is better than n-nothing,” stammered Meg.

      “Dublin. Dublin seems foreign, does it not?” Jinny sat back, refolded her napkin, and placed it carefully on the table, her eyes downcast as if thinking thoughts she didn’t wish to express.

      “It does at first glance, but I think we could get used to the idea. It’s something to think about.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d consider living on our own here? You could keep your job. But if you want to go down there, couldn’t we live with David? Doesn’t that make more sense?”

      Meg’s face reddened. Both suggestions were so obvious. “David’s sharing with Martin, and they’re living somewhere on the racecourse, so … you know.” She shrugged, unable to give a logical response.

      Jinny eyed her sister thoughtfully. “I’ll enjoy thinking about leaving, you know. Thank you for asking me … it means so much to me that you’ve thought to.” Tears glazed Jinny’s eyes.

      After dessert, they enjoyed listening to the orchestra. As the ten o’clock curfew approached, Meg got them a cab home, right to the door. Jinny was exhausted but excited by the evening. Between making Jinny happy and broaching the subject of leaving their father and living elsewhere, Meg felt happy, too—happier still that she’d talked to her sister about living with Mary. She’d had no dark thoughts, no qualms, once she’d started … and now that it was over, she was stunned by relief.
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      It was a Friday afternoon, early December; darkness shrouded Belfast for most of the day. Meg arrived at work cloaked in it and was enfolded by it again when she left.

      She finished a letter to a supplier in the quiet of the empty office, the last letter of the week. Mr Worthy had left unusually early, and no sooner was he out the door than she consulted the railway timetable, and found an earlier train she could catch to Portrush.

      The office telephone rang, startling Meg in the quiet. If it’s him, it’s a lucky thing I’m still here to answer.“Mr Worthy’s office, Margaret Preston speaking.”

      “It’s me, Mary.”

      “Mary!”

      Mary spoke low and quick. “I can’t stay on the line long. I’m on the post office telephone, not in the house. We were evicted from the house and the cottage today … well, I was. They’ll allow Frank to stay in the cottage to provide caretaking. The family hired a firm to live on the premises while they count pictures and carpets, and they’ve forbidden me to stay on the estate. I don’t want Frank to get caught and tossed out, do you see?” She raised her voice. “One moment, Mrs Kerr, please.”

      “What about the cataloguing?”

      “I’d finished it, which was obvious once they asked for the lists.”

      “Will you go to Coleraine?”

      “No. I’ve telegrammed my mother to tell her what’s happened—I’m going to Dublin tomorrow morning.” She adopted a conspiratorial tone. “Don’t come up after work.”

      At Meg’s continued silence, she asked, “Are you there?”

      “Sorry. I’m a bit stunned. Has it come through then, your—”

      “No, it hasn’t, but I can manage the move and the flat ahead of it. Mr Bray will see to that. In fact, he has to—I’m not allowed to lease on my own—I need a male. The plan has to change, sorry—it’s out of my hands with the eviction. I’ll telegram to Moore’s Place and tell you where I’m staying.” With that, she rang off with a hard clunk.

      Meg sat numbly for a moment, listening to dead air before slowly replacing the receiver. She wasn’t entirely sure she understood what was going to happen, but she expected that a telegram would arrive to tell her where Mary was spending the weekend.

      She continued to think until the closing bell rang; it jolted her into quickly gathering her things and closing the office. Avoiding Lillian, Meg slipped out of the building and the yard. She wanted to be on her own.
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      She walked home through the dark, pleasant evening. Walking past St George’s Market, she listened to stall vendors cheerfully calling to one another about a trip to the pub as they shuttered the vast building for the night. Passing the vendors’ horses and carts, she enjoyed the heavy, earthy smell as the heat of the animals spiralled around.

      Her mother had loved bringing the five girls to St George’s Market when Meg was a child. She and Annie held hands in the market and drank the creamy milk offered at the dairy stalls, their older sisters handing the glasses down from the counter for them. Of all the butters for sale, her mother chose the sweating pale butter in little wooden boxes from Ballymena, near the farm where her husband had grown up. The six of them, enjoying the day, held hands in the streets and laughed as they happily strolled home. She felt a pang of regret at the loss of the laughter and safety they’d enjoyed when she and Annie were children. Sadly, she hadn’t appreciated her childhood enough; truth be told, she hadn’t appreciated her mother enough.

      Sighing deeply, she thought of the present. I’ll never spend the weekend in the cottage with Mary again … never sit in front of the cottage turf fire, inhaling that wonderfully comforting smell, with Mary at my side. Portstewart still exists, but it’s been pulled away from me as though snatched off the earth like a tablecloth off a table.

      She’d known that this time would come; Mary had told her she’d have to leave the cottage. Their time together there had been the happiest chapter of her life, by far. Barely registering the rest of the journey down poorly lit streets, she was surprised when she stepped into brightly lit Shaftsbury Square.
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      Meg arrived home as though in a trance. She found Jinny laying the table, her face splotched and red. “How are you? Are you all right?”

      “I’m just a little hot, from the oven, I think. I’ve a headache today, but it’s nothing. The December dark makes you feel closed in, like something’s pressing on you, doesn’t it? But weren’t you to go to Portstewart tonight? ‘Tis Friday, is it not?”

      Meg shared Mary’s news.

      “Oh my, that’s a turn up! Things are moving quickly.”

      “I’ll start looking for employment down there. I’ll buy a Dublin newspaper tomorrow and look at the for-hire advertisements. I can start writing letters tomorrow, too.”

      “That’s a good plan, Meg, you always know what to do. I’m that glad you’ll be here this weekend.” She passed a hand over her eyes. The front door opened and closed. “That’ll be Father. We’ll talk later.”

      Jinny’s eyes glittered feverishly as she busied herself, serving the very last of the beef roast they’d first eaten the Sunday before. She’d made it last the week, served with fresh potatoes, sprouts, and dulse, still tasting of the shoreline where the edible seaweed had been collected. As much as Meg appreciated the meal, she was sick of the sight of it, especially the dulse. Jinny must have felt the same way, because she hardly touched her food.
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      As Meg finished cleaning dishes, Jinny said, “I think I’ll toddle off now, I’m that weary, and my head aches so.”

      “Are you ill?”

      “It’s nothing. A good night’s sleep is all that’s needed.”
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      As she prepared for bed, Meg found she could barely keep her eyes open. Jinny, however, wanted to talk.

      “I’ll move downstairs to David’s old spot, starting tomorrow night. I find it hard to manage the stairs, I get that breathless.”

      Meg sat up, staring hard. “Shouldn’t you see a doctor?”

      “I have done. Dr Boyd, a nice young man at the Royal Victoria, says I have something wrong with my heart. He explained it to me, but I couldn’t take it in. He’s given me drops to take and told me to avoid stairs. So I’ll move to the parlour. Would you help me tomorrow? I’ll just take a few clothes and put them into the bureau that holds the linens.”

      “Of course I will. But I wish I’d known—I could have gone with you.”

      “Florrie did—you had your work.” She took a sip of water and rested a moment before speaking. “I don’t think that I can move to Dublin, or anywhere.” She reclined against a stack of pillows. “I don’t think I can manage the upheaval, the change. I’m sorry, but I know where I am in this house. Father is Father, but I have to see the doctor again next month. Florrie and Lizzie are here, and Annie, so …”

      “Oh … I see.” Meg struggled to think what this meant for her. “Won’t you feel better soon? Get your strength back?”

      “No, he doesn’t think I will. I may do better on the drops, but he told me I’d have to take it more easily, with no stairs and so on. I wasn’t given to understand that he thought I’d get my strength back entirely.”

      Concern flowed through Meg. “But, however will you manage on your own with Father? Hoisting that big kettle?”

      “Ach, we won’t need it when there’s just the two of us. If I ask him, he’ll move things around for me, get the coal, and that. I’ll have to ask him each and every time, mind, but we’ll manage.”

      Jinny’s brave face didn’t fool Meg. “I’m sorry.”

      “Aye, I know you are, thank you. It’s for the best though, I think.”

      “Has he forgiven us for lying to him about Annie’s marriage? I can’t tell.”

      Jinny thought for a moment. “He holds onto hurts, and she did hurt him. We hurt him. But we’ve all sunk back into our usual routine.”

      Meg frowned. “Will you be alright here with him? Alone again?”

      “Don’t worry. Let’s go to sleep now.”

      Worry, however, was all that Meg could do after Jinny snuffed out the candle. When she finally conceived of a plan that would help Jinny, she fell quickly asleep.
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      In the morning, Meg woke at her usual early hour to find Jinny already awake, but still in bed. “Would you like me to bring you a cup of tea?”

      “I won’t say no.”

      “Rest then and I’ll be back in a trice.”
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      It was just six o’clock. Her father came down the stairs and into the kitchen.

      “Father, did Jinny tell you she was ill?”

      “No.”

      “Are you working today?”

      “Are you going to wet yon tea?” He gestured towards the boiling kettle.

      She pulled it off the hob.

      “Save me some hot water,” he said briskly.

      When he returned from the library, he stood in the scullery preparing to shave. Pouring steaming liquid into two mugs, she put them on a tray. “Jinny saw a doctor yesterday who told her she had to take things more easily and avoid stairs. She has medicine and will have to sleep in the parlour.”

      Her father poured hot water into his shaving brush cup. “I did not know, but I don’t abide with doctors.” He opened his cutthroat and stropped it on a leather belt hanging from the wall.

      Meg turned to leave the room with the tray.

      “She had that Spanish ‘flu and lived. Thon girl is strong,” he declared, lathering his neck and face around his moustache.

      “Aye, but she’s poorly now,” Meg said over her shoulder. The memory of Jinny nearly dying of Spanish influenza only four years before was still sharp. After the returning troop ships docked, bringing the pandemic to Belfast, the disease spread quickly and killed many.

      “And you’ll have to help her in the house.” She began to climb the stairs.

      “Oh, aye?” he bellowed. “And where will you be then?”

      A smiling Meg gave no answer as she reached the top landing.
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      Cradling her infant son, Tommy, in her arms, Lizzie opened the front door to Florence and Meg, and urged them to leave their streaming umbrellas on the front step.

      Once in the warm kitchen, Meg took the baby and gently tweaked his chin. A large placid baby, Tommy had a cleft chin like his father, but the rest of him, from that wild mop of black hair to his size, was pure Preston.

      “Here, Meggie, I like your new hairdo, a bob, is it? It suits you very well. When did you cut it? Nobody told me.” Lizzie bustled around, preparing tea.

      “Saturday last. Thanks.”

      “Very modern, it is,” said Lizzie, looking intently at Meg’s hair.

      Florence and Meg told her about Jinny’s illness and the doctor’s recommendations.

      “Remember when we had that Spanish ‘flu? It isn’t that again, is it?” Lizzie asked, her eyes on her baby.

      “No, the doctor explained that it’s her heart,” answered Meg.

      “I should have gone in to see the doctor with her,” said Florence, frowning, “I will next time.”

      Annie arrived, carrying an old Christmas cake tin.

      “Ach, you didn’t have to bring anything,” Lizzie groused. “I’ve baked. I always bake!”

      “I can’t arrive with me two arms the same length any more than you can.” Annie settled in at the table and took Tommy from Meg, so he might continue his tour of the aunts.

      “Meggie, your hair curls from that bob. It suits you, unlike that old green suit you’ve got on. So, how’s Jinny, then?” asked Annie casually while she jiggled the baby.

      Meg ignored Annie’s criticism and again told the story of Jinny’s illness. The sisters discussed the consequences it presented. They sat in a heavy silence, until Meg broke it. “There’s something else we must discuss.”

      They regarded her curiously.

      “Jinny has been housekeeping for Father forever. She’s either alone with him or all alone, and they’re the same thing anyway. We have to take better care of her. I don’t know what to do about Father. He barely says a word nowadays, and you’re lucky if you get the one.”

      “Well, I’ve a husband and a baby to tend to,” said Lizzie, puffed up with importance.

      “We’ve husbands, too,” said Florence, nodding toward Annie.

      “But no babies,” Lizzie said flatly as she placed clasped hands on the table.

      Leaning forward, Annie looked from one face to the next and broke into a wide grin. “I was going to tell you today anyway. I’ve fallen with a baby!”

      Florence and Lizzie cheered in unison, and conversation splintered into “When’s it to be?” “What names have you picked?”, and “I’m so happy for you!”.

      Meg sighed. Off they go now. I’ll never get them back to the reason we’re here, to talk about Jinny and the care she needs … and my move.

      “The baby’s due in June and we’ve picked out Denis or Elizabeth—Denis after Ned’s grandfather and Elizabeth after Mother. We think we’ll call her Betty. Yes, wee Tommy, you’ll have a cousin in June,” cooed Annie to the baby in her arms.

      “Ah, that’s lovely. Does Jinny know?” asked Florence.

      “No. I’d love to tell her myself. Is there any way she could visit us, Meg?”

      Exasperated, Meg blurted, “You could arrange a cab to take her to your house. You could have done that any time you cared to.”

      Annie frowned.

      “Which is what I wanted to talk about: we have to take better care of Jinny. I have my job all week, and—”

      “So Florrie and Lizzie will have to help on the weekdays. You can take care of her, them, on the weekends, and give up your mad country tramps,” declared Annie, handing Tommy to Florence.

      “No. I was going to tell you that I can’t stay in that house with Father. I’ve talked to Jinny about our leaving and setting up house together somewhere, and she agreed to come. She wanted to leave, but …”

      Annie’s cup clattered as it struck the saucer.

      “And what do you mean, ‘Florrie and Lizzie’? She’s your sister too, the one who was like a mother to you,” added Florence hotly.

      Annie’s eyes flashed with anger. “He’s forbidden me to show my face and you know it!”

      “Let me finish,” Meg demanded. “Jinny wanted to go with me, but her illness has changed things. She wants to stay in the house with Father. She says she can get him to help her around the house, but I’m not at all sure about that … and I’m moving to Dublin.” She held her chin up high, but felt her hands tremble. Anxiously, she clasped them tightly together, but when she noticed the looks on her sisters’ faces, she almost laughed. She’d not seen such exaggerated surprise since she and Jinny had enjoyed the antics on the pantomime stage.

      “Jinny was going to move to Dublin with you? Has she gone ‘round the bend?” Lizzie barked with laughter.

      “I don’t think so, and if she does feel better and wants to come, she’ll be very welcome. And yes, Annie, I’d stop my ‘mad tramps’ to keep her company. Anyway, David’s there, so he could visit …”

      “But how will you afford such a place with just you working? Jinny has but the wee annuity, and if she’s very ill, that’ll cost the world,” Florence voiced softly.

      Thinking of the daily letters she and Mary had exchanged since she’d moved to Dublin earlier in the month, Meg was sure of her ground when she announced, “I’m moving in with my friend and we’ll share the costs.” Meg caught Annie looking under her eyelashes at Lizzie.

      She stood, grasping the back of the chair; her three sisters staring up. “I want to say this— I will not be the one left to care for him, just because I’ve no husband, and that’s that. You’ll have to figure a way between you. Jinny can’t be his housekeeper any longer—she needs a housekeeper now herself, and I’m leaving. If she feels able to come at some point, I’ll fetch her, but if not … I’m leaving anyway. The thing is, Jinny needs company, and two of you could visit, and all three could ask her out when she can manage it.”

      Annie frowned while Lizzie fiddled with her woven shawl.

      “I took her to the doctor, but only after she asked. I haven’t meant to neglect her, I just don’t think about her as much as I should … I’m ashamed of myself,” mumbled Florence.

      Annie sighed. “I never invite her over to ours, and I could do, send a cab …”

      “Think on this, then,” Meg said dramatically. “The place is like death, it’s so silent. And she’s in it all of the time, ill, making meals. It’s been so since you and the boys left and since I started taking my weekends away on my ‘mad tramps’ … leaving her alone for days.” Meg looked pointedly at Annie.

      Lizzie shrugged. “Ach, Meggie, I’m sure it’s not so black as all that! You should go down to the music halls, you’re that dramatic. And anyway, I don’t see why you’re on your high horse—you’re leaving her flat. So why are we to …”

      Florence placed a hand on Lizzie’s and that silenced her. “And the doctor’s bills? And medicine? How will they be paid?” she asked. “Because we could help.”

      “We could as well,” said Annie.

      Lizzie motioned for Florence to pass her Tommy and she placed him under her shawl to nurse.

      Meg watched his little hands flutter with joy, then looked at her wristwatch. “I’ve got to go. Would you visit her this week, while I’m at work and she’s alone?”

      “I’ll spend as much time as I can during the week,” promised Florence. “You must do everything for the house now, Meg, so I’ll help with the shopping and the housework.”

      “If you’ll arrange the time with Jinny, I’ll send a taxi for her when she feels well enough to go out,” said Annie.

      After a hurried goodbye, Meg left them in the kitchen. In the front hallway, she pushed her arms into wet coat sleeves and heard Lizzie ask, “Did she say she was moving in with a friend? Have you met this friend? Is it a woman?”

      Annie laughed. “Of course it’s a woman. When has Meggie ever been interested in a man?”

      “Annie!” cried Florence.

      “Alright, alright, but there’s more in Meg’s hair than the comb will take out!”
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      Meg opened the letter from Dublin’s Molesworth Hotel, inviting her to interview for the position of assistant manageress of the dining rooms. She rang Mary’s new flat from a post office to tell her the news, and they agreed that Meg should arrive the night before her interview, scheduled the following Wednesday.

      Wanting the reunion to be special, she hatched a plan to surprise Mary and arrive earlier. Mary loves surprises. Unsure how she would manage absence from work and care for Jinny, she began by consulting the Belfast to Dublin rail timetable. Next, she talked to Florence, who agreed to make sure that Jinny would have company during the days, and to take care of the household chores. “I’ll organize the other two. They’ll help—leave it to me.”

      Jinny’s illness had kept Meg in Belfast during the first month Mary lived in Dublin. A strong urge to visit was tempered by the desire to keep Jinny company on the weekends, and to care for her and the house. Now, however, she simply couldn’t wait to see Mary.
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      Meg left for Dublin on a cold Monday the third week of January, directly after luncheon in the executive dining rooms. She arrived at the Great Victoria Street Rail station platform, found her third-class carriage, and boarded the panting locomotive. Her mounting excitement cancelled all thoughts of home responsibilities as she settled into the seat. Happiness engulfed her as she enjoyed the views from the train chugging down the coast of the Irish Sea. Meg gleefully anticipated Mary’s surprise, imagining her delight, their joy. “Don’t you love surprises?”

      To arrange enough time for the visit and interview, she’d asked Mr Worthy’s permission to take a brief holiday, not even a full week, to care for her sister who was ill. He’d raised his eyebrows, asking for assurance that she wouldn’t let caretaking interfere with her duties.

      “I hope we can count on you to rise above your familial duties, Miss Preston. We have to ensure the smooth running of the dining rooms. Your duties here mustn’t suffer due to the common burdens of your sex in the home. This sort of thing is exactly why women aren’t given posts of responsibility—you cannot be relied upon to prioritize your employer’s needs above your domestic ones, as men are able and willing to do.”

      Through gritted teeth, Meg gave him her assurance. She could count the number of holidays she’d taken on one hand, over a lifetime of service. Still, she felt guilty about exaggerating Jinny’s condition—and superstitious about it—to travel to Dublin to be with Mary and interview for another position.

      She’d worked late for several days with Miss Simpson to ensure adequate supplies to fulfill the menus for the coming week. Miss Simpson and Chef Lazio assured Meg that they would oversee the service and urged her not to worry while she was absent to care for her sister. Meg felt much more guilt not telling them the truth than she had when lying to Mr Worthy … and guiltier still that she hadn’t written to David to tell him she was planning a stay in Dublin. She’d not wanted to sacrifice any time spent with Mary, alone.
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      The train arrived at Amiens Street Station in Dublin at four o’clock on Monday afternoon. The flat was on Fenian Street, one of Mary’s little jokes Meg thought, on the other side of the Liffey River from the station. The weather was fine, even if the light had faded. Armed with Mary’s instructions, she set out across the Liffey on foot. Striding through throngs of students milling outside the gates of Trinity College, she arrived at a corner that had no street sign, and had to ask in a chemist’s shop where Fenian Street was, only to discover that she was standing on it.

      Number 37 was across from the chemist. Gleaming brass mailboxes lined the small foyer, with one belonging to “M. O’Neill, 1.” The flat stood in a perfect location, on a quiet little street off Merrion Square, with all the shops in the world near one end, and a park on the other.

      Past a winding staircase to the upper floors, Meg found the door to flat number 1 and pushed the bell. The sound of footsteps set her heart racing as she waited with a beaming smile. The door swung open, revealing an angular woman who looked to be in her thirties, with dark brown hair, severely cut, the sharp angle following her strong jawline.

      “Oh, em, I must have the wrong door. Pardon me.” Flustered, Meg looked down at the piece of paper in her hand, as though it would explain the presence of this woman.

      “Who are you looking for?” the woman asked pleasantly enough.

      “Miss O’Neill. Mary O’Neill. Flat 1?” Meg’s eyes darted to the brass “1” on the door.

      The woman stood to one side and held the door open. “Come in, then. This is Mary’s flat.”

      Meg walked in and waited while the woman closed the door, and led her down the narrow hallway to a room at the end. She switched on an electric lamp. In the pool of light, Meg discovered the woman was expensively dressed in a shift of some sort of oyster silk, with matching shoes and a very heavy necklace and matching bangles. She looked very modern.

      The woman switched on a second lamp and gestured to the chair next to it. She sat in the one opposite. “You must be Meg.”

      Meg put her case down carefully on the parquet floor. It contained her clothes, but also a bottle of aged Bushmills.

      “I’m Sheila Duffy, Mary’s friend.”

      “I’m Meg … Margaret Preston. Em, is she here? Is Mary here?”

      “She’s out, at the shops.”

      Silence fell, long enough to become awkward.

      “She expected you tomorrow, I believe.”

      Meg nodded, “And you are here …”

      “I am here.”

      Meg’s teeth gnashed, certain the woman was mocking her. “Are you here waiting for Mary, or … ?”

      “I’ve been staying here for a while.”

      This was news to Meg—a state of affairs Mary had never bothered to mention. “I see.”

      “Well, you may not see. I’m not sure.”

      “Is it a mystery, then?” Meg’s face burnt.

      “No, it’s perfectly clear. You see Mary’s an out-of-sight, out-of-mind sort of individual.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, you’ve been out of sight and I’ve been here.”

      Meg had never wanted to hit someone so much in her life; her gloved hands clenched.

      “My advice to you is to move here as soon as possible.”

      “I’ve not asked for your advice.”

      “Nevertheless, you should take it. I believe that Mary is looking forward to your reunion, that she’s very fond of you.” She opened a small ornate box, removed a cigarette, and offered one to Meg, who shook her head. “But as I’ve mentioned, I’m here and I’d like to stay. I’m telling you this out of kindness.” She lit the cigarette and exhaled blue smoke. As Sheila crossed her legs, Meg heard the swish of silk stockings.

      Meg stood and scanned Sheila’s languid pose. She could think of nothing to say and picked up her case.

      “Shall I see you out?” asked Sheila, still lounging in the chair.

      “There’s no need.”

      “Any message for Mary?”

      “Not for you to deliver.”
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      Meg walked back down the hallway, out of the flat, and into the street. Once back in the crowds on Clare Street, she walked quickly, not caring which direction she took. If asked, she would have said that she saw nothing. Except that several blocks along, she saw Mary, walking quickly in the opposite direction, carrying parcels and peeking in shop windows; a small woman hurrying along, an ordinary stranger, not particular in any way. Passing Mary unseen, Meg walked a few steps, stopped, and turned to follow, but the rushing crowd swallowed Mary. Meg hurried. Catching sight of her at a cross street, Meg dogged her back to 37 Fenian Street.

      As Mary walked through the outer door, Meg raced in after her. Mary turned and saw Meg just as Sheila opened the foyer door. The emotions on Mary’s face raced from surprise to confusion to fright with lightning speed. Meg’s gaze flitted from Mary’s face to Sheila’s; gratified to see Sheila’s mouth fall open and her face slacken.

      Mary opened her mouth, “M—”.

      Meg pushed Mary into Sheila, using her suitcase as a battering ram. Slamming the outer door behind them, Meg stood blocking the exit, her anger crackling like an electric current. Sheila walked backwards past the staircase and to the open apartment door, slowly at first, then quickly, closing the door.

      “Meg, it’s not … we’re not … she’s a friend.”

      “That’s not what she said.”

      Still holding the parcels, Mary fell back against the wall and howled. “Oh, Meg, why are you here today?”

      The apartment door opened a crack. Meg could see one of Sheila’s ash-grey eyes as she announced, “I’ll ring the police. You get out of here, you’re mad, you!”

      Enjoying the sight of Sheila’s pop-eyed terror, Meg lunged at the apartment door and kicked it. As the door hit Sheila with a dull thud, she yipped, and pushed it shut again.

      “Haven’t you anything to say?”

      Clinging to her parcels, Mary said, “You’d better leave. She’ll ring the police.”

      “Are you stood here to tell me that? Why did you do this? Why?”

      “I told you I had terrible faults. I’m so sorry. I know you’ll never forgive me.”

      “On the day we met, you told me about your terrible faults, but you’ve told me you loved me every day since. You knew I was coming tomorrow. Did you have to have her living here the day before? Tell me why!” Meg had started to shout.

      A door opened on a floor above them. Mary shrugged complacently, maintaining an absurd grasp on the parcels. Seized with murderous rage, Meg scanned the face she’d adored and found in herself the desire to hurt—to yank that golden hair and smash the lips that had given her so much pleasure.

      The twosome heard Sheila’s muffled voice from behind the door. “Mary, what is happening? I’ve rung the police. Here, you leave her alone now, you … you scullion!”

      Evidence of Mary’s ultimate betrayal twisted Meg’s face with fury. As Meg raised her fist, Mary moved toward her, chin up, eyes defiant, taunting. “Go on.”

      Meg had felt herself on the edge of disaster before. She decided to save herself and dropped her hand. Turning on her heel, she flung the outer door open and began walking, then running.

      Running faster, the heavy case bruising her leg, she ran in fear that Mary would follow.

      Meg dashed around the first corner she came to and rushed headlong across the street. Turning at the urgent blast of a lorry horn, she saw the driver shaking a meaty fist at her, his red face contorted. Meg stopped and hid inside a doorway to calm her jagged breath.

      What a fool I am— what an utter fool. Oh, God. Meg held a hand over her pounding heart, to soothe the radiating pain she expected would be with her forever. As though she held a mirror, Meg saw what the passing Dubliners saw standing in the doorway: a distraught young woman in terrible trouble, with no sanctuary and no one to provide succor. Her observers were wrong about one thing though: I have a home to go to.
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      It was late when Meg arrived back at Moore’s Place. She opened the door to the dark little house that once had overflowed with people and noise … long ago, it seemed now. Her father would be in bed, Jinny too, but she would wake her.

      She called softly, “Jinny, it’s me, Meg.”

      “Meg? What are you doing here?”

      “I’m going to make some tea. I’m freezing. Would you like a cup?” Meg walked into the parlour and saw Jinny in the light from the coal embers in the grate.

      She sat up. “What time is it?”

      “Past ten. I’ll put some coal on the grate.”

      Jinny struck a match and lit the candle she kept at her bedside. Meg felt as if the cold had seeped into the marrow of her bones. She piled coal on the grate and bent to blow on the embers; the flame soon caught.

      “I’m having whiskey in mine. Would you like a dram?”

      “I’m not allowed it, but have yours.” Jinny wrapped an old thick shawl around her shoulders and adjusted herself more comfortably in the new day bed, a gift from Florence. “Oh, there’s a telegram for you—on the kitchen table—the boy brought it after tea.”

      Meg walked into the kitchen with her case containing the bottle of Bushmills and set about to make the tea. While waiting for the water to boil, she shoved the telegram unopened into the hot range and watched it burn. She returned to the parlour with two mugs.

      “Here, Meggie, pull that chair over and put your feet and legs under this.” Jinny held up a corner of the blankets and quilts she buried herself under each night.

      Meg slipped her shoes off and sat in the chair to burrow her lower half in Jinny’s bedclothes. She passed a mug from the side table and took her own in two hands.

      “What’s happened? Why aren’t you in Dublin? What was the telegram about?”

      Meg wondered how to describe what happened. “Mary has taken a flat mate. She didn’t tell me in a letter or when she rang, but the woman’s living there.”

      “She didn’t tell you? But didn’t you go there?”

      “I did. I met the woman, who told me she’d been staying, and wanted to stay.”

      “What did Mary say?”

      “She wasn’t there when I arrived.”

      “I’m finding it difficult to take this in, Meg. A strange woman was in the flat, but Mary wasn’t?”

      “She’s not a stranger to Mary—in fact, they know each other quite well. Mary returned before I left.” Meg took a sip of the hot liquid and felt the whiskey burn its way down her throat. In spite of the circumstances, it was all she felt—that and the chill in her bones.

      “What will you do?”

      “I don’t know. I have to think …”

      “And your interview at the hotel?”

      “That seems … unnecessary now. I’ll telegram the hotel in the morning, let them know, and thank them. I have a job here, a good one, and I have a home.” She drank more and felt her rigid limbs relax. “There’s no room in the flat for us now, for me, so it seems I’ll stay here.”

      “Meg, I’d love you to stay here, but you’ve been that unhappy, I’ll worry. Did you not see David? And if you got a new job, maybe he could help find you a place?”

      Meg’s face was hot with her deceit. “He lives far outside Dublin, and I didn’t want to bother him.” I did think of going to him tonight—even though I never told him I was coming to Dublin. I had his address on a letter in my bag, but I couldn’t navigate all the trams and trains to get to him.

      “I see.”

      “Don’t worry, Jinny, don’t upset yourself. We’ll manage— we’ll get along, even with Father and his ways.”

      “Why did Mary not tell you? Why did she take a flat mate when she knew you were coming? I can’t understand it … she even invited me to join you! I never understood a stranger putting herself out like that to begin with.”

      “I’ve no idea, none at all. She’d no explanation for me. I’m sure the telegram was from her, so I didn’t open it. I burnt it.”

      The sisters drank in silence, until Meg felt warm and drowsy. “I’m going up. I must lie down and close my eyes.”

      “I wish you could stay here. It’ll be icy cold up there.”

      “I’m warmer now. I’ll be fine. Night-night.” Meg kissed Jinny on the forehead and made her way upstairs.

      Meg got into the cold bed and closed her eyes. She drifted off, tears running down her neck and soaking the pillow, with a single thought repeating itself: why did she do this to me, to us? Why?
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      “Meg, wake up. Meg!”

      She opened her eyes to the gloom of her childhood bedroom and the outline of one of her sisters standing over her, shaking her shoulder. “What is it?”

      “It’s three o’clock in the afternoon, that’s what it is. So it’s fallen through, your move to Dublin?” Lizzie’s face came into focus.

      Meg rolled over, turning her back to her pestering sister. “Aye, you could say that.”

      “I brought you a cup of tea. Have you had anything to eat?”

      “No, but I made them their breakfast early, then I went out to send a telegram to cancel my interview.”

      “Jinny’s told me. She’s worried about you. Are you sick?”

      “Yes.”

      Meg felt Lizzie’s cool hand on her forehead; she could have sobbed at the kindness in the gesture.

      “You feel cool. Do you want a doctor?”

      “No.”

      “I’ve brought their tea for tonight. Jinny can warm it, if you’re too sick.”

      “Alright.”

      “Will you go to work tomorrow?”

      “No. I’m off the rest of the week. I’ll make the tea tomorrow. I just need a rest. Tell Jinny.”

      Lizzie left the room and closed the door behind. Meg sat up, took a sip of tea, flopped down, and returned to merciful oblivion.
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      “Meg, wake up!”

      She turned over and, squinting into the daylight from the hall recognised Florence’s silhouette framed in the doorway.

      “You’re to get up and come down. Jinny’s threatening to climb the stairs—she’s that frantic about you. I’ve filled the tin tub and you’re to come down and bathe while it’s hot. After that, you’ll have something to eat. No didoes now, up you get. Lillian is coming after her work and you don’t want her to see you like this, do you?”

      “Lillian?”

      “Yes, Lillian Watson. The one who’s been your friend since you were in nappies.”

      “How did she—I mean, what time is it?”

      “It’s Wednesday, past noon. Jinny sent a messenger boy to Lillian’s yesterday to ask her to visit you.” Florence reached over Meg’s bed and flicked open the curtains.

      Quickly, she cupped a hand over her eyes, shielding them from the painful flood of light.

      “Either you get out of that bed or I’ll fetch the doctor.” Florence crossed her arms and stood over Meg.

      Defeated, Meg rose.

      Florence smiled and said, “That’s right. You go down and I’ll bring fresh clothes for you. Go on.”

      A groggy Meg was welcomed in the kitchen by a fluttering Jinny, who ushered her to the hot bath behind a screen. Submersion wasn’t possible in the old tin tub, but the hot water made her feel a little better.

      Clothes were draped over the top of the screen as Florence said, “I’ve got those sheets off. I’ll put the big kettle on so we can wash ‘em.”

      Whatever Jinny said in response was lost as Meg poured hot water over her head from a pitcher. The smell of a fry-up wafted over the screen.

      Pink from the heat and the scrubbing, a freshly dressed Meg sat at the kitchen table with a full breakfast. Florence stood at the old stone sink, scrubbing Meg’s sheets to within an inch of their lives.

      Jinny sat and watched her young sister, smiling. “Go on Meggie, you’ve got to keep up your strength.”

      Picking up the knife and fork, Meg frowned at the fry-up.

      Florence turned and raised a dark eyebrow with menace.

      Once she’d put the first bite into her mouth though, a healthy appetite took over and she ate the entire plateful.

      “That’s a good girl,” affirmed Jinny, just as she had when Meg was little.

      “It was delicious. Thank you, both.”

      Florence pumped a cataract of water over the soaped sheets several times, and wrung them with all the formidable strength in her arms. “You ought to buy yourselves a mangle. Ralph bought me one and it makes the wash ever so easy. I’ll hang these outside—it looks like a fine afternoon—then I’m off.”

      “I’ll hang them, Florrie. You’ve done enough. Get yourself home now. I expect Lillian will be here soon. It is a fine afternoon and I could use the air.”

      “Aye, go for a wee dander with Lillian. Lizzie’s bringing the baby for a visit this afternoon, so I’ll have company—”

      Fastening the cuffs on her sleeves, Florence said, “I’ll come ‘round tomorrow, then.”

      “Come if you like, but I’ll take care of everything tomorrow, truly,” stated Meg.

      Florence and Jinny exchanged a look and a nod.
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      “I like your hair, Meggie, it really suits you … maybe I should bob mine. It’d be easier to stuff under a bathing cap.”

      Lillian and Meg were strolling along the River Lagan, enjoying the sunshine.

      “Mine looks better this way, but your hair’s so lovely, Lily, I think you should leave it as it is, loose to your shoulders.”

      She fingered strands of hair. “Mouse brown and straight.”

      “Chestnut, thick and shining—beautiful, that’s what I’d call it.”

      Lillian blushed and laughed.

      “Where’s your match this Saturday? I’d like to come.”

      “We don’t start football again until spring. The pitch is hard now, but I play water polo in the winter, and we have a match at Queen’s on Saturday. Yes, do come! Let’s have a meal after. Will you?”

      “Water polo? I’ve never seen that … yes, I’ll come, and for a meal after, too.”

      “Grand. You’re fine now? Not ill anymore?”

      Hearing the concern in her friend’s voice, Meg squeezed her arm reassuringly. “I had the gyp, but I’m better.” Yes, she’d seen the deep black circles under her eyes that morning, but she did feel a little better, she had to admit.

      “And Jinny? She’s been poorly, but how is she now? That’s why you took the time off, isn’t it?”

      Frowning, Meg walked to the railing along the river and stopped. It was the stretch she most loved—the weir with the fields behind, snow sparkling in the grass, twisted black trees beyond, and birds crisscrossing the narrow span of the long, winding river.

      “This is my favorite spot. I think that if dropped down, a stranger would never believe they stood in Belfast … or in any city, don’t you?”

      “It’s truly lovely. Shall we walk farther, to the fields?”

      Meg regarded the green-gray water swirling toward the weir, eddies and currents evident and frightening. “I wish I knew more about the creatures that live in the water. I’m sure this river is teeming with life.” Turning to look at Lillian, she said, “It’s not that Jinny isn’t poorly, she is … that’s not why I’ve been absent since a half day Monday. I told them at work that … and you. I didn’t want to tell a lie, especially to you, I’m sorry … I told Jinny the real reason of course, but I didn’t even write to my brother David to tell him I was going to Dublin.”

      Lillian scanned her face and nodded. “Let’s walk on.”

      “I went to Dublin for a job interview and—no, that’s not why. I went to Dublin to visit my friend Mary, the one from Portstewart. She had to move—it’s a very long story—and she got a flat in Dublin with the idea that I would move in with her. I did have an interview scheduled at a hotel dining room, but the whole plan fell through.” Meg took a deep calming breath. “Mary took another flat mate, without telling me, even though she expected me. The woman was living with Mary—she was there when I arrived.”

      Lillian took Meg’s arm and made no comment for a few steps. “Mary was a good friend of yours, was she?”

      Torn in two about how to answer the simple question, Meg said nothing.

      Lillian stopped walking and faced her. “You can tell me anything, or nothing. I’m your good friend, and always will be. It’s just that all of those weekends you spent up in Portstewart, em … on my football teams, some of the girls have friends, special friends. I mean, well, they’re like boyfriends.” Lillian stammered, “Is M-Mary yours?”

      Meg looked up into Lillian’s dark blue eyes filled with kindness and concern, and burst into tears.

      “Let’s sit over here, off the path, and you’ll tell me.” She led Meg over to a wooden bench in a copse.

      “Here’s the simple truth. I thought that Mary and I were in love, and we were going to make a life together, but she betrayed me. It’s finished.”

      They sat for a long time, Meg talking and crying, and Lillian listening and consoling.

      Eventually, Meg stopped crying and they began the walk back. Meg didn’t want to pry, but she wanted to understand what Lillian had told her. Finally, she asked, “The girls you know who are like me, are you … like that too?”

      “My sister says I must be, but the truth is, I’m not sure. I’m not sure I’m anything.” Lillian’s cheeks coloured. “I haven’t had a boyfriend and I haven’t had a special girlfriend. At twenty-three, I ought to be interested, but my sister says that no man would have me.” Lillian sighed. “Listen, I have to tell you, and I don’t want to make things worse, but that was hardly a wild guess of mine. For one thing, I heard a story about you at the yard only last week. I told the person I’d known you all my life and let her know she was a vicious gossip.”

      “I know who started it. It was from when I was sixteen. Amy Lyon spread the story back then. It’s still going around?” Lillian continued to look worried, so Meg asked, “What is it? Is there more?”

      “Not about you, it’s about Mary O’Neill. Aunt Agnes and my Cousin Alice, as the Portstewart postmistresses, they know everything about everybody. Alice told me that there were stories about Mary getting into trouble with girls … in that way, at school. I put two and two together after you started going up there every weekend to visit.”

      Meg considered what Mary had shared. “She did tell me about trouble at school.”

      After a few moments of awkward silence, Lillian asked, “Do you know what you’ll do now?”

      Meg shrugged. “I’ll return to the office on Monday and live at home with my father and sister. I’m lucky that I still have both.” Shuddering to think how she would be coping now if she’d quit her job and had no family or home, Meg thought of newspaper stories about desperate girls who’d jumped into the river under the cloud of some disgrace; how easily she could have been one of them. I saved myself though, I did. She shook free of the morbid thoughts. “And why does Beryl say no man would be interested in you, then?”

      “Too sporting, too tall, too manly.”

      “Beryl needs spectacles.”

      Throwing her head back, Lillian laughed heartily, and Meg laughed too, delighting in the sight of her friend enjoying her joke.
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      They walked to the canteen next to the boathouse and sat at an outdoor table.

      Lillian said, “If you want to find out about the creatures in the river, the Central Library have staff to help you find books to answer your questions. Very nice and helpful they are—they never make you feel small because you don’t know something. I go most Saturdays to exchange books.”

      “Do you read a lot?”

      “Most evenings, when I don’t have practice.”

      “Could we go to the library on Saturday? You could show me the ropes. I like to read too, and I’d like to find a better selection than the one at the Orange Hall.”

      “We’ll go in the morning. It’ll be a grand day, Meggie.” Lillian smiled with such joy that Meg could have started crying again but, instead, she offered a wobbly smile.
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      Once they were walking along the river again, Meg asked shyly, “Are you not shocked about what you know about me now?”

      “I’ve known about you for a while. Remember when we were girls and played Mother and Father? I’ve been on teams all my life and met girls like …”

      “I’d forgotten about our game.” Meg wondered if Lillian was being kind at the expense of being honest. Gazing sidelong, she found her friend’s blushing face as open as ever.

      “Forgive me, but they seem unhappy, those girls. There are tantrums and tears, you know, and what if their parents were to find out? All that upset can’t be worth it, can it?”

      An image of a naked Mary flickered in Meg’s mind, murmuring Meg’s name like a song as she drew her close.

      Yes, it is. No. Yes.

      “Do you want to marry, Lily?”

      “I don’t think so, but I don’t think about it much. Some things I simply can’t imagine. Have you thought of it? I mean, being with a man?”

      “I’ve thought of trying to find a nice man who liked me, to be done with the other, but I don’t seem to try.” After a few seconds of contemplative silence, she asked, “The ones with special girlfriends…are there a lot of them?”

      Raising her eyebrows, Lillian asked, “Why, do you want to meet one?”

      Meg sputtered, “Not at all! I think I’ll follow your lead and stay at home from now on, a nice quiet spinster. Unless of course, you’d like to see a film or concert with me or take a long walk in the hills.”

      She giggled. “Sounds perfect. And we’re on for the St. Thomas’ Easter service, as always?”

      Smiling, Meg declared, “We are indeed!” Meg’s face crumpled suddenly. “Mind how you go at work, I mean about me. Don’t give them something to say about you as well. If they haven’t already … if they have, I’m sorry.”

      “Ach, don’t fret, let them talk—they’ve nothing else going for themselves.”
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      Sitting in the stands that lined the Queen’s University bathhouse, Meg continued to peel off her outdoor garments in the stifling heat, hotter even than the Tropical Ravine at the Botanic Gardens. Unable to swim, she still longed to jump into the cool water filling the air with chlorine vapors. She watched the water polo match with utter incomprehension, until she identified the player in the net on one end as Lillian, and so was cued when to cheer.

      Eventually, a whistle blew and the women pulled themselves out of the pool and hugged one another enthusiastically. Bare arms enfolded Lillian’s neck; bare legs touched hers. Desire, sudden and strong, dizzied Meg. She fought to vanquish the feelings, relieved by the realisation that there’d be no place for her and Lillian to be together; their homes were filled with family, hotels would prove impossible and the outdoors dangerous. No, there’d be nowhere for them to be together.

      Statuesque despite her drab bathing costume, Lillian waved her bathing cap at Meg, and mimed that she’d meet her outside. Meg gratefully gathered up her belongings and hurried out, where she deeply inhaled the frigid air … and felt her heart rate slow, breathing relax, thoughts subside. By the time her oldest and best friend had emerged from the locker room, Meg was ready to enjoy a meal with her, all feelings of desire fenced-in and buried—innocent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            BRACKNAMUCKLEY

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      On a wet Saturday morning in the early spring of 1926, a pall lay over the house on Moore’s Place. The rain had been pelting down for hours, and after a few years of decline through a series of strokes, their father lay dying in his bed.

      Meg polished the kitchen table with beeswax, as she did every Saturday, as her mother had done and Jinny in her turn. She used the same vigorous, circular motions and the same chamois cloth. While she polished, she made mental lists of the things that needed to be done, items that needed to be purchased or when she next could visit Betty, her toddler niece. Sometimes she worried about money … and sometimes she thought of Mary.

      Mary was in her mind this morning—her pleading letters, denying Sheila’s implication during the unfortunate meeting and later the begging of forgiveness. She’d stopped reading them and at a certain point they’d stopped coming. Mary had stopped ringing Meg at the office, too—calls comprised of brief, constrained conversations in code, both speakers conscious of the shipyard’s switchboard surveillance. It seemed to Meg that the promise of their life together, their love, had been written in water.

      Meg fully accepted living with her sister and father again, going to work and coming home, walking to and fro to keep herself fit and to save money. Unburdening herself of the truth to Lillian had been like waking from a nightmare, safe and unhurt. Lillian remained her good friend and nothing more, someone to whom she could talk about feelings; she was precious to Meg. Even though the relief of unburdening feelings both secret and true was liberating, Meg vowed she’d never allow herself to be vulnerable to such pain ever again, even if love were possible with Lillian.

      The hurt she still felt blurred her vision when the family began arriving that dreary morning. First Annie, strangely bedraggled and holding her three-year-old daughter Betty under an umbrella, entered the kitchen door in the old familiar way, with rain lashing behind. Hatless and wet, Annie’s black hair trailed from her bun, plastered to her damp face and neck. Meg had never seen Annie in such a state in public.

      Meg put the beeswax and cloth down and wiped her hands on her apron. “Hello, wee Betty dear.” She took the little girl out of Annie’s arms. “You received my message about Father?”

      Annie didn’t answer, as though she hadn’t heard. She looked stricken.

      “What is it? Is it Ned?”

      Annie remained mute.

      “Here, get out of those wet coats and sit yourselves down,” Meg instructed, putting Betty down and pulling her little red coat off. She helped Annie out of hers and firmly propelled Annie into a chair at the table.

      Finally, she spoke, her voice weak. “Is Father …”

      “The doctor says it won’t be long now, days or even hours. Did you not get my message this morning?”

      “I did, but …”

      Taking a cushion and old woolen blanket from the rocking chair, Meg placed both onto the floor before the warm kitchen range. “There now Betty, you must play very quietly. Your Auntie Jinny is having a lie down.” She put her finger up to her lips in pantomime, reached for a box of children’s bricks from a shelf above, and offered it to her niece. It was the same wooden alphabet set her mother and all seven of her aunts and uncles had played with, now missing the T. She smiled as Betty nodded seriously and removed a brick.

      Pouring a cup of tea, she added sugar and milk. “Knock that down ye.” She pulled a towel from the wooden dryer suspended from the ceiling, and handed it to Annie.

      She accepted it absently. “It’s the business. Ned says they both burnt to the ground in the wee hours. His business is lost. He tried to get to the safes this morning, but the fire service shoved him aside.” Her lips quivered. “He’s sure they’ve stolen what was there.”

      Meg dropped into a chair. “But that’s terrible! Both offices caught fire at the same time?”

      “Sometime last night. He left this morning, at his usual time, but was back an hour later. We went with him to see the one burnt on the Lisburn Road.” Annie stared into the teacup.

      “Has he gone to the police?”

      “They may have been the ones who burnt them. We’ve been careful and Ned, he’s never kept much money in the shops for just such a reason, although he never thought they’d burn him out. He feared robbery.”

      “Is there enough money left for him to rebuild?”

      “He doesn’t want to rebuild.”

      The sisters fell into silence; the only sounds the water heating in the kettle, the ticking of the clock, and the clicking of wooden bricks as Betty played.

      “Can he hear us?” Annie lifted her head and rolled her eyes upward.

      “I shouldn’t think so,” replied Meg. “I’m so sorry about your difficulty. Especially coming on the heels of your mother-in-law’s death …”

      Annie’s voice was thin and weary. “His sisters shouldn’t have brought her up to that freezing convent of theirs.” She continued to speak as though thinking aloud. “When they hear about the business, maybe they’ll turn the houses over to Ned for him to collect rent, ask him to manage them. Maybe I should go up there to talk to them … not that I want to go back there as long as I live. I nearly died with the cold at her funeral. They left her in a vault in an icy chapel—it was very dear. I held my tongue, but I knew she’d have wanted to be with John in her own plot, in her own city. Ned just let them keep her there. He didn’t say a word. That chapel, it felt like the marrow in my bones froze straight through. Frozen mountains, with frozen waterfalls … just the sort of place you’d love a dander in, Meggie.”

      Meg’s dry lips curled into a smile, but then quickly fell into a frown. “Why’d she leave her daughters the rest of the houses?”

      “I didn’t even know spinsters could inherit,” said Annie bitterly.

      “Oh yes, they can,” confirmed Meg, adopting her sister’s tone.

      “So says Ned—it’s British law—he checked with a solicitor. Mrs Wright gave Ned the money for his business and she gave him our house. When she was alive, all was well with us, and I think she worried about her girls, since they don’t seem to settle in a convent, so …” A long tense sigh flowed. “The girls were prostrate with grief and claimed they wanted to stay in that convent up in the mountains, to be near their mother. I don’t know. Anyway, he’s already talking about emigrating, so it may not matter.”

      “Emigrating where?” Meg asked, heart starting to beat fast, feeling sick at the idea of losing Betty.

      “He’s talking about Australia.”

      “Australia! I’ll never see Betty grown.”

      Betty looked up at her aunt.

      “I don’t see why I have to leave my own country.”

      “Why won’t he rebuild?”

      Annie shrugged. “He hasn’t the stomach for it. Not like when John was alive. John was the go-getter before he got sick.” She laughed ruefully. “He’s got me playing the tick man, even.”

      “But he could work here, couldn’t he? He knows so much about racing. Or at something else?”

      Annie’s eyes flashed. “Where—in your shipyard? To be kicked to death? Anyway, you do know there are thousands out of work here?”

      Meg coloured. “What about the south? Leopardstown? Perhaps David could put in a word?”

      She rubbed her forehead anxiously. “I don’t know. He hasn’t mentioned it. I think he wants to go far away. He’s afraid.” She exhaled harshly. “Wherever we go, we’ll be alone.”

      “He’s been frightened before— terrified, when the Black and Tans tried to shoot him—and he recovered. Maybe he’ll change his mind?”

      Annie plunked her elbows on the table and pressed her face into her hands. “I don’t think he’ll count on the luck he had that night … a minister on the spot to lie for him and claim him as his own parishioner. If it hadn’t been for that man, they’d have shot him, he’s sure of it.”

      “England? He seemed to do so well there, that time he took us.”

      Annie smiled, much to Meg’s surprise. “That was a good trip, wasn’t it? We had a good craic, didn’t we?” The smile disappeared. “He’s dismissed going over there entirely. I’m not sure why, but probably the same reason … he’s against it, that’s all I know. He says that he wants to go where everybody is from another place, whatever that may mean.”

      “Where is he now?” Meg placed a child-sized mug on the table.

      “He’s gone to his cousin, Jim Wright, up in the Pound Loney. They planned to salvage what they could from the office up there, but they’re probably in a pub. You know what men are like.”

      Meg thought—and not for the first time—no, I don’t. She knew what her father was like, not that she understood him, and her brother David, but apart from them, she had no idea what men were like. The men at work—with the brilliant exceptions of Chef Lazio and a handful of kindly men from the neighbourhood—were remote, rough, or condescending. Some of them looked right through her.

      Finding Annie’s renewed silence oppressive, Meg tried to make conversation. “I miss David and our walks up at Cave Hill. We’d spend the whole day up there—what a luxury that was. I even enjoyed the tram rides up and back to the stop for the Castle, seeing the city thin and the beautiful homes up in Cliftonville and Fort William. I’ve taken Jinny on the tram up there, but of course, she can’t walk up the hill to the Castle …”

      It was obvious Annie wasn’t listening, so she turned to Betty. “And I love our walks along the river, Betty, our stops for mushy peas, and when we feed the ducks, eh?” She walked to the sideboard. “Come and have your tea.” She placed a plate of buttered, sliced barm cake on the table and her thoughts wandered again. I so miss walking along the cliffs, and I mayn’t go to that beautiful place ever again, and truth be told, I miss …

      Aghast at the pooling tears that threatened to roll down her cheeks, Meg hid her face as she brought Betty to the table.  Sitting with the little girl on her lap, she put the child’s mug and cake before her.

      Annie stared out the window, her mouth turned down unhappily. “You’ve left a carpet out in this rain,” she finally said.

      Meg peered outside and lowered her voice. “Jinny takes on too much. She shouldn’t beat carpets now—I’ve told her—but she brought it out while I was at work and then couldn’t find the carpet beater, which is on the wall where it’s always been.” They both glanced at the rush carpet beater by the back door. “It’ll just have to dry out there. I’ve bigger problems.”

      “Carpet sweepers are dear. The doctor bills are dear, too, and all the rest,” murmured Annie with a defeated breath.

      Meg nodded dismissively, wanting to make a point about managing on the money they had. “I’ve my job, Jinny has a wee annuity, and Father has his pension.”

      “Father’s pension will end when … will it not?”

      With a shock, Meg realised she hadn’t considered that they’d lose their father’s pension upon his death.

      Annie barely nodded. “It’s a shame about your reduction.”

      “I still have a job which, considering the redundancies … anyway, they’ve only built a few ships for a long while now. It made little sense to keep the dining rooms open. Many of the staff have new jobs, although I don’t know about old Mr Worthy. Chef Lazio is working at a grand hotel restaurant over in Brighton—his wife is thrilled to be back home—and Miss Simpson manages the Carlton now. I barely recognised her, she has a new hairdo and dresses so well. Lillian’s still at the shipyard … so far. I hate smelling like a fry-up, but the job has its upside—I’m off early in the afternoons and can visit Betty!”

      Betty giggled as Meg kissed her head.

      Why am I trying so hard to sound cheerful? Straightening, Meg said softly, “You could go up and see him. He hasn’t any anger in him now.”

      Cup in hand, Annie rose from the table as though the weight of the world were on her shoulders, walked to the fireplace mantel next to the range, and idly picked up a framed photograph. She eyed it for several seconds. “It’s you. Who took this photograph?”

      Embarrassed, Meg said, “Jinny insisted on putting it in a frame. One of those professionals on the streets—this fellow was on Royal Avenue. You know how they are. They take the photo and then they offer to mail it to you. Seemed churlish not to pay for it. The man’s clothes were more patches than cloth.”

      “You look like a woman of business, very smart.”

      Annie surprised Meg with her praise. “I’d been to see one of our suppliers.” I’d rushed around the city on business and been so proud of myself that morning … but by late afternoon, I’d accepted the demotion they’d offered, with a look of gratitude pasted on my face. Despite Mary’s ill treatment of me, I’d been proud of myself that morning … possibly for the last time. “Em, let’s not tell Jinny about the fires and that yet,” Meg whispered, determined to put an end to thoughts about the demotion. Mary O’Neill can go back in her box as well.

      Looking at the photograph a few seconds longer, Annie placed it back on the mantel and dumped the contents of her cup in the sink. Sitting down heavily, she poured a fresh cup as Betty drank noisily and ate cake.

      “What about the house? Surely if you sold it, you’d have enough money to live here long enough for Ned to find work?”

      “I’ve thought of that too, but where would we live? The Lady Street house?”

      “I imagine it’s nice enough.”

      “I can’t see myself living in the Pound Loney, can you? Or in one of their falling-down houses.” Anguish crossed Annie’s face. “We’ll have to sell St. Ives Gardens, or maybe let it for some income.” Annie turned to Meg and suddenly appeared more vibrant. “Here, maybe you and Jinny should rent from us? It’s much nicer than this old place!”

      Meg said nothing, but thought: I doubt we could afford it.

      Annie’s face fell again. “Anyway, he’s dismissed staying in Belfast out of hand. I’ll keep at him, but my pushing has a way of sending him in the opposite direction.” She sighed. “I can’t say you didn’t warn me, I really can’t.”

      Meg understood Ned’s reaction to Annie’s campaigning, but she didn’t understand the remark about her warning. “Warn you about what?”

      “About the violence against Catholics. I didn’t think we’d be hurt like this. I thought we’d sail above it all. When we had the chat about my conversion and marriage, you told me you were afraid for me. You were right to be. I imagine the man who was kicked to death at your shipyard thought all would be well.”

      “I wish I hadn’t been right, though.” The murdered man’s pulpy face surfaced in her mind, as though etched in metal by acid. Will I ever forget?

      As Annie stared out the kitchen window, Meg waited for her to speak again, but she continued to sit like a stone.

      “Lizzie sent a message earlier—she’s coming this morning, with Florence.”

      “Are they bringing the boys?”

      “I don’t imagine so. I hope not. What we need is a nice quiet girl, like our Betty.” Meg gave the small child another hug and kiss.

      “Australia.” Annie mumbled. “It’s beyond the back of beyond, the ends of the earth. Have you ever looked at it on a map of the earth?”

      “Maybe he’ll change his mind. Ask him, but ask just the once.”

      “I will. Ned’s reliable. Wherever we wash up, he’ll take care of us. Only, I’d hoped for more for Betty … in her own country.”

      They heard Jinny moving around in the parlour.

      “I’ll go tell her you’re here,” said Meg. “Now Betty, play with your bricks.”

      She slid down as her aunt stood.

      “I’ll go up and see him. Betty, play quietly now. No didoes,” instructed Annie, beginning to climb the stairs slowly, as though slogging through high, heavy snow.

      Jinny’s thin veined hands smoothed her grey hair, as she followed Meg out of the parlour. “What a lovely surprise—wee Betty! Where’s Annie?” She slipped into the rocker by the fire.

      “She’s gone up to see Father. I’ll go up, too. Mind your Auntie Jinny now, Betty.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was quiet and dusky, and smelled of illness in their father’s bedroom. Annie sat next to his bed on a wooden chair.

      Meg surveyed his pale face and thin body. He wore a worn white nightshirt, buttoned to the top, his thick hair neatly combed. He had a beard as well as the moustache now, still remarkably black.

      “He looks well-cared for…”

      “One of his order members is a barber. He visits often, and keeps everything clipped and tidy,” explained Meg quietly. “Father enjoyed all the attention, when he was … awake.”

      His closed, sunken eyes looked as though they’d simply disappeared into his head. He breathed shallowly, erratically, through a wide-open mouth.

      Annie leant forward, close to her father’s ear. “Daddy, it’s Annie … Annie, Daddy.”

      Meg thought his face changed, not a smile exactly, but a change, a lifting of features, a relaxing of the forehead. “I think he heard you,” she murmured.

      Annie rose and kissed his brow as she squeezed his hand, and then left the room. Meg followed and closed the door behind, thought better of it, and opened it.
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      Annie dropped heavily into a chair at the table. “Why didn’t you tell me he was like this?”

      “He only slipped off into this sleep on Thursday night, wasn’t it?” Jinny asked Meg. “The fellows at his order have been just grand. Checking did we need anything, visiting—the MacAdams boys—you remember them—they’ve been lifesavers. They carried him up the stairs to his bed last week. Afore that, he sat up in the big chair there, chatting away with the visitors.”

      “I could have helped. I didn’t understand he was like … this. I thought he was still sitting up, awake,” murmured Annie, perturbed.

      “It’s not long since he’s been like this—two days only.” Meg drew a ragged breath. “The doctor told us this morning he’d not waken again.”

      They heard the front door open and the flapping of umbrellas. Lizzie and Florence entered the kitchen, and greeted them with tense smiles and hurried hugs. Lizzie knelt to give Betty a kiss and handed her a little bag of sweets.

      “Ach, you’ll spoil her,” Annie scolded.

      “She’s the only wee girl among us, so far, and she deserves spoiling.” She looked up at Meg and frowned. “How is he?”

      “The same. The doctor came this morning … it won’t be long now.”

      “Aye, your message said. And you, dear, how are you?” Florence gave Jinny a quick kiss.

      “Fine,” Jinny smiled weakly.”

      Lizzie stood to kiss Jinny. Holding her hand, Jinny asked, “And how are Tommy and baby Will? And Tom?”

      “Fine. Tommy’s noisy and so’s his baby brother. Their father’s nice and quiet.”

      Jinny chuckled.

      Lizzie took a seat.

      “And how’s Ralph and wee Robert, Florrie?” asked Jinny.

      “Robert’s not a noisy boy, but a good boy. Ralph’s fine.”

      “How’s our Betty?” asked Lizzie with a wink and a grin.

      Betty eyed the sweets, but glanced up with a smile for her Aunt Lizzie.

      “Come here and sit on my lap,” she coaxed.

      Betty hesitated, then dutifully toddled over and allowed Lizzie to pick her up. She jiggled her knees in time to the cheerful song she sang; Betty and the sweets bag bumped up and down. “My Aunt Jane has a bell on the door. A white stone step and a clean swept floor.”

      Here, the other sisters joined in: “Candy apples, hard green pears. Conversation lozenges.”

      “Wheee!” Lizzie cheered as Betty slid down her legs.

      “Wheee,” echoed Betty before getting comfortable on the floor and opening the bag of sweets.

      “I always thought that song was written about our Aunt Jane, really I did,” said Meg. “She has the white stone step, scrubbed to within an inch of its life, the house is like a pin, and she always has the conversation lozenges at the ready.”

      “Even if they have a little lint on them,” laughed Jinny.

      “Or hair from her cat,” said Annie with a giggle.

      They laughed together.

      “I only know Aunt Jane. I don’t remember our grandparents,” said Meg.

      “I’ll tell you,” Florence offered. “Mommy’s family, they were so jolly, Grandfather Mayne and Grandmother, and Aunt Jane. Well, she’s still jolly—thank heavens. Anyway, they ran a small coffee shop, and it was all laughs and fun with them, just like Aunt Jane. We’d go, and they’d make us hot chocolate drinks. Delicious! I never understood why Mommy married into the Preston clan. They’re so dour, the ones we’ve met—you could die from it!”

      “Worse than dour,” Annie exclaimed. “Father’s sister Polly is wicked. I don’t know if Polly was mean when she married Jack Doran, but she got that way. And him … best to say nothing about him. Hell mend the two of them.”

      “And Father’s parents?” Meg rushed in to divert Annie’s thoughts from the aunt and uncle who’d abused her.

      Jinny piped up. “We never met them—none of us girls did. The boys did only the once when …” She glanced nervously at Annie. “Anyway, they lived on a farm up in, oh, what’s that wee place? Northwest of us, near Ballymena, in Portgleone it was …”

      “Bracknamuckley,” said Annie quietly, her face ashen.

      Jinny and Florence exchanged glances, and Florence continued the story quickly. “But they never came down here, and we never visited them, that I remember. They didn’t get on with Father, or him with them, and I’m not certain why.”

      “It was to do with the farm, and which of the family got a place and which did not. Father wanted to stay and farm, but he was a younger brother, so he had to go. There were the three brothers—two of our great-uncles shared the farm with our grandfather. But they all had sons older than Father who wanted to farm. Father and Uncle Arthur, his youngest brother, they walked here to seek jobs. Their father gave them but a few shillings to start their lives.” Jinny glowered. “A mean man, he was. I remember Father and Mother talking about it. He talked to her a lot. I remember that, too. He was very disappointed, bitter, about the farm. Can’t say as I blame him.”

      “He sobbed when Mommy died, you know,” Florence disclosed.

      A soft gasp escaped Meg.

      “I thought that might surprise you.”

      “I don’t remember him crying over her,” Meg whispered.

      “But he did, late at night, when he thought we were all asleep … for a long time, too. I used to hear him. Aye, he loved her. I believe that he loved all of us. But he’s a hard man to love back,” Jinny grimaced.

      Meg saw that Annie was avoiding Jinny’s gaze.

      “I’ll go and see him.” Florence rose.

      Hesitantly, Meg said, “He bought a plot in the Belfast City Cemetery, next to Mother. I found the deed. I’d like to go over to the undertaker’s to ask what to do, when …”

      “I remember. We buried her with her parents and brother—he’d bought two plots next to them. Dear, that was a long time ago.” Jinny’s voice quavered. “Well, we’ll have to wake him at the Orange Hall—there’s no room here. We’ll dress him in his blue suit and Orangeman sash,” said Jinny resolutely. “And he’ll want his order to march to the cemetery with him. That I do know.”

      Meg stopped herself from saying what she thought. Must we? Instead, she nodded. “Yes, and we’ll need to buy a casket … arrange the funeral.”

      “Would you like me to go with you?” Lizzie asked.

      Annie shook her head. “I’ll go with ye.”

      “I’ll go myself, later,” Meg said quickly.

      Lizzie said, “I won’t fight you. It’s a terrible day out, filthy. I’ll wait here.”

      “Lend me your hat.” Annie eyed Lizzie’s head.

      Lizzie’s brow creased, but she pulled out the hatpin and took it off. Stabbing the hat with the pin, she handed it over.

      “Betty, you stay here with your aunts and be a good girl. I won’t be long.” Annie collected her loose hair and rearranged the bun, put the hat on and anchored it with the pin. “Where’s me bumpershoot?”

      “By the kitchen door.” Meg pointed at the black, dripping umbrella.
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      An hour and a half later, Annie and Meg returned. The rain had let up, but it remained blustery and cold. They entered the kitchen rubbing their hands. Betty held out her arms to her mother.

      “Well?” asked Lizzie.

      Annie scooped Betty into her arms. “He’d arranged his own funeral, all of it, for when it’s needed. We spent less than an hour at Gray’s Funeral Home. He’d paid for everything and chosen the casket. Meg will talk to the minister and the ones at the Orange Hall, but he even chose the hymns. We also telegrammed David and Will. Jinny, will you write to Bob? There’s little chance he’d come all the way back here for the funeral, I imagine, but he should be told.”

      “I’ll write to him tonight,” Jinny promised. “I’ve meant to write to all of them and I will.”

      “I’ll go to church tomorrow and talk to Mr Grant after the service.” Meg stared out the window.

      Smoothing Betty’s tweed dress, Annie announced, “Our Betty’s to be the chief mourner at the funeral.”

      “I hope she isn’t frightened in the cemetery, Annie, she’s that wee,” Lizzie asked anxiously.

      Annie sniffed. “She’ll be fine.” She sat down with Betty on her lap. Clapping the girl’s hands together, she sang in her warbling soprano. “Stop your tickling, Jock! Stop your tickling, Jock! Will you stop your tickling, tickle-lickle-ick-a-ling? Stop your tickling Jock!”

      Jinny clapped too and soon enough they had Betty laughing. “Now, wee Betty, you sing too. Here we go!”

      All of the sisters joined the song’s second verse and the sound of a delighted child filled the room.

      “That was fun. Well, I’m away to my boys. With Tom at work, my mother-in-law has probably had enough of a wild wee boy and a baby,” chuckled Lizzie. “I imagine I’ll see you very soon. Florrie. Are you coming?”

      “I’ll be away as well.” On her way past, Florence cradled Betty’s face in her hand and kissed the top of her head. After also kissing Jinny goodbye, Florence and Lizzie left by the front door.

      Putting more coal on the fire, Meg turned to Annie and Jinny. “Are you hungry? I’m ashamed to say, I could eat a horse. We’ve a lovely lamb stew to heat up, with carrots and onions in a cream sauce, and nice fluffy potatoes. Eh, Betty? Does that sound good?”

      Annie rose. “We should go too. Ned will want to eat once he gets home … but it does sound tasty.” She licked her lips.

      “Ach, of course, of course.”

      “Send a messenger boy, will you, or telegram, when …”

      “I will. See you soon, wee Betty, safe home.” Meg pecked the little girl’s plump cheek.

      After kissing Jinny goodbye, Annie stopped at the door and looked up at the picture on the opposite wall. “I’ll tell you one thing for nothing, Meg, you ought to pitch that Titanic picture right into the dustbin. Should have done it years ago. It’s brought us the bad luck we have now.”
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      After they left, Jinny went into the parlour to rest. “Just to close my eyes for a minute, Meg.”

      The house was silent.

      I’m so lonely. She could have put her head down on the table and sobbed, but she put their food into the warming oven, sat in the rocker, and stared into the fire, dreaming and thinking. The sound of tapping on glass made her look up—there was Lillian’s face, framed by the kitchen window. Meg pointed at the back door.

      Lillian quietly closed the door and whispered, “Hiya, I just wondered how things were.”

      “I’m that glad to see you. You don’t have to whisper. Here, sit down. In fact, stay to tea. We’ve plenty warming. It’s only leftovers, mind, but good ones.”

      “Are you sure? I’d love to stay. It smells delicious in here. Can I do something?”

      “It’s all done. Sit.”

      “What’s happened?”

      “The doctor said my father wouldn’t last more than a day or two. Jinny’s fine, she’s having a lie down.”

      “Sorry about your father.”

      “How are things at yours?”

      “Beryl’s baby Albert is colicky and he screams most of the night, so none of us gets any sleep. Her husband James works at night, so he doesn’t suffer. My sister is tired, but my poor parents are dead on their feet. Still, my parents haven’t the heart to ask them to move. By the time the baby falls asleep, and we fall asleep, James comes home and wakes us up with his thrashing around.”

      “How long does colic last? One of our brothers had it. We’ll ask Jinny, she’ll know. Let me get her, tell her you’re here.”

      “I’m up and out. Hiya, Lillian. Has Meggie told you our sad news?” asked Jinny as she pushed aside the folding screen between the parlour and the kitchen.

      “Aye. I’m sorry.”

      “He’s not old, our father. Still … what were you going to ask me?”

      “Lillian’s nephew has the colic and we wondered how long it lasts. I said you’d know.”

      “David had colic until he was three months, as I recall. None of the rest had it. How long has it been now? How old is he?”

      Laughing, Meg joked, “David’s digestion has been healthy since, that’s for sure.”

      “Three weeks. He’s six weeks. Months? I’ll be dead by then. He cries at night for hours.”

      “Aye, that’s what happens,” nodded Jinny as she collected flatware to set the table.

      “I could put my head down and sleep on my typewriting machine during the day, making me even more likely to get the boot. Twelve got it yesterday. I’d planned to start taking in typewriting and working at night while I still had the job, but I’m that tired, there’s no chance of that happening.”

      Meg’s brow furrowed. “How did I not hear that? I usually hear everything at the canteen. How many are left?”

      “Only the three of us now—it happened at the closing bell, you’d have been gone by then.”

      Looking triumphant, Jinny pointed to the staircase. “I know—stay here and get your rest! My old bed is going begging upstairs, if you don’t mind it. We can’t have you lose your position.” Her cheerful gaze moved from one to the other of the women.

      Meg forced herself to smile and nod.

      Scanning Meg’s face for an opinion, Lillian said. “If you don’t mind, Meggie, I think I might do that, just until wee Albert quiets.”

      “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it. Jinny’s ahead of me there.”

      Blushing and smiling, Jinny sat down at the table.

      “When shall I move in then?”

      Jinny and Meg looked at one another soberly.

      “We don’t know when our father … if you don’t mind a sick man …” Jinny sighed softly.

      “No, I shouldn’t pile in on you now, not at a time like this,” Lillian said wearily.

      Placing a plate in front of Lillian, Meg said, “Come tomorrow morning and bring your things. We’ll go to church. I’ve to talk to Mr Grant about the funeral.”

      “If you’re sure … and I’ll contribute to the household, mind, my fair share.”

      “We’re sure,” affirmed Jinny.

      It’ll be fine, fine … we’re good friends and we’ll stay good friends. Her appetite gone, Meg served Jinny and Lillian.
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      Before Meg went to bed that night, she sat with her father. His erratic breathing started and stopped in a cycle of anticipation.

      Resting a hand on his thin shoulder, she felt his reedy pulse until she could feel it no more. “Goodbye, Father. God bless.” She kissed his forehead, pulled the covers up to his chin, and walked across the hall to her own bedroom. She’d tell Jinny in the morning. Right now, she needed to lie down and close her eyes—her head ached so, she could hardly see.

      Their father was in need of nothing now, so she’d let him rest too.
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          “WHAT SHALL WE GIVE IN RETURN FOR SO MUCH?”

        

      

    

    
      Wrapping the Titanic picture in brown paper, Meg asked, “Do you mind if we don’t take that?” She pointed at the portrait of King William.

      “Mind?” asked Jinny, opening and shutting the kitchen drawers. “I can live without it.”

      Standing in the doorway, juggling a case and bag, Lillian asked, “Anything else I can pack?”

      “I think we’ve done it. Are you packed?”

      “Yes. I’ll be off then to meet my father. He packed up my bits and bobs at home and he’ll meet me at St. Ives Gardens. Annie and Ned left some grand things in their house for us, haven’t they? Fully furnished, I’d call it. It’s really lovely. I’m lucky you asked me to join you renting it.”

      “Mustn’t forget Mother’s plant,” mumbled Jinny, moving the ancient, indestructible aspidistra to the centre of the kitchen table.

      Meg smiled at Lillian. “We’re the lucky ones. Without you, we couldn’t afford the rent.” At a rapping on the front door, Meg straightened. “That’ll be the carter. I’ll go.”

      “I’ll let him in. See you there.”

      Lillian herded two men into the parlour before she left—a middle-aged man with a ruddy face and a young man, the image of the older one.

      Pulling his cap off, the older man asked, “Hehup, Missus. Everything to go, is it?”

      “No. I’ll show you. Do you want to start upstairs?”

      The carter nodded while the boy, who could only be his son, looked anywhere except at Meg.

      Preceded by Meg, they trooped upstairs and came down grappling a large trunk.

      “Mind you don’t mar the walls. We’ll have to pay the landlord if you do, and it’ll come out of yours,” Jinny warned. She pulled down a tin from over the old Belfast stone sink, and sat and counted the money the three women had saved over eighteen months: enough to pay the carter, the last of the rent on Moore’s place, plus three months rent for 34 St. Ives Gardens, to be wired to Ned and Annie in New York. Counting it twice, she placed the carter’s money in an envelope and stowed the tin in Meg’s rucksack. “There, we’ve done it. We’ve enough saved for everything.”

      The carter and his son made several trips out to their horse-drawn cart with trunks and cases. Red-faced, they entered the kitchen, the last room.

      “This table, but not the chairs.” Meg pointed.

      “I’ll carry the plant,” offered Jinny, cradling the green glazed pot. “Take the gramophone, and mind you don’t drop them box of records.” Like a sentry, she watched every move made.

      The carter gestured. “What about all them things? And the bedding upstairs? If you don’t want ‘em Missus, I’d make an offer.”

      “We’ve sold the neighbours the rest in this house already, but there are a few things in the new place you might want.”

      “Alright, thanks. Here, lad, take that end of the table. It’s the last?”

      “Aye,” replied Meg quietly.

      The sisters stopped what they were doing and watched as the men carried the table out and around by the alleyway.

      Jinny said, “A million meals on that old thing, here and in the Roseland Place house, where all of us were born.” She unhooked their father’s shaving mirror, blew on it and polished it with a cuff, then put it in the rucksack, leaving the leather strop and cutthroat for the man next door to collect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Listening to the horse clip-clopping their belongings away, Meg stopped at the front door and took Jinny’s hand. They looked down the tiny hallway for the last time. The sounds on the street faded away and Meg heard all their voices around the table, back in the kitchen.

      “Goodbye,” she whispered to the empty house and shut the old green door for the last time. “Come, Jinny, let’s go.” She linked her sister’s arm with hers and they walked away.

      Settled in a taxi, Jinny wept, the houseplant cradled in her lap. Meg never looked back. Barely noticing the Orange Hall and the church where they’d gone to Sunday school, she hoped this new house and neighbourhood would improve their lives. As they drove past the majestic Queen’s University, and ornate Botanic Gardens gate, she imagined the time they’d enjoy in the grounds, just down the road from their new home. A home she would share with her sister and friend. As long as I don’t ruin things for us.

      Jinny wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry, Meggie. I’m thrilled to move into Annie’s house, it’s lovely. It’s just… all the memories in the old place … Mother, Father, the boys. And I’m sad for Ned and Annie, losing their home, having to let it to us. Moving so far away to a strange country.”

      “Seeing them off at the dock was terrible, wasn’t it? When the porter dropped their chest of china with an awful crash, and Annie had a go at Ned over it?”

      “Until she burst into tears, to make us all cry. Poor Ned.” Jinny dabbed her eyes with a clean crisp handkerchief.

      “I didn’t want to let go of Betty. The last she saw of us was a circle of sobbing aunts with their arms around her and her mother. Not that she’ll remember that. Will she remember us at all, though? Ach, now I’ll cry too.”

      Meg had sobbed at the dock while waving goodbye to the little family on the ship’s rail. Ned held Betty and waved her hand for her, while Annie waved a handkerchief until they disappeared on the horizon of the lough. Remembering that scene brought tears to her eyes. “I never thought I’d mind … and maybe it’s just that Betty’s gone, but I’m sad for them, too, especially Annie, who never wanted to leave Ireland. At least he changed his mind about Australia.”

      Patting her hand, Jinny sniffed. “They have a new life now in New York, but we have a new one, too. And here we are.”

      The cab pulled up to the kerb at 34 St. Ives Gardens and a smiling Lillian opened the cab door for Jinny.
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      Once ensconced in Annie’s and Ned’s house, one in perfect condition, Jinny took the parlour as her bedroom, while Meg took one on the third floor across from Betty’s old nursery, now filled with a large feather bed. Expecting her notice to exit the shipyard office pool any day, Lillian hurried to start her typewriting business and claimed the larger room on the second floor as her office, and the other as her bedroom. Her offer of double rent was refused.

      From the top floor, Meg had a long view through to the large houses and yards of Chlorine Gardens, and the Botanic nursery gardens beyond. Finding an easy chair in the old nursery, she dragged it into her room and created a sitting room, complete with the gramophone from Moore’s Place. Meg gave the picture of RMS Titanic pride of place in her room, but as she tacked it onto the wall, she felt a shiver. What if Annie’s right about it bringing bad luck?
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      Their first night at 34 St. Ives Gardens, Meg got into the bed in her third-floor aerie and opened the Carstairs copy of Northanger Abbey. She was instantly drawn in and gripped by the first two sentences: “‘No one who had ever seen Catherine Morland in her infancy would have supposed her born to be a heroine. Her situation in life, the character of her father and mother, her own person and disposition, were all equally against her.’”

      It struck Meg that this was the very question—unexpressed—she had asked herself since she was a young girl: will I be the heroine of my own life? The question reverberated now and distracted her from the novel in her hands. How will I have what I want if I’m not bold, if I’m not my own heroine? Turning out the light, Meg chased the question around in circles until she fell into a fitful sleep.
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      “She’s a sister for us now, Meggie,” said Jinny of Lillian. “Even when she begs me not to overdo in the house, she reminds me of you.”

      Lily’s a sister? Not for me. “You do too much and you’re sneaky—doing it while we’re out at work—as though we wouldn’t notice.”

      “I don’t! I just do what I can manage.”

      “Liar.”

      Jinny laughed.

      They sat at the kitchen table with the bills stacked in one pile, their combined cash in another, and Meg’s house ledger open. At the sound of the scraping of a key in the kitchen door latch, they turned. The wind blew the door against the sink. Lillian flapped her umbrella in the open doorway. “Wait ‘till I tell you—I just collected payment on two of my jobs!”

      Jinny clapped. “Hurrah!”

      “Congratulations, Lily, well done,” said Meg.

      “How are we doing?” She sat and smoothed wet hair from her cheeks.

      Meg ran her pencil down two columns. “I hate to tell you …”

      Lillian’s smile vanished.

      “I hate to tell you, but those payments are all yours, Lily. We’ve done it again—we’ve gotten through the month!”

      “Oh, Meggie, you did give me a fright,” said Jinny, a hand over her heart.

      “I wasn’t sure we’d be able to do it—again!” Lillian expelled a long, loud breath and grinned.

      “I was,” affirmed Jinny, “thanks to you two. I’m a very fortunate woman. You’re both so good to me. I was just saying that you’re like another sister, Lillian, wasn’t I, Meggie?”

      She smiled brightly and nodded.

      “I think we’re a good team, the three of us, and I think we should celebrate. Shall I take us out to a show, a restaurant?” asked Lillian happily.

      “Let’s think about the end of next month for a moment.”

      “That’s Meg, always sensible.”

      “Not always,” she said darkly as she regarded her friend before quickly looking away.
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      Jinny flung open the front door at the sound of Meg’s key and greeted her, breathless. “There’s a letter from Annie, addressed to both of us, so I waited for you.” Pulling the letter out of her apron pocket, she waved it excitedly. “Lizzie was here and she was frantic for me to open it, but I refused.”

      “A letter from Annie! Will wonders never cease?” Meg smirked, noting Annie’s large, looping handwriting on the thin blue aerogramme with the Brooklyn, New York, USA return address. “Is it the first this year?”

      “So it is,” said Jinny, putting on eyeglasses.

      They sat down at the table and Meg opened it. “My dear Meg and Jinny, How are …”

      “What’s the date on it?”

      “Em, 17th April.” She looked at Jinny with an arched brow and her sister motioned her to continue.

      17th April 1930

      My dear Meg and Jinny,

      How are you both? Very well and enjoying spring weather in St Ives Gardens I hope. I write with news I hope will please you for I’ve fallen with a baby and the birth will be in four months time. I’m sailing back to Belfast with Betty for the rest of my confinement. Ned will stay here. He is working now at the Consolidated Edison Co. in Manhattan an electric plant like a gas works but I’ll tell you more when I see you. We still have enough money for the passage and a nursing home for the birth and to pay our way in the household. I don’t want to go to hospital here and since we’ve nobody on this side to help with a child and an infant and everyone on your side Betty will be well looked after while I have the baby and then when I’m busy with the baby. Now Jinny and Meggie I look forward to seeing you and Florrie and Lizzie and their children, and being back in our house in St Ives Gardens and Belfast. We sail on the California on 5 May from New York to Boston, and after crossing, to dock in Glasgow, Londonderry and sail into Belfast Lough on 13 May. Please let Florrie and Lizzie know too as I have much to do before we leave. Betty is very excited about the trip Ned less so. If someone could meet Betty and I when the tender docks I’d be thankful I don’t know the timing of the docking but Meg you will know how to find out

      All the best and God bless you

      xxxx

      Annie

      PS Regards to Lillian. Are Betty’s cot and pram still in our house? I don’t remember what we did with them but if they’re still there please keep them for us

      Meg finished reading and looked at Jinny, who sat on the edge of her chair. “What does this mean? Are they coming back for good? Will Ned return too?”

      “She wrote that he’s working, so, no, I don’t think so. She hasn’t given us much notice.”

      Jinny slumped back and began wringing her hands. “I’ll be happy to see them —very happy to see Betty, but …”

      “What about Lillian?” asked Meg with a frown.

      “What about all of us? Would she really come back to stay without him? Would we have to leave or could we stay? It is their house, only let to us, and you know our Annie.”

      Meg rubbed her temples, feeling a headache coming on. “Lillian will have to give up a room on the second floor, she won’t mind … much, but we’ll have to make it up to her. We can fix up the old nursery for Betty. Anyway, I don’t think that Annie’s meaning to stay beyond, well, beyond, em.” Meg did some mental arithmetic. “If the birth is in August, then through December? No, that can’t be, she wouldn’t bring an infant on a sea voyage, would she? They’ll stay a while into the New Year, I imagine.”

      “That’s a long time. Will you tell Lillian when she gets home?”

      Trying to erase Jinny’s worry, Meg said, “I will. It’ll be grand for you to have their company, and I’ll take Betty on little outings again, and we can sit in the garden while she plays this summer.”

      “Yes, it’ll be grand,” Jinny repeated, little joy in her voice.

      “I’ll visit the second-hand furniture store on the Ormeau Road, run by the ones the children called ‘the scary man and his scary wife’ … and find us a set of chairs and a table for the garden, not too dear. We can have two parlours this summer, one outside and one here in the kitchen.”

      “Would Annie pay into the food and that, do you think?” asked Jinny hesitantly.

      “She writes of paying into the household, but it’s Annie, so …”

      She nodded, appearing pensive.

      Meg changed the subject. “I’ve meant to say, I’ve been thinking about getting a dog—nothing too large, but a good walker. One I could take on my walks, along the river and up to Cave Hill. Would you mind?”

      Jinny smiled easily. “I’d love a dog. Where would you get him?”

      “As it happens, there’s a nice man at the yard who’s frantic because his new landlord won’t allow his dog to stay. He loves the animal like a child, and it would make him feel better if someone he knew had her. Lillian pointed him in my direction. He said he could train her to use only one patch of the garden, and that he’d even plant the front and the back for us. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      “Poor man … he can visit the dog here, surely. It would be nice to have a garden, like our neighbours do. What kind of a dog is he?”

      “She is a Scottish collie, but smaller, from the Shetland Isles, he says. Her name is Laurie—very loyal and good with children, her own people only, since she’s a good watchdog too. She’s only two years old and is quite intelligent.”

      “Oh my, from all that way up in the Shetlands! Imagine. Poor wee thing. Named after bonnie Annie Laurie is she?”

      Chuckling, Meg said, “Likely—Mr Walker is proud to be an Ulster-Scotsman. I’ll tell him we’ll take her tomorrow morning, then.”

      Jinny grinned, and suddenly burst into genuine laughter, a rarity.

      “Whatever?”

      “I just remembered ‘the scary man and his scary wife’ and how the children tortured the poor ugly things, but they never could ignore their taunts.” She wiped her eyes.

      Meg laughed with her, until it ended with a squelch. “She’s going to kill me.”

      “Who?” Jinny blanched.

      “Annie. I sold the pram and the cot to the carter, remember?”

      “We’ll tell her we couldn’t find them. Listen Meggie, you don’t think she’s left her husband, do you? I don’t mean to be … mean … but it’s been so nice living here without Annie. And after all we went through so she could marry him.”

      Watching her eyes darken with worry, Meg squeezed her hand gently. “I can’t be sure, but her reasons for coming back are in the letter. I don’t know. I imagine we’ll find out.”
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      Meg and Lillian sat in the Belfast Castle garden high atop the western hill cupping the Belfast Lough sparkling far below—the port at its mouth and the shores of the civil parish Holywood beyond.

      “What a glorious day. I love May, ‘the merry, merry month of May,’” she sang and contentedly stretched her legs and crossed her ankles.

      Laurie cocked her canine head at the sound of her new mistress’ singing.

      “The sun is lovely,” said Lillian, tilting her head back and closing her eyes. “Meg, are you worried about your sister and niece arriving home? Should I be worried?”

      “We’re in the dark about whether they’re coming home to stay.”

      “I’m not sure what you can do about it if she wants her own house back. We’ll have to go, and I will for sure. Rents near my parents are less dear. I’ll nose around their street and see if anyone’s thinking of moving—or dying.”

      The two women laughed lightly.

      “What about you, though … living with our Annie, for now?”

      Lillian shrugged. “I can rub along, for a while. She likes to have a go at me, but I don’t give her satisfaction. You and Jinny saved me, taking me into your home. I’d have died of exhaustion, otherwise. I’ve enjoyed living with you both. The three of us, we’re good together.” Lillian glanced at her shyly.

      “I think we are too, and you saved us, not the other way ‘round. We wouldn’t have been able to rent our lovely house without you … not to mention that you’re a tonic for us.” Meg couldn’t count how many times Lillian’s good cheer and humour had pulled Jinny and herself out of dark places.

      “I know how much you miss Betty, so I’m happy for you they’ll be back.”

      “She was always serious girl, quiet, and a good walker even at three … but when she laughed, it was like a spring day, like today.”

      “This season will be my last in football, so why not bring Betty to a match on a fine day?”

      “Why is it your last season?”

      “Because I’m thirty now, you daft thing, same as you.”

      “So?”

      “So there are girls of eighteen on the other teams able and willing to kill me on the pitch, that’s why. You know, tick tock, tick tock?”

      She scanned Lillian’s face and chestnut hair. Tick tock, tick tock. Perhaps it’s time for other things to happen in our lives as well. As soon as she thought it though, Meg caught herself. Keep yourself to yourself and leave Lillian alone. Better to keep your one and only friend—your best friend.

      Her best friend stood. “Come on, lazy, let’s walk up higher. Come on Laurie, girl! Must I clip her lead? I haven’t seen any bicycles or motorcycles up here.”

      “Or sheep. Nothing to chase or herd, so let her run free.”

      They stopped to admire the castle fountain on their way to a trail that snaked up Cave Hill. Meg climbed first, Lillian followed, and the dog raced ahead. Reaching the level of the old fort at the grassy summit, they happily accepted their reward: a sweeping view of the city in one direction and the entrance to the lough and sea in the other.

      Head bent over her hiker’s guide, Lillian said, “It says in the pamphlet that on a clear day we’ll see the Mourne Mountains away to the south.”

      Dutifully, both turned southward.

      “And Scotland across the North Channel.”

      The women scanned the horizon from northwest to northeast.

      “Meg, you’re eagle-eyed, do you see Scotland?”

      “No, it’s not clear enough, because it’s only, I don’t know, twenty miles across, and I have seen it on a clear day. But which sea is that? Is that the Sea of Moyle, or just the beginning of the lough? Are they the same thing as the North Channel?”

      Lillian flipped the pamphlet over. “The wee pamphlet is silent on the matter, but the North Channel is the sea beyond the Belfast Lough. I think the Sea of Moyle is farther north, before you get to the Malin Sea, off our strand at Portstewart. The North Channel is where we meet the Irish Sea, anyway.”

      Meg climbed onto a small ledge and put her hands lightly on Lillian’s shoulders. “The sea and sky are mirrored at the horizon. I can’t tell one from the other. The colour makes them look like mirrors.” They gazed at the silvery sea and sky, one reflecting the other.

      “The view is called ‘awe-inspiring’ in the pamphlet and whatever we’re looking at, I think that’s right.”

      Admiring the vast and shimmering water below, they stood in silence. Finally, Meg spoke. “Would you teach me how to swim so I might swim in the sea?”

      Craning her neck to look around, Lillian laughed.

      “What’s funny?”

      “Do you not remember the time I tried to teach you to swim?” Lillian moved up to Meg’s level.

      “I do not. When was that?”

      Placing her hand on Meg’s shoulder, she said, “We were ten, I think, and your poor mother was very ill. My father and mother took us with Beryl to Helen’s Bay in Down. My father was to meet his swim club. You don’t remember?” She pointed. “It’s ‘round the bend from where we can see across the lough.”

      Shaking her head, Meg wondered how she could forget such an event.

      “I was already a strong swimmer, but the two of us ended up having to be rescued by a human chain formed by the men of his club, stretching out to the rock we sat on as the tide rushed in. I’d offered to show you the fundamentals, but you refused to leave the rock and I couldn’t leave you. My father was beside himself. It was a very long trip home.”

      “I do remember now, but it’s like remembering a dream. I wasn’t sure it had happened at all. We were ten. I’m sure because my mother died on a hot day in June when I was ten.”

      “I’ll teach you to swim. Lessons at the baths would be easier. We can move on to the sea after a few. We could take the train to Cultra and go back to Helen’s Bay. It’s a pleasant beach.”

      “I haven’t a bathing costume.”

      “I’ll sort something out for you. Thursday next? I’m due to swim laps at the Templemore Bath. Meet me there for your first lesson?”

      Dreading the actual lesson, Meg swallowed hard. “Yes, why not?”
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      She was thinking about the swimming lessons as she watched the tender heave into view through the mist on the lough, to loom, then dock, engines roaring in reverse. She moved with the waiting crowd after the gangplanks came down, to get a better view of disembarking passengers, preparing to greet Annie and Betty as they came down the gangplank.
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      Several hours later, the three sisters and little girl were settled in the kitchen with Lillian. Betty knelt on the floor, carefully petting the dog lying in her basket. The relaxed dog crossed her front tan and white legs and allowed the little girl to pet her narrow head. Her noble canine face radiated serenity and loyalty.

      “She’s a beautiful dog, such a lovely face. Like a queen—look at the beautiful snow white ruff! Like ermine. Where did you get her?” asked Annie.

      “A man at the yard had to give her up—he nearly cried when he handed me her lead. He took very good care of her and it shows in her fur. So, Betty, what do you think of our Laurie?”

      Betty continued to stroke the dog. “I don’t know her yet.”

      “My, Betty, you sound just like an American in a film!” exclaimed Jinny. “She’s a real girl now, Annie, not a baby anymore. She’s so like you at that age—with that lovely dark hair.”

      Betty frowned, but Annie smiled.

      “We don’t know her well either,” Meg told the child.

      “Good doggie,” said Betty solemnly.

      “Annie, you must be weary! I don’t know how you stand these sea voyages, you’re that brave,” declared Jinny. Dropping her voice to a whisper, she added, “Especially in your condition.”

      “I am weary. This one wasn’t as rough as the first, but there were some rough patches. Betty and I have our sea legs, though. They showed us films every night. On the first night, we saw The Flying Scotsman with Ray Milland—very exciting that one was. Betty and I like the pictures. We often go in Brooklyn. We had the horseracing to entertain us, too.”

      “You don’t mean it,” exclaimed Jinny, her eyes wide.

      “Not real horses. Don’t be daft. The stewards moved wee wooden horses, running themselves—the poor men—up and down a course. We’d bet, a little flutter, you know. Betty loved it, didn’t you?”

      “I won three shillings,” Betty boasted proudly.

      “Really?” asked Jinny, looking from Betty to Annie.

      “Aye, she did.” Annie yawned widely, setting off a chain reaction.

      “What’s America like?” Meg asked. “Are you near Bob in Detroit? Is it like here at all?”

      “We’ve not been out of New York, so I don’t know what the rest of America is like. It’s very far from Detroit, so no. We live in Brooklyn and have only been to Manhattan, where Ned works. Brooklyn is a lot like here. It’s on the water, with shipyards and docks, but the weather’s different, sunnier and lovely and warm, but also hot enough to make you blister in the summer. The winters are freezing cold and with blizzards so fierce, you’d expect one of them Eskimos at the door! Lovely radio programs—really good ones—with picture people and bands, and stories, serials. Everyone is on the telephone. The butter is tacky, terrible, and so’s the tea, but they don’t drink tea like us—they drink coffee all day long. The worst is the Prohibition for Ned, but he’s found a way around it. There’s a bootlegger down the street who gets the good stuff from Canada, rowed right up to Brooklyn’s shore from ships. One of the biggest bootleggers in America lives in Queens, and that’s right next to Brooklyn.”

      Finding a second wind and warming to the subject, Annie continued. “Millions of foreigners over there, and from all over the place. You can hear them jabbering in their lingos, and you can get the food from all them places, not that we’d touch it. Some have been there a long while—you can tell from the way they talk and look—and others are new, like us.”

      “Aren’t there any Americans then?” asked Lillian, bemused.

      “There are. There are big houses along the shore road, and the Americans own some of them. Some live in apartments, flats, like us.”

      “And Brooklyn is in New York?”

      “It’s part of it, a borough of New York City, like Manhattan.” She counted on her fingers. “There are five parts, em, Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island. There’s a ferry from near us over to Staten Island. We take it in the summer—it’s lovely and cool. And Manhattan has the skyscrapers you see in the films. You see the coloureds and Orientals on the underground trains, but they don’t live in our neighborhood, thank God.”

      “And Ned’s job? What does he do?” asked Jinny with a fleeting smile.

      “He works in an electric plant, but what he does, I can’t tell you. He’s on what they call the graveyard shift, overnight, but he was lucky to get it. There’s so many out of work there and in queues for jobs and the soup kitchens. The boss thinks Ned’s Scots and calls him Scottie. The boss’s name is MacIntosh, but he’s American, and they can’t tell the difference between the Scots and us. Ned thinks he hired him because he wanted someone like himself and not like the others he saw lined up, swarthy and with broken English.” She yawned loudly. “I’ll say this for them, they didn’t ask Ned if he was Catholic or not, and there’s loads of Catholic churches and schools. I’ve not heard of any trouble at all.” She looked at the kitchen clock. “I must lie down. Hi, wee Betty, time for the land of nod.”

      “Me too. Goodnight all.” Lillian yawned and made her way to bed.

      Betty, as spellbound as the others during her mother’s description of New York, made no fuss about bedtime.

      “It’s lovely being back. The tea was delicious, the butter too. Betty, we’re off to our beds.”

      “Could the dog stay in my room?” Betty asked, hope etched on the child’s face.

      “You must ask your Aunt Meg—it’s her dog.”

      Jinny and Meg looked at each other. They’d agreed the dog would sleep in her basket in the kitchen, but the little girl’s request was hard to refuse. After everyone prepared to go to bed, and the dog had been taken out, Betty, Meg, and the dog proceeded to the third floor.

      “This was your room when you were a wee girl. Do you remember it, Betty?”

      The little girl nodded, looking pleased.
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      Sunday afternoon was bright and mild, and after Meg watered the garden, droplets glistened on Mr Walker’s plantings. As the water evaporated in the warm sunshine, a pleasing mix of scents filled the air: Sweet William, foxglove, and geranium.

      Lillian had left in the morning to spend the day with family. Jinny tidied the parlour while Betty took an afternoon nap upstairs with her mother. Meg sat at the garden table reading a newspaper, Laurie sleeping at her feet.

      It was a lovely, drowsy afternoon. She put the paper down and moved into the camp chair. Her face in the sun, legs outstretched, she closed her eyes. Insects in the garden buzzed, neighbourhood windows opened now and again, but all else lay still. Sounds faded until a rustle across the new plants bordering the path woke her. Longing for sleep, Meg opened her eyes reluctantly. There stood a person, a woman, but with the sun behind her, the figure was a black silhouette.

      “Meg.”

      Laurie moved out from under the table and Meg felt her tail thump her chair in a welcoming wag.

      The silhouette moved closer.

      Standing, Meg shielded her eyes to see Lillian standing before her, crying. “My father … my father died during the night.”

      She opened her arms wide and Lillian walked into them, sobbing. Only then, with Lillian in her embrace, did Meg realize what a mistake she’d made. Clasping Lillian’s strong arms, Meg pushed herself back and led Lillian to the garden table. “What happened? I’m so sorry, Lillian.”

      “I’m shocked, we all are. My mother said he went to bed as usual last night. He seemed well and he’d been cheerful all evening. My poor mother.”

      Meg pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and passed it to Lillian. “Take your time, dear.”

      “My poor mother noticed nothing until she woke this morning. My father always rose first, to light the fire, put the kettle on … but this morning …” Sobbing, Lillian put her head onto the table and Meg put an arm around Lillian’s shaking shoulders. She sat up and mopped her face with the handkerchief. “I’ve got to get back to the house, but I’ve a favor to ask.”

      “Anything.”

      “My mother’s taking my father up to Portstewart—her family have a plot there. It was his favourite place and he hasn’t any people but us—his brother’s buried in France. She and Beryl will go with my father … one of the undertaker’s men will drive them up. I have to go to work. I can’t leave until Friday after work, so …”

      “But surely they’ll allow bereavement time?”

      She shook her head. “I know they’ll give me the sack if I go.”

      “Heartless. Are you certain?”

      “They’ve done it to a few already. I’ll go up on Friday. They’ll hold visiting hours on Friday evening, and the service, burial and collation will be on Saturday.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      “Would you … would you come with me on Friday?”

      To Portstewart? The hairs on the back of Meg’s neck prickled. Looking at Lillian’s grief-stained face, however, she made her decision with speed. “I know the exact train to take. We’ll leave for it directly closing on Friday. I’ll wait at the yard gate for you.”

      With a look of relief, Lillian attempted a smile. “Oh, thank you Meg. I know it’s a lot to ask, I do. I should go back to my mother now. I’ll come back later tonight.” She hesitated before saying, “Laurie can come if you like—my family love dogs.”

      “She’ll be fine here, Jinny will see to it. Wait one second and I’ll walk you home, Lily.” She hooked the dog’s lead onto her collar and led them out of the garden.
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      “I’m glad we could swim today. My father would have approved. My mother understands that well enough, told me it would make him happy. Some might wonder about swimming just hours after your own father’s funeral—but my mother understands.”

      Walking down the Portstewart Strand in the late afternoon sunlight, Lillian said, “There’s the big rock we can change behind.”

      Small waves rolled endlessly onto the rocky shingle. Meg eyed them nervously. They balanced their bathing costumes and towels on the top of the rock, and got to work changing out of their dark clothing. Meg kept her back to Lillian and hurried to slide the woolen bathing costume up over her naked body.

      Emerging from behind the rock, Meg found Lillian in her bathing costume, facing the water and plaiting her hair with expert fingers. “He swam here often, my father. As a young man, he came up here from Belfast to try the swim from Donegal, but he didn’t succeed on his own, only in a relay with others, still quite an accomplishment. That’s how they met, my parents.”

      “Did your mother swim it with him?”

      “No, but she was here on the beach with hot broth for him every time.” She laughed. “He often harked back to that day they had to rescue us from Helen’s Bay—he never forgot it, unfortunately. He loved swimming and he always encouraged my swimming. When Mercedes  Gleitze swam from Donegal to here last year, he even wanted me to train for it, said I could do it!”

      “Why don’t you, Lily? If your father thought you could …”

      “Donegal to Portstewart, or the English Channel? She swam that, too. No, it’s a treacherous thirteen-mile stretch from Donegal to here. I’m not sure I could do it, even if I trained. My father took me on open water swims often, long ones, but not that long. And on your own, you need something—not just physical, but mental. I might be able to build the endurance for that long a swim, but I’m not sure I have the head for it. Anyway, shall we? Are you nervous?”

      Hoping to remain onshore chatting about swimming for the rest of the afternoon, Meg asked anxiously, “Is it treacherous here, then?”

      “Not at all—like a lamb it is here. Now, I’m going to jump in and then I’ll come back for you. I can’t walk slowly into water.”

      As good as her word, Lillian walked in to her knees, stretched her arms so that Meg could see the definition in her arm and back muscles, and with a running jump, sliced into the green-grey water. The water streamed from her as she ran back to Meg.

      “We’ll walk in a little, then I’ll tell you to hold your nose, just like you did at the baths, and we’ll jump in. I won’t let go of you no matter what. You needn’t worry. Now, hold my hand.”

      She gasped loudly at the shock of the cold water around her ankles; it heightened her fear and she clenched Lillian’s hand. The water rose, startling unsuspecting parts of her body.

      “Hold your nose and jump with me! Ready?”

      Mercifully, the submersion took place within a second of Lillian’s announcement. Back on the surface, Lillian held Meg up.

      “Open your eyes. You can let go of your nose, now.”

      Meg gasped. “Can we stand up?”

      “No, but you’re going to float, just like you did at the baths, only it will be easier in the sea. Now, come back into my arms. Pick your legs up, as I taught you. That’s right.”

      On her back now, looking up at Lillian’s face and the dull grey sky beyond, Meg couldn’t read Lillian’s expression. The marine environment was so foreign to Meg that she thought only to ask, “Am I floating?”

      Lillian laughed. “You are. Arch your back, there.” Her hand pushed into the small of her back. “Put your arms all the way out. Right.” Bobbing around, Lillian kept her hands under Meg’s back. “I’m treading water and that’s what you must learn next.”

      She looked up at the sky just as the sun emerged. “I don’t want to stop floating.”

      “We’ll come back to that, but you have to learn to swim, too. First, treading. You must keep moving or you’ll get very cold.”

      After Meg churned her legs and bobbed upright for a while, Lillian suggested the rudiments of the sidestroke. “I’ll never be able to do that, never.”

      “You will—it takes practice. You learnt floating and treading very quickly … but you look very cold. Let’s go back and warm up.”

      “Can I float again, just for a moment?”

      Lillian helped her into the position, but it felt natural to Meg already.

      “Right. We have to go back the way we came. Kick your legs, and we’ll take a ride on a wave.”

      Pulled along by Lillian’s stroke, she kicked her legs and felt a push from the surge of water from behind. With a whoosh, they slid through the water to the shore. Lillian stood and helped Meg stand. Teeth chattering, they walked from the rocky shore onto the sand.

      Meg struggled to tell Lillian how she felt. “That w-was w-wonderful! Wonderful! I never imagined it would be. I wanted to do it, but I hadn’t imagined. When can we swim again?”

      Lillian frowned. “Your lips are purple. Let’s get you onto that warm rock. First, take that wet cossie off and wrap a towel around.”

      Meg emerged from behind the rock, feeling proud of what she’d accomplished.

      “We’re lucky the sun is out. The water will warm a bit over the summer, but it’s always cold,” mumbled Lillian, who lay with her eyes closed.

      “Are you sad, Lily?”

      There was no answer.

      Closing her eyes, Meg felt the warmth of the rock and sun on her dry towel and skin. The sound of the surf lulled her into sleep. Dreaming, she felt lips on hers, tentative but searching, and soft skin heated by the sun and smelling of brine. Opening her eyes, she looked up into Lillian’s face. Their bodies were close and Lillian was shaking her shoulder gently.

      “Wake up. The tide is coming in fast. We must go.”

      Hurriedly, shyly, they dressed. Meg felt that she had pounds of sand in her clothes and shoes as they walked quickly back to the Kerr tourist cabin they shared with Beryl and her little boy, Albert.
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      Once inside the cabin, Lillian called Beryl’s name. Walking into the primitive galley kitchen, she found a note. “She’s taken Albert back to Belfast. She promised James she’d be back today. She hadn’t told me—I hope she told Mother.” She looked at the back of the note, as if there might be more information written there.

      They faced one another in the middle of the rustic room, the air suddenly charged. Lillian began to say something, but stopped.

      “What is it?” asked Meg.

      “I should check on my mother now. Listen, there’s only cold water, but the spigot is round the back. There’s privacy and soap, and clean towels in that cupboard.”

      “Of course, care for your mother. I’ll be fine here.”
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      Meg was already in bed when she heard the cabin door open and close, and soft steps move toward the bedroom. The steps veered off down the hall and she listened as the door to the second bedroom closed. She heard nothing more, but after a few agonizing moments, she got up and opened the door. She listened to the sound of the surf and put one bare foot over the threshold before dragging it back into the bedroom and closing the door. Pacing in a small circle between two worlds, she wanted to scream with tension.

      While on another circuit of the tiny room, she felt rather than heard the door open.

      “Meg,” whispered Lillian.

      She walked the two paces to the door. They stood in the dark, barely able to see one another. Despite her pounding heart, Meg waited another moment before sliding her hands up Lillian’s arms to her shoulders. Like statues, they stood still. Feeling the blood coursing through her veins, Meg kissed Lillian’s mouth and moved into her friend’s reassuring embrace.

      Meg led her to the camp bed and sat with Lillian facing her. She took her hands, but Lillian seemed rigid. Meg couldn’t see her face well.

      “I don’t know what to do, I don’t know how …”

      “Don’t worry so. Shall I hold you?”

      “Yes.”

      They lay on the narrow bed, Meg holding Lillian firmly in her arms.
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      After church and a large Sunday breakfast with most of Lillian’s family, they strolled along the harbor toward the strand.

      “Lily, about your cousin Alice saying she recognized me …”

      “You did well answering that you’d been to Portstewart with your brother. It’s true, because you had been, and the place is full of tourists during the fine weather. Alice doesn’t know you were here with Mary O’Neill.”

      “She didn’t say so, but she may do.”

      Shrugging, Lillian said, “If it took her a day or two to think she’d seen you before, she won’t remember if she had. Anyway, she’s busy with her wedding plans to her fellow postmaster from Coleraine, Raymond.”

      Relieved to find something amusing, Meg chuckled. “Norman, I think. Imagine them meeting whilst training on the new telegraph system! You never know where Cupid’s arrow will strike, do you?”

      Meg’s laughter was infectious. Then Lillian grew serious again. “I don’t know why we’re laughing at her. I hope she’s happy, and I think we’ve just as much right to happiness as Alice.”

      “Most wouldn’t think so. Would you sit and natter away about me to them, as Alice does about Norman?”

      Casting her eyes and the corners of her mouth down, Lillian muttered, “I hadn’t thought.”

      “Right. Well, that’s what I meant about hiding and lying. Most don’t wish us well as love’s young dream. If we’re lucky, they don’t even see it.”

      “There’s more to life than what others think … there must be.”

      “True,” Meg said uncertainly.

      “Don’t you think we can be happy?”

      “The two of us can be, when we’re on our own, but it won’t be simple in the world for us, and I worry about you. About us.”

      At the sight of Lillian’s frown, Meg hooked an arm in hers and jostled her. “Oh, come on, Lillian. I’m gloomy, you know that. I’ll cheer up, I promise, but …”

      “But what?”

      “I have to tell you, I didn’t want us to fall in love. I wanted us to remain the best of friends. I wouldn’t want to lose you on any account, and I want you to be happy.”

      “You won’t lose me. You can trust me. I am your best friend.”

      Clasping Lillian’s hand, she said, “Last night was probably the last time we’ll be alone.”

      “And tonight. We’ve got the bank holiday, so I’ve decided we should return tomorrow. Now that Beryl’s left, I should spend the time with my mother. We won’t be on our own once we get home, so … I know that’s selfish of me.”

      “Can we squeeze in a swim today?”

      “Of course, if the weather holds, and on Monday before our train as well.”

      “I’ll send a telegram to Jinny, if they’ll send it for us on a Sunday? It’s the first time I’ve been glad that Annie’s living with us now—I won’t worry about Jinny.”

      “I’m sure Alice will send it for you.”

      They walked arm in arm onto the strand. Silent, Lillian looked out to sea while Meg regarded Lillian. Noticing sadness and strain in Lillian’s face, she said, “I was a child when I lost my mother. I don’t know how it would be for me now, but it was the worst thing then. I loved her so. And you were so fond of your father.”

      “I was … I am. The sadness comes, but I don’t think I understand that I won’t see him again, not really, not yet. Anyway, it’s a bank holiday weekend, let’s enjoy it. My dad would have. We can’t swim ‘till later. High tide’s at three, so we should have the rock back by half four.” She looked at her watch. “My mother wants to go to the grave in about an hour. I’ll go with her. What will you do?”

      “Have they a bicycle? I could go for a spin. Or I could walk along the cliffs.”

      “They have several, ‘round the back of the post office. Just take one. Meet me at the rock at half four.”

      “I’ve not been west of the town, ever. Shall I go that way?”

      “Go west and turn down the road to Coleraine. You can cycle down along the river—that will be nice for you—it’s very pretty. Meg?”

      She glanced over.

      “So, we’re in love?”

      “Yes, we’re in love.”
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      Cycling east, Meg rode to the Point and down the hill to the Carstairs estate. Braking gently and dismounting successfully, Meg walked the bicycle onto the familiar pebbled driveway. She regarded the big house and the cottage, the wind in the trees the only sound.

      As Meg turned to leave, the cottage door opened and a small woman emerged. She took a few steps forward and Meg’s whole body stiffened. She couldn’t blink, couldn’t look away from Mary.

      “Meg, it is you. What are you doing here?”

      Blushing and stammering, as though caught stealing from the church box, Meg offered a quick, limp wave. “Em, I just—I was leaving. I attended a funeral yesterday, here. My friend’s father died and she asked me to come. Her mother’s from here.”

      Peering closely, Meg discovered the toll the intervening years had taken on her. Mary’s face was no longer as wonderfully fresh and though still a young woman, she seemed much older. It was more than that though; Mary looked as though she’d had the stuffing knocked out of her, as though all confidence and joy had been diminished, and with them, youth and beauty.

      Shielding her eyes from the glare of the sun, Mary said, “You look wonderful.”

      “Er, em, thanks. I must go.”

      “Come in for tea, I’ve just made some.”

      “I must go, I can’t stop.”

      “Come in—I won’t bite you.”

      Despite her reluctance, Meg followed Mary to the cottage door, and as in their days together, she propped the bicycle against the cottage wall.

      “Are you living here again?”

      “Temporarily. A vacation from Dublin life, that’s all.”

      “Is your Uncle Frank still here?”

      “Of course. He holds the place together. The family don’t live on the estate and it’s not been sold, still. He’s not here now, though. He’s off fishing. I found I’d grown quite nostalgic for the place. Come through.”

      As she guided Meg toward the parlour and the turf fire, Meg calculated how long it would be before she could leave.

      “Here, sit down now. I can’t believe you’re here. I was just thinking about you, just this minute.”

      I can’t believe I’m here either. “We didn’t part on very good terms.”

      “No, but that was my fault. I never thought I’d have the chance to talk to you about it. May I?”

      Hesitantly, Meg accepted the cup Mary offered.

      “Something stronger? No?” Sitting, Mary began. “I don’t know where to start. I do, I’ll start with you. When you didn’t answer my letters or telegrams, nor talk to me when I rang the office, I went into a dark place. It was all my fault what happened to us, but I told you early on that I had terrible faults.” If she’d hoped Meg would smile at the attempted joke, she was disappointed. “Yes, well, it was my fault entirely, I do know that. I knew what Sheila said to you, she told me, but I got no answer to my telegram that night, or the next day, so I sat in the Molesworth’s lobby the day of the interview, in case you’d kept your appointment there, and sent telegrams, but you know that.”

      “You never came to Belfast to see me,” Meg pointed out.

      Mary shook her head. “You were very angry at me. I was frightened.”

      Excited, more like. “And where is Sheila now?”

      “She’s in the library in the big house.” Meg felt her face blanch with the shock that Sheila Duffy was next door in the Carstairs’ library.

      Mary dropped her voice as though Sheila was in the cupboard behind her. “I never loved her, Meg. I know that you can’t believe that, and I don’t blame you, but it’s true.”

      “I can understand that. It would be like loving a snake, and we don’t have them in Ireland.”

      Mary looked wounded, but Meg straightened her back and shoulders. “So you’ve no money and you’re camped here?”

      “I’ve a little money, and will continue to get a small allowance. “We rent a tiny flat together. I lost my lovely flat when I lost most of my shares in the crash. Sheila has her job at Trinity still. Mr Bray says that if I hold firm, eventually some of the shares will come back, but many have just vanished in the crash.”

      “Do you have a job?”

      “I don’t. I was foolish and lived like Queen Marie of Romania. I was so foolish in all ways.” She patted her eyes with a lace handkerchief. “I’ve looked for work, but they’re all out of work down there now, especially the women. The government put more and more pressure to stop women working outside the home since ‘22. I got involved in a women’s group, a very active one, and they’re fighting against this continual increase in restrictions by the Church and leaders like de Valera, but there’s no work, so for now, I—”

      “So.” Annoyed by the lecture, Meg cut her off.

      “So, there’s little for me there now. And I’d come to feel that there never had been, without you.”

      “There’s Sheila for a start.” Meg spoke quietly, without looking at Mary. “Why did you treat me so badly?”

      She began to cry in earnest. “I’m so sorry.”

      Meg put down the cup and saucer—with an unintended clatter. “You didn’t answer my question. Why did you treat me like that? Why were you with Sheila Duffy? It was no more than five weeks we were apart! You gave no indication we weren’t going to be together—you even invited my sister to live with us! You broke my heart.”

      Appearing weary, she sighed. “I know that I did … and I don’t know how I could have borne to do such a thing, and that’s the truth. I loved you. I love you still, if you want to know. I never loved Sheila, even when I was younger, but she flattered me. She was sophisticated and she knew Dublin, and—”

      “You turned to her because she was there, and I wasn’t?”

      Mary’s eyes opened wide. “I suppose that was it. She was there, and very persistent. I was there alone, waiting for you, truly, but I was lonely, and frankly I wasn’t sure that you would come.” She blew her nose. “You never seemed certain that you would leave Jinny once she became ill … or your job, not really.” She fell silent as she scanned Meg’s tense face. “I agreed to your sister coming at some point, in order to make it easier for you to leave, but it didn’t seem to me that you would come … until you did.” She sniffed and rubbed an eye with her knuckle. “I’m trying to learn how to act like a decent woman, but I was a terribly spoiled child. Only I haven’t been as cosseted as I once was.” The tears started again.

      Meg glanced around the room, one she’d so loved. All spoiled.

      Mary lifted her chin; it quivered. “I realised long ago what a terrible mistake I’d made, and how final it might be, how I’d spoiled everything for us, but I thought I’d ask if you’ll visit me again, here? Sheila goes back tomorrow, but I’ll stay on for a while.”

      “I can’t. I didn’t mean to today—that’s the truth. I was cycling and wanted a look at the place, out of curiosity. I hadn’t any idea you’d be here.”

      Mary covered her eyes and took a deep breath. “I hoped that you’d forgive me, after all this time. I’m living with Sheila because I’m not good on my own, but I did love you, dear Meg, and if you’d ever forgive me and stay with me, you’d see that … that’s the truth.”

      Meg rose. “I don’t wish you ill, but no. I can’t forgive you. I can’t trust you and I won’t come back. I don’t love you now. I’m sorry to be harsh, but that’s the truth. I must go.”

      Mary eyed her closely. “Who’s the friend?”

      “What?”

      “The friend whose father just died. Is it Lillian?”

      To her fury, Meg flushed. Through gritted teeth, she said, “Yes. Why?”

      Her former lover’s eyes narrowed. “I saw that one in the cards.”

      Meg sighed loudly. “I’ve said I don’t wish you ill. In fact, I have a lot to thank you for. You opened my eyes to lots of things, made me think in different ways, and taught me things.” Mary’s smirk was annoying and she could feel the flush deepen. “You taught me to love you, which in the end was very painful, but in the beginning … you also taught me about politics, history, injustice, even how to ride a bicycle. I’ll always be grateful. But you’ve guessed that I love Lillian, so you must know I won’t visit again.”

      Mary’s smirk had turned to a deep frown. “I see. ‘So we’ll go no more a roving.’”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t believe you,” said Mary, smiling brightly again. “Don’t you remember how we were together? I do.”

      “Of course I remember it, but I don’t feel it now.”

      A voice calling from the kitchen startled Meg. “Whose bicycle is propped against the wall? Is someone here?”

      Mary and Meg turned to the kitchen entrance.

      Sheila entered the room, squinted at Meg, and flatly said, “Oh. It’s you.”

      “Don’t worry, not for long.”

      “What is she doing here?” hissed Sheila. Dressed in corduroy trousers and an old Tattersall shirt, she looked much older than the last time they’d met. Meg noticed shots of grey through her hair and unpleasant sagging to her face.

      “Leaving,” said Mary bitterly.

      “You needn’t ring the constable, I’m leaving. Excuse me,” said Meg blandly, navigating around Sheila.

      “What’s she doing here?”

      When Meg reached the doorway, she looked at Sheila. “You’ve been out of sight, and I’ve been here, eh?” With a grin, Meg exited the kitchen and retrieved her bicycle. As she began to walk, she heard Sheila screech, “What does that mean? Why was she here?”

      Mary’s answer was too soft to hear. Meg left them to their unhappiness.
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      Off the estate grounds, she walked the bicycle up the hill before cycling west toward Coleraine, pedaling hard and enjoying the wind blowing through her hair.
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      Waving at Lillian, who sat on the rock facing the sea, Meg ran down the strand.

      Her hair wet, with water streaming down her legs, Lillian looked unusually stern. “Did you enjoy the riverside?”

      “I did. I stopped at that wee place, MacMaster’s. But first I cycled east.”

      Hardness was evident in her gaze. “Yes, I saw you from my aunt’s flat. I thought it unlikely that you’d made a mistake.” She climbed down and faced Meg. “Alice told me she was here, at the estate.”

      “I cycled to the Carstairs estate, out of curiosity. I had a shock, though. Mary was there and she came out to greet me. That Sheila Duffy one was there, too.”

      “Did you not know you were going there when we spoke?”

      “I did. I thought you’d get the wrong end of the stick, so I didn’t tell you. I’m sorry. I had no idea that she’d be there, and I wasn’t happy to see her, let alone the other one. I just wanted to see what the place looked like now.”

      “What happened?”

      “I asked her why she’d broken my heart.”

      “And?”

      “She had words, but no answer. Not one I could believe or understand.”

      “Will that be that with her?”

      “It already was.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “I told her I loved you, but she’d already guessed.”

      “How?”

      “Whatever else she is, she’s not stupid. It must have been the way I talked about you, said your name, and that was the day I first met her. I’m the stupid one. Anyway, I wished her well and said goodbye.” She smiled wryly. “I didn’t wish Sheila well.”

      “Tell me if you’re not finished with Mary. Please.”

      “I am finished with her. I’d tell you if I weren’t. I wouldn’t hurt you.”

      “You worried that I’d get the wrong end of the stick because you were afraid to see her, but wanted to see her, is that it? You’ve no need to lie to me, ever. Lies make me sick to my stomach.”

      “That’s not it, not it at all. I had no idea she’d be there. Why didn’t you tell me? Was it some kind of trick?”

      “I didn’t know until you’d gone.”

      Red-faced, they stood awkwardly until Lillian said, “You should change so we can have a swim.”

      Meg changed quickly and Lillian entered the water ahead of her. Once in, they tread water. “I’d hoped we’d have this all to ourselves.”

      “It’s Sunday afternoon of a bank holiday weekend, and a very fine day. There are always swimmers and holiday makers.”

      “Show me the sidestroke again. First, kiss me.”

      Lillian’s face relaxed as her hands clasped Meg’s waist and brought her close. “You know I can’t do that here, but let’s agree—it’s us against the world?”

      “Us against the world, agreed.”

      Like mermaids, they floated, holding hands under the waves.
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      That evening, when Lillian was more receptive to the story, Meg imitated Sheila as they sat on the settee holding hands. “I think there’s nothing for it then. I’ve a bottle of Bushmills in my case, and I think we need a dram. Or two.”
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      “Now you’re swimming in the Irish Sea, Lily dear, only it’s lovely and warm, like the tropics. Come back into my arms. Pick your legs up.”

      Following Meg’s instructions, Lillian pushed her head back into the pillow and laughed, jiggling the camp bed.

      “Arch your back.” Meg’s hand cradled the small of Lillian’s back. “Put your arms all the way out and around me. Now, don’t hold your breath. Kiss me.”

      Giggles interrupted ardent kissing; overcome by joy, they rolled onto the floor.

      Meg said, “I think we’d better stay down here.”

      “I’ll pull the mattress down.”

      “You’d better close the window, too.”

      It grew dark as they lay together, as if on a small raft. Before they fell asleep, Lillian whispered, “We’re floating.”
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      Entering the warm kitchen, her clothes smelling of the wintery cold, Meg placed a large package on the table and surveyed the homey scene. “This is pleasant.”

      “Hi, howareye? How was the canteen today?” asked Jinny, looking up from a book and removing her spectacles. The tattoo of Lillian’s typewriting above their heads provided now familiar background noise.

      Betty jumped up and ran to Meg for a hug and kiss, and even Annie smiled.

      “I’ve made a lovely stew. It’s that cold out today. Betty and I went for a walk to St Brigid’s, and I thought we’d freeze,” said Annie, feigning a shiver.

      “Planning the baptism for the baby?” Meg asked with a cheerful smile.

      “Aye, he’s to be Denis Leo. Denis after Ned’s grandfather.”

      “Leo? Who’s Leo?”

      “In his last letter, Ned wrote that Pope Leo was the working man’s pope, and he wants his son baptized Denis Leo.”

      Alarmed, Meg’s forehead creased and Jinny’s eyebrows shot up.

      “I know no more about that than you do.” Annie rolled her eyes. “But while we were at St Brigid’s, I enrolled Betty in the primary school. St. Bride’s it’s called. She’ll start in the new term.”

      Jinny looked pointedly at Meg.

      “I’m to have a school uniform, Auntie Meg,” squeaked Betty, clearly excited by the events.

      Smiling at the little girl, Meg said, “Oh my, that is exciting, Betty.” Her worried gaze returned to Jinny’s. “And how’s the wee boy today?”

      “He’s been as good as gold.” Annie peeked over the rim of the crib.

      “He was, even when we were on our own here this afternoon … a few giggles and a snooze. What’s in the bundle?” asked Jinny, gesturing.

      “Paper and envelopes for Lillian. Ribbons for the machine and—”

      “I had a letter from Ned today,” Annie interrupted.

      “How are things?” asked Jinny casually.

      “When I think that he’s ended up working in a gasworks like Father, after having his own business, it’s tragic. I don’t know how he can face it every day, but he does.” She returned to pulling a crochet hook in and out of yarn with speed and skill.

      Meg sighed softly. “I’ll take these up to Lil—”

      “I’ve meant to ask—is David coming up for Christmas?” asked Annie, not looking up.

      “He hasn’t written to say he was.” Meg looked at Jinny questioningly.

      “Still a gay bachelor then, or has some female hooked him? Why else wouldn’t he visit his family at Christmas?”

      Jinny replied quietly. “He’s at Leopardstown and maybe he has to work on—”

      “There’s no racing at Christmas week, is there? I never heard of any, anywhere,” affirmed Annie, peering at the row she’d just crocheted before looking at them. “Don’t tell me he’s still a stable hand at his age! Why don’t we telegram and ask him to come? It would be nice for Betty to see one of her uncles now she’s not a baby. I haven’t seen him since Father’s funeral.”

      Jinny shifted, appearing uncomfortable. “What does Ned think of Betty’s school?”

      “I’ve only just written him,” Annie replied, her mouth drawing into a hard line.

      Jinny looked at Meg, who refrained from asking the question on both their minds.

      Annie dropped the crocheting into her lap and looked from one to the other. “Do you hear from David? Is everything alright?”

      Meg said, “Not much, but we think he’s fine. I’ll walk the dog to the post office now and send him a telegram. Tell him we’d like him here for Christmas.” Turning to her niece, she asked, “Betty, are you ready to go?”

      Annie frowned. “It’s that cold, Meg. I don’t want her to go out again.”

      She hesitated, held by the look on Betty’s face. Taking her chin in her hand, she said, “Betty dear, your mother’s right. We don’t want you to get a chesty cold.”
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      When she returned, Annie and Jinny were chatting and sidling around the kitchen in the age-old dance of laying the table.

      Noticing that the two had stopped talking the moment she entered, Meg told them she’d pop up and give Lillian her stationary. Entering the combination bedroom and office, Meg said, “It’s crowded in here now, Lily. I’m that sorry.” She placed the package on the bed.

      Lillian took Meg in her arms. “I yearn for them to all go out, to a sister’s or somewhere, but they never do. And when Annie’s out, you are too.”

      Kissing Lillian’s neck, Meg inhaled her clean scent, faintly suggestive of chlorine. “I’m sorry—about everything.”

      “Don’t be. We’re together; we’re just not … together. That’s all I mind. And I don’t mind the press in here—it’s cozy.”

      Pulling back, Meg stared into her dark blue eyes. “You’ve the loveliest face, Lily.”

      “Oh, go on with ye. Thanks for fetching the stationery. I got another job today. A history student’s thesis, which may be more interesting than the chemist’s— murder to typewrite and complete gibberish. Even though I’ve been so unfortunate as to get the sack shortly before Christmas, it may still be jolly for us. I’ve the three jobs going full tilt. Only listen, Meg. Apart from the rent and the board and the stationery costs, I’m on Queer Street now, so if we could go easy on spending … I mean, even with Annie paying something in, we’re still just making ends meet.”

      “Of course we will, don’t worry. You were bright to start your business whilst you still had the job. When’s your mother coming down?”

      “She’s not. Her letter arrived this afternoon. She’s had a cold and asked if I could come up. I’m sorry, but I’ll take the train to spend Christmas and Boxing Day with her and Aunt Agnes. Beryl is off to her in-laws in Bangor. I’d hate to say no.”

      “Of course not. You’ll spend Christmas Eve here at home, I hope?”

      “If your Annie will have me.”

      “You live here, same as us. I plan to ask Annie if I can take Betty to the markets tomorrow. She wants to buy presents. Come with us.”

      “I will. I have a few to buy myself, Betty’s gift among them. Nothing grand.”

      “Good.” Hearing Jinny calling up the stairs, Meg sighed. “We’ll have to go down.”

      Dropping her voice, Lillian asked, “Isn’t there any way I could come upstairs tonight?”

      She shook her head. “Annie has the hearing of a dog. I’m as sorry as you.”

      Exasperated, Lillian asked, “How long will she stay here then, do you have an inkling?”

      “Annie’s thinking is a long and mysterious road, but I’ll press her.”
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      Early in the shadowy morning, Meg put the large kettle on the hob, lit the paper under the coal in the fireplace, and yawned broadly.

      “Good morning,” whispered Annie, carrying the baby.

      “Hiya,” whispered Meg.

      Carefully, she lay him in his cot. “I’ll only be a trice.” She shuffled to the toilet in worn slippers.

      The kettle began to boil and Meg fetched the large teapot as Annie returned. “Are you hungry?”

      “It’s too early. Just tea now.”

      They sat at the table, facing each other.

      “Did he sleep through the night?”

      “You didn’t hear him cry, then? He sleeps in long stretches, wakes twice or so when he’s hungry. I should go to the market early to get the goose, but I don’t want to leave the baby for such a long time. Betty’s no trouble, but the two of them may be too much for Jinny. I could ask Florrie to come over.”

      “If you write a list of the messages, I’ll buy everything.” Meg got a small pad of paper and a pencil from the sideboard.

      “You don’t have to work?”

      “The yard closes at noon on Christmas Eve.”

      “If you don’t mind going then, I’ll write the list.”

      Meg nodded. “Lillian and I planned our own messages at the market this afternoon. Shall we take Betty?”

      Annie looked across the room and frowned; Meg could see the wheels turning. “She’d like that, I know. She has her own money to spend. I have a list ready for her, wee gifts for her cousins and aunts. And David.”

      “Lillian can bring her to City Hall, and I’ll meet them there—at half twelve?” Meg enjoyed watching Annie gnaw on that one for a moment.

      “I’ll have her ready at noon.”

      Meg poured two steaming cups of the brew as Annie started making a list, pausing now and again, lost in thought.

      Seizing the opportunity, Meg asked, “If Betty’s to be enrolled in school, doesn’t it mean you’re planning to stay?”

      Annie hesitated. “I’d like to stay, but only if Ned will return. I want my children to have their father. I haven’t abandoned him, if that’s what you think. He agreed to the plan for me to return to have the baby. He expects me back, but in the meantime, I’ll see if I can convince him to return here.”

      “I didn’t think you’d left him, but will he return?”

      “I’ve only just written. I’ve suggested he write his sisters and see what they’ve planned for the houses their mother left them. If they’ll let him manage them, then I think he might consider coming back. As it is now, their Cousin Jim collects the rents, sees to repairs—not that they fix much. Mind, he was afraid here, and he likes it in America, so my suggestions may be for naught. If they are, we’ll go back to New York.”

      Meg tapped fidgety fingertips on the table as Annie sipped tea. “Tell me this, if he did return … you’d live here?”

      “Of course we would. If he was able to manage one of the better houses his mother owned, you could rent it or find another place. We could manage here all together, for a while anyway. We won’t throw the two of you into the street. Lillian would have to go, though.”

      Boldness took her by surprise when she retorted, “No she won’t—she’ll go when we do. And you won’t throw us out into the street! You let us this house and we’ve paid the rent. The three of us have. Not you and—”

      “I’ve paid my share whilst here in my own house,” Annie broke in hotly. “Anyway, you’ve no lease to speak of.”

      Meg felt her face flame with anger. “Are you telling me that you would throw us out?”

      The baby woke and began to fuss. “Now look what you’ve done,” said Annie, hoisting herself up.

      “I’m sorry, but really Annie, you are too much! Always getting your own way and now threatening us with eviction?”

      Jostling the baby, Annie snorted. “Me get my own way? That’s a laugh. Anyway, I didn’t say any such thing and you know it.”

      “I know nothing of the sort!”

      Annie turned away.

      Jinny appeared at Meg’s side, fastening the belt to her dressing gown. “What’s going on? You two, shouting at the crack of dawn?”

      Part of Meg wanted to stop, part of her wanted to shout the house down. “She’s threatening to throw us out if Ned returns to Belfast. Says we have no lease.”

      The baby howled and Annie’s voice rose above the din. “I did not threaten to throw you out. I don’t know what you’re on about.”

      “You did! You said that Lillian would have to go and that we could find another place. Tell me you didn’t say that!”

      “Stop shouting, you’re upsetting the baby,” ordered Annie. Placing him back in the cot, she began to undo his nightclothes.

      Jinny put a hand firmly on Meg’s arm.

      Meg bit her tongue, and bit off more sharp words. Just when were you going to tell us about this plan to bring Ned back to stay?

      Annie seemed to read her thoughts. “There was no point in upsetting everyone until I had an answer. If he won’t come back, we’ll return to Brooklyn when Denis is a few months older. Betty should go to school and that’s why I’ve enrolled her, even if it’s for a few months only— they’ll learn her something. She’s a bright wee thing.”

      “I don’t understand what’s happened,” said Jinny, perturbed.

      “Nothing’s happened, nothing at all. Meg spoiled for a fight,” Annie grimaced. She started to put nappy pins in her mouth, then stopped and motioned to Meg. “Says I always get my own way. Me, who got shipped off to that farm—”

      “Oh here we go! Poor Annie, poor you.”

      Annie glared.

      “That’s enough, the pair of you,” said Jinny firmly, holding a hand up between them.

      Meg looked away to see Lillian, dressed for her day, standing uncertainly in the doorway.

      Cutting the thick air, Lillian offered a quick smile. “Em, I just wanted a cup of tea. Sorry.”

      “Let me pour you one,” offered Jinny, pulling a cup and saucer off the sideboard.

      “Oh, thanks. Meg, it’s nearly half six.”

      Meg looked at her dressing gown. “Aye.”

      Cup and saucer in hand, Lillian left the room quickly.

      Annie sat down with the baby in her arms. “I can’t feed him with all this upset, Meg, so will you calm down?”

      “Or what? Leave?”

      Annie looked heavenward and sighed.

      Jinny exhaled softly. “Please. It’s Christmas Eve.”

      A heavy silence descended as Meg watched the baby; she felt her anger fade. “I’m sorry, Jinny, I’ll stop.” Turning to Annie, she said coldly, “I’ll be late if I don’t hurry. If you finish the list, we’ll go to the market later and do the messages with Betty, as planned, if that’s—”

      “I’ve said I’ll have Betty ready for Lillian at noon.”

      Meg left without a word. Climbing the stairs, she didn’t know which she regretted more: that she’d said too much or that she hadn’t said more.
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      Ambling through the throngs at St George’s Market, Betty took her hand out of Lillian’s to point and giggle. “Look!”

      Making his way to the poultry market, a robust man pushed a cart filled with live turkeys, not caged, but sitting and swaying like passengers on a tram.

      Meg and Lillian looked at each other and Lillian chuckled. “Aye, going for a jolly wee ride the turkeys are. Alright, Meg, what’s first?”

      “The goose.”
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      Laden with numerous packages, the two women and little girl boarded a tram already crowded with passengers and parcels. Their breaths fogged the windows so completely, the driver called out the cross street names. Alighting at the Eglantine Road, they stopped at the greengrocer and added to their burden with the brussel sprouts, carrots, grapes, and oranges on Annie’s list.

      Darkness fell, along with the temperature. On the route home, they came even with St. Thomas Church. Stopping their progress, Meg gestured awkwardly “We should buy some holly and ivy.”

      Strung with lights, tables of holly sprigs and other greenery dotted the church lot. Parishioners, who’d been manning tables, started to carry the remaining greens to the back of the building, their breath visible like the beasts’ in the field on a cold night.

      “These don’t look too bad. Betty, you choose the holly and ivy, but you’ll also have to carry them. Your poor Aunt Lillian is like a loaded donkey and my arms are being pulled out of their sockets.”

      “I can carry it!”

      The woman in charge of the remains on the table gave them a special price. After handing her the coins, Lillian smiled cheerfully. “Happy Christmas!”

      “Happy Christmas to you three. We hope to see you at the midnight service?”

      “We’ll be here,” Meg assured her, “We come every year. Happy Christmas to you.”

      As they continued up the hill, Betty asked, “Can I come tonight?”

      “I don’t think your mother would like that,” said Meg, chewing her lip. “It’s not your church … I’m sorry.”

      Lillian cut her off. “The service is past your bedtime, so your mother wouldn’t like it.”
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      Staggering under the weight of the bags and greenery, Lillian, Meg and Betty made their way to St Ives Gardens, excited and chatty.

      Delicious aromas met them at the door, along with the ecstatic dog leaping in the air to greet them, as they struggled to get through the hall to the kitchen. Meg put Betty’s purchases, the vegetables and fruit onto the sideboard.

      Lillian held the oblong package in the air and announced, “The goose.”

      Betty held onto the holly and ivy as though her arms were locked in place.

      “You three look like Father Christmas and his wee helpers,” Jinny exclaimed from the table where she sat peeling potatoes.

      “Which is which?” asked Lillian, laughing.

      Annie turned from the oven with a large cake pan, which she placed on a rack on the table. “Holly,” she said.

      Betty smiled, showing her the holly sprigs.

      “There’s hardly a berry on it,” said Annie with a frown. “That’s bad luck for the New Year.”

      Betty’s smile fell.

      Turning away, Lillian saved her look of irritation for Meg.

      “Well, we wanted a bit of greenery. It’s jolly and that’s what was left to us,” said Meg defensively.

      “Aye, I think it’s jolly, too,” agreed Jinny. “We always had holly and ivy at Christmas when Mother was alive. Always.”

      “Betty, put everything down and I’ll get you out of your coat and hat,” commanded Annie.

      “We’re that weary. I should walk the dog, but—”

      “I’ll take her,” offered Lillian, looking relieved to escape the room.

      Meg returned to the hall to hang her coat and hat on the stand. Annie joined her, with Betty’s little blue overcoat and hat.

      “Ned sent a Christmas package for Betty. She doesn’t know yet. It came this afternoon,” she whispered. “I got a letter from him today, too.”

      Meg felt inclined to grunt in response, but mumbled, “That’s nice for Betty.”

      “He’s written to his sisters, but hasn’t heard from them yet, or hadn’t when he wrote the letter,” said Annie, still fussing with the coat. “Jim may be collecting the rents for them now, but as Ned is their only brother, I have some hope they’ll provide work for him.” Suddenly, she appeared quite pleased and cheerful. “I’ve made a spiced beef for our Christmas Eve, and your favourite … apple cake!”

      Meg watched a joyful smile warm her sister’s face. After the slanging match we had this morning, she’s made my favourite cake? Annie’s a mystery. Every other mystery in this world pales in comparison.
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          BOXING DAY 1930

        

      

    

    
      An insistent rapping on the front door interrupted Meg as she taught Betty how to wind and set her new wristwatch, a little Waltham with a red band, a Christmas present from her father. Annie reached over and clicked the dial of the new round Ecko radio, silencing the BBC Symphony Orchestra.

      Jinny peered over her glasses. “Did David forget something?”

      Meg glanced at the mantel clock. “His train left hours ago.”

      “Maybe Lillian’s back early?”

      Oh how I wish. “She comes in the back door,” she reminded Jinny.

      “Florrie? Lizzie?” she asked with a furrowed brow.

      Annie put her knitting down. “I should have thought they’d had enough of us yesterday. There’s only one way to find out—I’ll go.”

      From the front of the house they heard women’s voices exclaim, “Surprise!” and Annie say, “Kitty! Edie! Come in, come in.”

      In some alarm, Meg turned to Jinny, who sat up straight in the rocking chair

      “Dear, we haven’t been here in years, have we, Edie?”

      “We have not. Not since our dear brother John died, I think. Our dear mother’s house …”

      “Come in here, where it’s warm,” said Annie. She entered the kitchen first and rolled her eyes at her sisters. Betty giggled.

      Two familiar-looking women of a certain age pushed their way around Annie. The three women stood awkwardly together as Annie made introductions. “These are Ned’s sisters, Kitty and Edie—my sisters, Meg and Jinny, you may remember from our wedding.”

      Kitty stepped forward. “And this must be wee Betty!”

      Ned’s sisters—strangers to her—came toward the poor girl, trapped at the table. They bent down and pinched her cheeks, exclaiming how like a Wright she looked and begging her to kiss them.

      Betty balked, but Annie’s eyes flashed. “Now Betty, these are your aunts, Aunt Kitty and Aunt Edie. Give them a kiss each.”

      Betty obliged her mother, but then shrank back behind Meg, who stood up to greet them.

      She thought how like auld Mrs Wright they were: small in stature, small bosoms and waists, sandy hair now greying, watery blue eyes, and long noses.

      “Please, sit down ladies,” said Jinny.

      Edie offered a toothy smile. “First, we must see our nephew!”

      Annie looked into his cot. “He’s sleeping. Let’s wait ‘till he wakens.”

      Undeterred, Ned’s sisters stepped over to the cot and gazed in adoration, murmuring their appreciation of his little nose and eyelashes, his full head of black hair.

      Annie managed to move them away. She couldn’t make a smile appear on her face, but she found her voice again. “What a surprise! I didn’t realize you were in Belfast for the holidays. Are you staying through the New Year?”

      “We’re back for good! We’ve been down for more than a month now. We received Ned’s letter telling us you were here,” explained Edie.

      Kitty agreed. “The dear Mother Mary Joseph forwarded his letter to us from Glenariff. We thought we wouldn’t intrude on your Christmas, but Boxing Day seemed alright for a visit, so here we are!”

      “Here we are!” repeated Edie gaily.

      Jinny began preparing tea and asked them to sit.

      Doing as she was bid, Kitty said, “We’re having our darling house on Little May Street prepared for us. Of course, Christmas has slowed things down a wee bit. In the meantime, we’re staying in the Lady Street house.”

      “We’ll become parish members at your dear St Malachy’s, Annie. It’s so near our new home and I imagine they’ll have many things for us to do there,” chirped Edie.

      Meg placed cups and saucers on the table, as well as a plate of cake.

      Annie finally sat. “And you’ll settle in the house on Little May Street?”

      They nodded similar heads. Meg noticed they wore clothes of wartime vintage: high-collar blouses, long skirts and high-buttoned boots.

      Beads of perspiration bubbled on Annie’s forehead. “You’ve left the convent up in, em?”

      “Glenariff,” repeated Kitty.

      “That’s right, that’s our surprise. We’ve left our dear convent for good,” Edie announced. “We’ll live in Belfast permanently now, and we can visit, and take wee Betty to church, to the Botanic Gardens, and the pantos! It’s so good to be home.”

      Betty slipped behind Meg’s chair. She gave the child a reassuring look before sitting.

      “This is sudden,” said Annie weakly.

      “No, we’d planned it for some time. It’s our rheumatism, you know. The convent was cold and damp.” Edie’s left hand held her twig-like right wrist to illustrate pain.

      “Clammy,” added Kitty.

      “That’s it, Kitty, dear—clammy. Mother left us some nice houses, one to live in and ones to let. She left us very well provided for, God bless her soul, but it’s possible only with Cousin Jim’s help. He’s been so helpful always, more like a brother than a cousin. So here we are! God will find some other way for us to serve Him.”

      They paused to sip tea.

      “And Jim will manage all of the houses you let? What about Lady Street?” Annie’s voice had thinned to a ghost of itself.

      “Aye, Jim manages everything for us. We’ll let Lady Street to Jim and his wife, once Little May Street is ready. It’s so much nicer than the place they live in now,” crowed Edie. “Their place slants, quite noticeably. They invited us for Christmas dinner. They’ve the furniture nailed down. It’s the subsidence, you know.”

      Annie opened her mouth to speak, but shut it again.

      “You know, we were puzzled when we learnt you’d come home without writing to us. In fact, we were quite upset,” said Kitty, narrowing her eyes. “Ned’s letter explained you’d only come to have help with your baby and little girl. Still, we thought …”

      “We thought you’d abandoned your husband, left our dear brother in America. It was quite upsetting,” Edie murmured.

      Kitty leant forward, her expression serious. “Are there not nursing homes and nursing sisters over there, then?”

      The sisters cocked their heads simultaneously.

      Annie’s complexion turned a dusky rose. “There are hospitals, but Ned and me, we agreed that since my sisters are here—”

      “So he wrote,” interrupted Kitty, peering down her long nose at her, then exchanging a look with her sister.

      “I’d have written, but I thought you were in the convent. I didn’t know you’d moved down. Did you write Ned?”

      Meg recognized a look of triumph on Annie’s face.

      Unfortunately, Kitty also looked triumphant. “Indeed, we could not, since neither of you wrote with your American address. This letter of Ned’s was the first we got, the first we knew where to write—to either of you.”

      Annie bit her lip.

      Sitting back comfortably, Kitty smiled haughtily. “It was the first we received after he wrote about the loss of the business and his plans to emigrate. But never mind. We’re together now, aren’t we? You know, Jim took the train up to Glenariff to help us move down.”

      “Aye, he’s a treasure, Jim is,” added Edie. “But Kitty, it’s time to give wee Betty our Christmas gift.”

      Kitty pulled her voluminous handbag from the floor and rummaged through it. “Ah, where could it have gotten to? Here’s the rattle for the baby.” She produced an object wrapped in worn paper. “Here we are!” Extracting a large parcel, she smoothed its wrapping paper before saying, “Come and take your gift, Betty.”

      Betty remained rooted behind Meg’s chair, so Meg gave her hand a gentle tug.

      Darting out, she took the parcel and began to tear at the paper.

      “Betty! What do you say?” chided Annie.

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank you what?”

      “Thank you, Aunt Kitty. Thank you, Aunt Edie,” she said, before ripping off the last of the paper to reveal a baby doll.

      Meg knew Betty had little interest in dolls, but she cooed, “Oh my! Just like a real baby.”

      Betty turned it upside down a few times to make its eyes snap open and shut. Then she placed it on the table next to her wristwatch and walked back behind Meg.

      “Thank you. It was very nice of you to bring presents for the children,” said Annie in a monotone.

      An awkward pause followed. Jinny broke the silence first. “Terrible cold today.”

      “Oh ‘tis,” agreed Edie. “Terrible cold. Gets into your bones.”

      Meg began to writhe in her seat, but then she spied the time on Betty’s little wristwatch.

      Standing, she said, “Cold or not, it’s time to walk the dog.”

      All eyes looked at her.

      “Annie, may Betty join us?”

      “Em, I’ll get her coat.” Annie left the room and Betty ran after.

      “Kitty, Edie, shall we walk you to the tram stop?” asked Meg graciously.

      The sisters looked at each other in surprise. Edie recovered first. “It is getting dark now, so yes, that would be thoughtful of you.”

      Jinny saw them to the hall, then retreated after saying her goodbyes. Meg followed them into the hallway.

      Flustered, and failing to hide her annoyance, Edie said, “I imagine you’ll let us know when the christening is to be? You do plan to have him christened before sailing back?”

      Annie hesitated, then mumbled, “In the New Year.”

      “It’s a shame the baby didn’t waken,” Kitty said with a sigh.

      “Another time. He usually wakens before now in the afternoon,” said Annie flatly.

      After the aunts walked through the front door, Meg took Betty’s hand and the dog’s lead. As she turned to close the front door, she saw Annie sitting on the stairs, her face in her hands.
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      The dog walkers returned, bringing a blast of chilly air into the kitchen where Annie and Jinny sat.

      “That’s that then! We’ll have to go back,” Annie snapped. “There’ll be nothing for him to do to earn money here, and they’ve not even thought of us at all. ‘More like a brother than a cousin.’ They’ve no thought for their own brother!”

      Meg offered a rueful smile. “Maybe if you explained, if you asked them? If you told them that Betty will have to return to New York unless they let Ned manage?”

      Annie’s expression turned from upset to anger. “I will not. You see how they are! Those, those b-bi … blackguards.”

      Jinny covered her mouth, but not in time to smother her merriment.

      We can stay in the house after all! The thought entered Meg’s head, but then she felt wretchedly unkind for it. Betty’s hand was still in hers, so she squeezed it, and it struck her she would lose the little girl again, probably for good. Betty looked up at Meg and smiled; she smiled back and squeezed her hand again.

      “And another thing, our Betty does not look like a Wright!” Annie’s outburst made Jinny and Meg laugh, and Betty giggle.

      “No, you’re right there—she looks like you did as a girl—a very pretty girl, with those big brown eyes and dark hair.” Meg cupped Betty’s chin, and the young girl blushed and smiled.

      “Aye, that’s true,” agreed Jinny.

      Even the double compliment couldn’t appease Annie. She kept her fury stoked for the remainder of the evening, alternating between stony silence and explosions of rage, her face dark and thunderous. “And those two old … they left my dear mother-in-law on her own up there in that frozen place, whilst they scuttled back here. The woman who did everything for them, and who only ever wanted to be buried in the plot with her son John, right down the street from us in Friar’s Bush, where we could have visited!”

      “It was nice of them to bring the wee gifts for the children,” said Jinny quietly.

      “Ha! They’re from a second-hand shop. That rattle is going straight into the rubbish and so is this.” Annie grabbed the doll.

      “Leave it, Annie. She won’t play with it, anyway. When they come again, you can have it on display,” suggested Meg.

      “You can. We won’t be here,” snapped Annie.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After Annie took the baby and Betty up to bed, Meg wondered at Annie’s anger. “She blames his sisters, but from the sound of it, Ned doesn’t want to return here, so does it matter if they won’t employ him?”

      “They are a bit odd. I haven’t seen high-button boots since … 1920? It’s when mine fell apart, anyway.”

      Meg laughed. “They are odd, but it was nice of them to bring the gifts. Still, they seem dense about Annie’s desire for them to help her pave the way for Ned’s return.”

      “I imagine they think owning this house and having the wherewithal to start a business ought to have been enough for Ned and Annie. I know I might, if the shoe were on the other foot.” Jinny leant close to whisper. “And all that trouble she went through to convert, all that terrible trouble with Father—for all of us. Annie made no secret she converted to please Ned’s mother, so they could marry with her blessing, maybe to please Ned, too.” Jinny sat back and shook her head. “Still, she got the mother’s blessing and she got this house out of it, too. I’m sure it was worth it to her, until they had to leave for America. Now, it’s all gone. She kept her bargain with the old woman, I’ll give her that, raising the children Catholic.”

      “Annie was fond of her mother-in-law, truly.”

      Jinny sat still for several seconds. “Thanks for thinking of the dog walk. However ungracious we were, I couldn’t have borne much more of Annie’s sulking and the looks the sisters were giving each other down them long noses.”

      “I thought it could only get worse, so I took the chance that my leaving would move them along.” At the memory of the sisters’ shocked looks at getting the heave-ho, Meg collapsed with laughter, bringing Jinny with her.

      Panting and wiping her eyes, Jinny asked, “What about us? Do you think we can stay?”

      “I think so.”

      Jinny exhaled with relief and patted Meg’s hand. “You’ll visit them in New York someday, and won’t that be exciting? I know you’ll miss the wee girl. And they may visit us here again, you never know, but not for good, I hope. I do love it here,” said Jinny wistfully, gazing into the fire.
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      Icy March rain pinged the windowpanes as the family sat in the warm kitchen. The baby slept in his cot while Betty read a library book at the table. Annie polished a copper pot, one of several that had been abandoned when they’d left for America. Jinny’s book had long since fallen closed as she slept in the rocker. Meg had abandoned her own book to stare unseeingly at Aunt Jane’s embroidered cornucopia, “Peace Be to This House,” which hung over the mantel. A fire crackled in the fireplace, the amber light gleaming on the polished wood and pots. The radio was on low and they barely noticed the clatter of Lillian’s typewriting from the second floor.

      “You and Lillian will be able to spread out up there once we’re gone,” Annie whispered.

      Meg found Annie’s ability to read her mind uncanny. Am I a pane of glass or does she have some sort of power, like those mind readers in the music halls? How does she know I’m thinking of how we’ll rearrange ourselves? She frowned, then blushed. No, we won’t spread out—we’ll come together.

      Annie gave a quick nod. “You’ll have your own lives again, yourselves to yourselves.”

      Meg felt the blush deepen, but she braved eye contact with her sister, who rewarded her with a straightforward look, not teasing, not sneering.

      What on earth does she mean? Dare I hope she’s just said she knows about Lily and me and accepts us? No—it can’t be that.

      Putting the pot down in the sink, Annie wiped her eyes with the back of a hand. “Ach, this carry on will get us nowhere. It’s best to keep busy every day, so I’ll make our tea tonight. I’d love some plaice. I’ll run out to the fishmonger since you’re here to mind the baby. A few last strolls on the Lisburn Road, eh?” She rose and checked the sleeping baby. “Just warm the bottle for him if he wakes. Betty, be a good girl, I won’t be long. And Meg, make sure Lillian joins us tonight. We could use a bit of cheer.” She placed a hand on Meg’s shoulder in an uncharacteristic gesture, and Meg placed hers on top.

      Betty watched her mother leave, closed her book, and came over to Meg; with her help, she climbed onto her lap. “Auntie,” she began.

      “Aye?”

      “I don’t want to leave.”

      “But, you miss your daddy, don’t you?”

      The little girl nodded.

      “And didn’t you tell me Brooklyn was lovely and sunny, that the sunshine poured into your room in the morning?”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to leave.”

      “I know, but you can’t be in two places at once, now can you? I wish that you could, but you can’t.”

      Betty shook her head. “I love my school and being here.”

      “I love you being here, too. We’ll all have to be very brave. Your mother and father will find a nice school for you on the other side.”

      Betty patted her leg, calling the dog. Laurie padded over and put her narrow snout into Betty’s hand. With a sad smile, she rubbed the dog’s head; then, one hand stroked the soft fur while the other cradled her face. The dog’s beautiful brown eyes narrowed with pleasure. “Auntie?”

      “Aye?”

      “I saw children with their dogs, real ones, on board ship coming over. Couldn’t Laurie come with me?”

      Meg took a deep breath. She’d expected this, even as she’d hoped against it. She struggled for the right words to placate the girl. “We’re all fond of Laurie, but I don’t know what I’d tell poor Mr Walker if the dog went all the way to America.”

      Betty let her head fall on Meg’s shoulder as she began to cry.

      “We’ll write to you about Laurie. She’ll miss you, too—very much. We all will.”

      Denis began to cry too, letting out a piercing wail, waking Jinny and frightening the dog. Betty slid off Meg’s lap and Meg went to the cot and quickly picked up the baby. She held him with one arm and placed the bottle into a pot of warm water with the other, then walked him up and down as the milk warmed.

      “Oh my, I dropped off.” Jinny moved forward in the chair, readying to stand. “Here, can I help with the baby? Where’s Annie?”

      Meg sat and started to feed her nephew. “Off to the fishmonger for tonight’s meal.”

      “That’s lovely.” Jinny noticed Betty sniffling at the kitchen table. “What’s this, wee Betty?”

      When she didn’t answer; Meg spoke for her. “She doesn’t want to leave.”

      “I see. It is sad. I wish your daddy would come home and—” Jinny cut off the words quickly. “I can’t believe it’s as soon as Saturday.” She sat back in the rocking chair and considered the little girl. “Here, why don’t you dress yourself to go out for one of your walks with Aunt Meg and Laurie? It looks like the rain’s let up. I’ll mind the baby.”

      “If you’re sure he won’t be too much for you?”

      “Too much for me? This wee thing? I had the three of you to care for—you, Annie and David, all small at the same time. And Lizzie a child. And the older ones too, they needed looking after.”

      “I know you did all that, and more. Alright—come on Betty, we’ll feel better outside. We’ll go down to the river, shall we?” Meg handed the calm baby and a towel to Jinny, who placed him expertly on her shoulder and rubbed his tiny back.

      “Go on before it rains again.” She adjusted her shoulder for the baby’s comfort. “Hand me his bottle.”

      Betty got up, but Meg called her over and helped her blow her nose before she left the room. Meg spoke softly. “She doesn’t want to leave her wee school, or here, or the dog. But since she has to, she wants the dog.”

      “Oh my. Does Annie know?”

      “I don’t know. I’m very fond of Laurie, and what on earth would I tell Mr Walker?”

      Jinny shook her head. “I’m not looking forward to the rest of this week, I’ll say that much.” She patted the baby’s back, getting the result she wanted.
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      The next morning, Meg walked Laurie and left for the canteen earlier than usual. Annie didn’t come down to the kitchen at her usual hour, so they missed one another until the afternoon, when Meg returned from meeting Betty at school. The child had a drawing of spring flowers to show her mother and Aunt Jinny.

      Meg sensed Annie trying to catch her eye, but she busied herself hooking up the dog for a walk.

      “Meg,” said Annie, “Jinny and me, we were talking and, well …”

      Meg braced herself.

      “We thought we could have a party here tomorrow night, with Florrie and Lizzie and their families. Lillian, too. It’s our last and there’s no sense in us sitting and staring into the fire all evening. What do you think?”

      Meg looked properly at Annie and smiled. “Let’s ask Aunt Jane, too.”

      “I’ll bake in the morning and go to the shops, and we’ll have a nice meal, a special one. But tonight I’ll make fried herrings—they don’t seem to have nice big herrings like ours over there.”

      Meg wondered how many baked goods they’d need by the next day, but she only remarked on the herring, and how she loved the meal they’d eaten so often as children. “Hi, wee Betty. Laurie needs her walk. Let’s be on our way!”

      “Meg, I want Betty to come with me to the shops tomorrow afternoon. I want her to remember the place. I’ll meet her at the school and bring the baby in the pram.”

      “Of course. That’ll be nice for the three of you.”
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      Although she hated the realisation, Meg knew it was to be their last walk along the Lagan together. “Shall we stop for mushy peas and tea?”

      “Aye,” answered Betty seriously, and with a Belfast inflection, making Meg laugh.

      “You sound like us again.”

      Betty seemed pleased with the comment and smiled at her aunt.

      They settled at a table facing the boathouse and watched young men in shorts with long, muscled legs launch sculls and row swiftly up river. Laurie sat under the table quietly but roared out at a passing bicyclist, startling the rider, Meg and Betty, and pulling the table far enough to upset the tea. Meg shouted her apologies to the bicyclist, who waved good-naturedly. It was a lovely spring day, but as the afternoon waned and they continued to sit, a chill came off the water. Meg walked them home quickly. She couldn’t think of what to say to the little girl about their last walk, so she simply held the small hand in hers.
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      On her last evening in Belfast, Annie’s dinner—roast loin of pork with crackling, gravy, herb stuffing, roasted potatoes, sprouts, and applesauce—was proclaimed utterly delicious by the assembled diners, seated shoulder-to-shoulder around the table. Meg, Jinny, Florrie and her husband Ralph, Lizzie, and her husband Tom formed a tight horseshoe on one side. Aunt Jane, Lillian, Betty and her three boy cousins—Florence’s son Robert, Lizzie’s sons Tommy and Will— were on the other, flanking Annie’s frequently empty chair. When the baby woke and cried, he made the rounds of his family, who had uneven success mollifying him, although everyone agreed Robert had a calming touch.

      The diners ate with delight and concentration as Annie squeezed her girth past chairs, moving between sideboard, range, and table to feed them. Laurie camped under the table, politely waiting for the children to drop morsels.

      After sampling the desserts with lashings of cream, they brought out sherry and whiskey. Ralph told a few stories that made his brother-in-law Tom laugh too much and too loudly. Annie, when finally seated, told Ned’s story of his Great-Aunt Kitty Neeson’s three-day wake at her farm, paid for by a bequest in her will; Meg thought it probably the best craic of his life. Requests abounded for Aunt Jane’s well-worn tales of her father’s coffee house. No matter the chatter and the craic though, a few in the group couldn’t escape the weight of the next day.

      “You’re sailing to New York tomorrow. How exciting,” declared Ralph. The Preston women looked uncomfortable, yet he persisted. “What’s your ship, then?”

      “The California. We sailed on her this last crossing. It’s a sort of a milk ship, since we’ll sail to Londonderry, then Glasgow, Boston on the other side, and finally New York,” said Annie, the world-weary traveller.

      “That’s grand, isn’t it? To see all them places for the one price!”

      “It sounds grand to me.” Lillian’s brilliant smile faded as she looked with some confusion at the frowning Preston women.

      Florence motioned and lowered her voice. “Aunt Jane’s snoozing, so we’ll take her home.” She turned to Ralph. “It’s time to go.”

      He and his son Robert stood awkwardly as she gave Betty and Annie kisses and hugs.

      Touching the old woman to wake her, Annie kissed her goodbye. “Bye-bye now, Aunt Jane. Take care of yourself.”

      Meg noticed that Aunt Jane was in her usual good humor, so perhaps dotage saved her from the sadness of the farewell. The family left with a promise from Ralph that he’d return the next morning with a cab to take them to the dock. Lizzie insisted on washing dishes before saying a quick but tearful goodbye to Annie and Betty, and herding her family out the door.

      “I’ll read to you when I come up, Betty,” said Meg, but she could barely look the little girl in the face.
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      Meg rose early and fried rashers of bacon and eggs to accompany slices of buttered toast. The morose group, all claiming to have no appetite when they arrived at the table, polished the lot regardless, with the exception of Annie, who barely ate one slice of buttered toast. Sighing, she said, “I shall really miss the butter and the tea.”
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      It was later that bright morning when Lillian trudged down the stairs burdened with four packed cases and placed them in the front hall. Jinny sat at the kitchen table looking tense. Betty came down the stairs with her teddy bear and sat on the floor next to the dog.

      “Is there anything left up in your room, love?” Meg asked her niece, who shook her head. “Let’s go up just to be sure.” She held out her hand and Betty went with her. They checked under the bed and in the closet, and stopped in Annie’s room to perform the same search. Picking up the last case, a glum Meg carried it downstairs.

      In the kitchen, Jinny held a squalling Denis while Annie collapsed the cot. “I think I’ll need the wee pan to wash him on the ship, but it’s awkward to carry.”

      “The ship stewards will provide a pan for his bath, Annie. They’re very helpful,” Meg said with authority.

      She nodded, retrieved the baby from her sister’s arms, and paced.

      Lillian asked, “Is there anything else I can carry down?”

      “That’s the last,” said Meg.

      They watched Annie stride to and fro, listening to Denis fuss until they heard a knock.

      “That’ll be Ralph.” Annie tucked Denis’ blanket around him.

      Meg let her brother-in-law into the house.

      “Good morning, ladies,” the large man announced with far too much cheer as he stood in the kitchen doorway, looking uncomfortable, his face red and tense. “The cabman is waiting, so I’ll just carry the cases out, shall I?”

      Meg nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Here, I’ll help,” Lillian offered.

      The women followed Ralph into the hallway, Lillian carrying the folded cot. Meg helped Betty into her coat and hat, and Jinny held the baby while Annie gathered her purse, gloves, and the nappy bag. After a few kisses on his fat cheeks, Jinny handed him to Meg, who gave him a kiss and passed him back to Annie. Laurie stood at the open door, watching the scene with a dog’s curiosity.

      Kneeling, Meg placed her hands on Betty’s shoulders. “Now then, be a help to your mother and your baby brother. Be a big, brave girl.”

      “Laurie,” Betty cried, shaking free of Meg’s hands and bursting into tears.

      “The dog has to stay here. Come now,” said Annie softly, tilting her upper body to keep the baby upright and grabbing Betty’s arm.

      “Come, dear, I’ll hold your hand.” Meg reached out to the distraught girl.

      Ralph and Lillian hove through the small crowd, picked up the last of the cases, and took them to the waiting cab. Betty shrugged off Annie’s grip, scampered under her feet, and put her arms around the dog’s neck, sobbing into her snow-white ruff.

      “Come now!” Annie thundered.

      “I will not!” She began sobbing with intensity.

      “Go along, Annie. I’ll bring her to the cab,” said Meg quietly.

      Annie remained in the doorway. Her gaze flicked up the staircase and then turned to Jinny. She ambled back in, leaned over the crying child and kissed Jinny. With a sad smile, she turned and walked to the cab without looking back.

      Meg knelt once more. “Now Betty, we must go. Your daddy’s waiting for you in New York.” When she started to lift Betty off the ground, the girl tried to cling to Laurie, but the dog had had enough of the distressing scene and wriggled out of her grasp. With some difficulty, Meg carried the struggling child down the front step.

      Betty squirmed in her arms, threw her own straight into the air, her face distorted with misery. “Laurie!” Kicking Meg, she continued screaming.

      “Here!” Jinny called from the front door, Betty’s teddy bear in her hands.

      Lillian jogged back and retrieved the bear. Once at the cab, she helped settle the screaming child in the back with her mother, Lillian and Meg. Ralph quickly got into the jump seat and closed the door. The driver pulled away.

      Betty stopped screaming, but not sobbing.

      “Stop that nonsense,” Annie demanded as Denis joined his sister in crying. She jiggled him in her arms, as she stared straight ahead.

      “I’m going to a lough dock, am I not?” asked the cabman.

      “Barnett’s,” Meg confirmed. She put an arm around Betty and rocked her niece.
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      By the time they arrived at the dock, both Betty and Denis were quiet. Lillian found a lozenge in her pocket and gave it to Betty, who sucked on it contentedly, leaning against Meg.

      Annie gave Ralph the money to pay the cabman, who was already putting the cases on the ground. Lillian stood holding the cot and Meg stood holding Betty’s hand. Only Annie remained in the cab, cradling the baby.

      “Annie, do you need help getting out?” asked Meg.

      “I’m frightened.”

      “What? I can’t hear you in this din.” The cacophony of the crowd of passengers, their well-wishers, and tender staff engulfed them. Meg hung onto Betty with a steely grip and stuck her head into the cab.

      “I can’t face leaving, again, and for good. I don’t think I can. It was bad enough the first time … the trip out of the lough …”

      “I don’t know what to say. We can go home if you don’t want to go.”

      A steward in a blue uniform trundled a cart up to the cab. “SS California, Sir? Madam?”

      Meg looked at Annie.

      “SS California,” Annie surrendered.

      “Tickets, please,” the steward shouted.

      Annie rummaged in her purse. “Ach, give me your hand and help me out now. I must go, and that’s that. Here, give the fella our tickets.”

      “Right-ee-oo,” declared the steward, heaping the bags and cot onto the cart in expert construction.

      “Here, do youse want to go back with me? I can wait,” said the cabman to Ralph.

      He turned to Meg. “If you don’t mind, I’ll go now. I can walk back. Cheerio then, Annie, Betty.” He kissed Annie’s cheek, touched Denis’s tiny back, and patted Betty’s head before disappearing in the milling crowds.

      Looking to Lillian, who shook her head, Meg said, “No, thanks,” to the cabman.

      He shrugged and got back behind the wheel.

      The stricken group watched the steward fix numbered tags to the luggage. He was lightning fast and before they expected it, he began pulling the cart to the gangplank. “Follow me, ladies!” They stopped at the bottom of the gangplank to allow an officer to check the tickets against the manifest. Seconds later, the steward began to pull the cart to the open hold of the tender.

      “Don’t follow.” Annie kissed Meg’s cheek quickly and she kissed her in return and bent to embrace Betty. Annie then grabbed her daughter’s arm and whisked her up the gangplank. Betty looked back and waved her teddy bear. Once on deck, they disappeared into the crowd.

      Eventually, the tender’s horn blasted three times, announcing its departure. The crowd around them grew quiet, save for the odd farewell shout. Bells rang and the crew removed the gangplanks to the fanfare of more horn blasts. As tender engines thrust to leave the dock, Meg scanned the deck railings for Annie and Betty among the countless passengers waving hands or handkerchiefs. “Do you see them?”

      Lillian shook her head, then grabbed Meg’s arm and pointed. “There!”

      Her eyes followed Lillian’s outstretched finger and found Betty kneeling between adult legs. She waved through the railing. Meg waved her hat furiously, shouting, “Goodbye, Betty! Goodbye love!”

      Her farewells were lost in the noise as everyone waved and shouted at their own families and loves. Betty became a dot, then invisible as the tender grew smaller and smaller, sailing farther and farther away.
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      Midway across the Queen’s Bridge, Meg said, “Annie always made me feel something like the way I feel now. Oh, there must be a word for it … I feel two things at the once. Sorry they’re gone and happy they’re gone … worried I’ll never see them again and worried they’ll return and want the house.”

      “Her one hand does one thing whilst the other hand is busy doing the opposite thing. Is that it?”

      “Perhaps. She’s always done something of the sort. I think she knew about us and was nice about it. All those years of going on at me about men and marriage, they nearly vanished for me with that one sentence and look … her hand on my shoulder.”

      “That does surprise me, but she didn’t have a go at me once this week—I thought it was her sadness at leaving. I hope you’re right.” Lillian shrugged and patted Meg’s shoulder. “You’ll certainly miss Betty, but you’ll visit them someday. I’d love to go to New York, and I’d love to take the ship that makes all those stops along the way. If they return and want the house, we’ll have to move, of course, but we’ll land on our feet.”

      The women walked in silence to the city end of the bridge, when Lillian said, “Yesterday, I talked to Mildred Greer. You know who she is? Anyway, she works at the Telegraph in classified advertisements. I went to see how much they cost—they’re too dear for us—and we had a bite together on her lunch break. Anyway, Mildred’s a wizard typewriter, but they’re cutting down her hours. She said she’s lucky to have the job, but it’ll be part time.”

      “Sounds like what happened to me.”

      “Just the same. I’d like to ask her to do some typewriting for us, but I wanted to ask you first.”

      “That sounds perfect, but how will you pay her?”

      “There’s only one way—to give her a commission on the work she completes. I can’t pay on a regular basis, like a normal job, but she may be interested. What do you think? It will make a dent in the income, but we’ll be able to increase the work we take in, so I’m hoping we’ll see more income very soon.”

      “I think you’ll have to ask her and see, but what can I do to help? I’m not a wizard typewriter.”

      “I was going to ask if you would take on the billing, the payments, the adverts? We need to collect payments quickly, that’s the main thing.”

      “I’m used to walking around Belfast annoying people asking them to pay their overdue bills. I’d be delighted to help. And let’s get your office back for you, back into the big room. Is there a desk at your mother’s you could use? I mean a proper one?”

      “No, but there’s to be an auction of office furniture and supplies at your yard next week. I’ve tiny savings, but I might get some bargains. Will you come with me?”

      “I’ll be there!”

      “I think we can make a go of this business … make it a going concern.”

      Quietly, she said, “I think so, too.” She gave Lillian’s arm a squeeze and held on.

      “And my bedroom?” she asked shyly.

      “We’ll keep one on the second floor for you, for when Lizzie visits. She’ll snoop, given half the opportunity, and she’s spry. But you’ll move back in with me upstairs, starting tonight, my darling.”
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      Jinny and Laurie greeted them at the door. “She forgot the pram,” she said, closing the door behind them.

      “Again?” Meg rolled her eyes.

      “I’ve the tea, waiting,” Jinny informed them.

      “I don’t like to be rude, but could I take my cup upstairs?” Lillian asked, her head dipping with embarrassment. “I’ve a lot to get through this week. There’s this unreasonable fellow at Queen’s wants his thesis typed before the term ends.” She smiled.

      “Of course. I’ll be up in a little while, and you can show me the bills you want posted,” Meg assured her.

      Jinny smiled warmly. “Lillian, it made me feel better knowing you were with Meg today.”

      “I was happy to help, really.” She smiled in return before leaving the kitchen with a cup and biscuits.

      The sisters sat down with theirs and drank in silence for some time, hearing but not registering household noises. Betty’s absence was palpable.

      Jinny finally spoke. “The longer I live, the more I see that there are times and situations in life when there’s no good to come out of them, there’s no way to turn without loss. You have to muddle through them, that’s all there is to do.”

      Meg rubbed her forehead where the beginning of a headache threatened. “We didn’t say goodbye, any of us, not really. Annie said goodbye to me and then she was gone, vanished … I couldn’t speak. Betty waved from the deck. And we waved until we couldn’t see her.”

      “Annie must’ve cried when they passed the lovely hills on the way out to the ship anchored in the lough, but the worst is over for them.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “I do. Betty will be excited about the horse racing on board and seeing her father next week. Annie likes dressing for dinner and watching films.”

      Pouring themselves more tea, the sisters sipped and listened to the tapping of Lillian’s machine.

      “They’ll see the Antrim Coast on their way to Londonderry, and the Scottish coast up to Glasgow.” Meg swept the crumbs on the table into her hand and sighed. “I’ll take the dog for her walk now, to the river. I’ll pop up to let Lillian know I’ll get to work on her bills as soon as we return.”

      “She’s a true friend, not like that Mary one. Lillian and you … I know you care for each other, so just know I love her as I love you. Ach, go on wid ye! I’d like a catnap in this rocker. I didn’t sleep much last night. I imagine none of us did.”

      Meg’s eyes glazed with tears. “What you’ve just said, you’ll never know how much it means to me. As for Annie, if they’d stayed, it would have been hard on us to leave here, but right now, losing them to America seems harder … especially after Annie told me she too understood how I care for Lillian.”

      “After you left the house with Ned’s sisters on Boxing Day, Annie and me had a little chat about you and Lillian, and I told her to be a sister to you and not a wretch—a sister to both of you. You know how I’ve always treated Annie, and why, but…”

      “I do.”

      “I don’t know that I did the right thing, but what happened to her was awful and I always felt responsible.” Jinny sighed and lightly slapped the table. “What’s done is done. You’re right about missing them and losing them, but at the moment, I’m so grateful I don’t have to move, not even from this chair.”
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      Lillian stood in the middle of the third floor bedroom in an ocean-blue nightgown. “It’s chilly up here.”

      “Come to bed.”

      She burrowed under the covers next to Meg. “How are you feeling?”

      “I still have a sick headache. I’m sorry. Not what I imagined for our reunion.”

      “If you turn over, I can rub your shoulders.”

      Meg turned and felt the release of tension under Lillian’s strong hands. “Mmmm, that’s wonderful.”

      “Do you really think Jinny knows what we are to one another?”

      “I don’t know that she can imagine how we love one another, but maybe she can. I do know this—she thinks you’re a true friend, a love, a real love. She’s right.”
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        “Ulster is ready when we get the word and always will be.”

        SIR JAMES CRAIG, PRIME MINISTER, NORTHERN IRELAND, 1921-1940

      

        

      

      Sitting at the kitchen table, Meg read Ned’s letter for the second time, removed her spectacles, and walked upstairs to talk to Lillian. She turned into the largest room on the second floor of 34 St Ives Gardens, the office of Stranmillis Typewriting. Lillian had the telephone to one ear. Laurie lay on the carpet in front of the enormous walnut desk they’d purchased at the shipyard auction eight years before. Laurie stretched her front and back legs with canine pleasure, and resumed her nap. Lillian stretched her long legs through the large desk well; her red leather house slippers peeked out the other side.

      “Yes, yes. And you. Perfect! Goodbye and thank you.” Lillian replaced the telephone receiver, looked up and smiled. “You’re home! That’s nice. How was work?”

      “I’m sure you can smell the bacon on me. Read this.”

      Lillian took the aerogramme and sat back to read it as Meg paced and watched Lillian’s face. She smiled at the sight Lillian’s chestnut hair, shot through with silver now, and worn up, with pencils shoved into it while she worked, like a wren’s nest of sticks.

      “We should have seen this coming,” Lillian pronounced. “I didn’t know that they were as worried about a war as we are, but I don’t know why they wouldn’t be. Ned’s right, though—if Britain goes to war, we may be cut off. They have three children, need the money, and worry they mayn’t be able to receive it from us after war is declared.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Offer more rent to stay? Maybe that’s all he wants, but he doesn’t say it, and we don’t know that we could get it to him during a war. He does write that he wants to sell number 34. The business is doing well enough, but we wouldn’t have enough to buy it outright.” She looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. “Mildred is due any time now, but right after she’s settled, I’ll ring the bank. I may be able to see Mr MacAllister tomorrow to ask if they’d give spinsters with a business a mortgage. If we could get one, we could buy this house from Ned … we may have enough for a deposit. I’d hate you to lose your lovely garden. Number 34 suits the three of us, doesn’t it?”

      Meg nodded dully and set her tortoiseshell spectacles on the perch of her springing hair, cut short, and still a pleasing russet.

      “Don’t fret. We’ll manage, you’ll see.”

      “Let’s not tell Jinny about the letter until we know what we can do about it, eh?”

      “Of course not. She’s fretting enough over the talk of war. It’s not good for her heart.”

      “She’s not alone there.”

      The doorbell rang, and Lillian said, “That’ll be Mildred, on time, as ever.”

      “I’ll let her in. Jinny’s waiting with tea I’ve no doubt, and after that, I’ll take the dog on her walk. Why not join us, Lily? It’s too nice a day to lurk indoors.”

      “I didn’t think I was lurking, Meggie.” Lillian laughed.

      The dog had become quite deaf—not even the doorbell roused her. Meg touched her tan and white flank and she leapt up, startled. “Sorry, Laurie. Come on old girl.”
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      Meg walked downstairs behind the dog. Laurie’s paws were secure on the new stair carpet, fastened with brass rods, but her old joints had slowed the dashing approach to the stairs she’d had in her youth. Meg opened the door to a middle-aged woman holding a briefcase. Heavyset, with steely grey hair that started low on her forehead and ascended back over her head in thick waves, her green eyes shone brightly, and her brilliant smile utterly changed the depressed aspect of her face.

      “Good afternoon, Mildred. Go up, we’ve the kettle on.”

      “Thank you. I could murder a cup. Lovely day. Hiya, Laurie, girl!” She patted the dog’s head as she swept past, climbing the stairs with evident stiffness.

      Entering the kitchen, Meg called, “Mildred’s here.”

      Jinny came in through the open back door. She moved slowly, but smiled. “Aye, I’ve wet the tea. The things are on the tray, yon.”

      “I’ll bring it up, then take the dog out. You don’t have to do so much, you know. Take your ease.”

      “Ach, I like to do my bit—it’s little enough. It’s a lovely spring day, Meggie, just lovely. I was sitting at the wee table, really enjoying your garden, the fragrance of the flowers.”

      “Thanks go to poor Mr Walker, may he rest in peace. Do you have your own cup?”

      “I’ll have it out in your garden—thanks go to you, too. The lilacs are beautiful.”

      “It’s a good year for them—they do smell wonderful.”
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      Meg returned from the dog walk to find Lizzie sitting on the garden bench with Jinny, their two heads of grey hair pulled into tight buns so similar, she could barely tell them apart from the back; only Jinny’s smaller frame identified her. From upstairs, the relentless clatter of two typewriters filled the house. Meg sat down in a camp chair. Laurie drank water noisily before flopping down in the shade and regarding the women.

      “You’ve missed Florrie by a whisker. We were just talking about it, Meggie, so tell us, do you think there’ll be a war?” asked Lizzie.

      Meg shook her head. “I don’t know. We listen to the news read on the wireless, and Germany is threatening. But I can’t see Britain going to war again, only twenty-odd years after the last one, and over Austria or the Czechs? All those British men killed last time. How would they get the support of the British people to declare war?”

      “I don’t know, either. The shipbuilding and the aerodrome building are good for us, but if there’s to be a war, I don’t want my boys in the RAF. Tom thinks there will be one, though, and the boys think so, too. They think Hitler will invade many more countries in Europe, the boys do, and they read the newspapers. They say Hitler is a fiend, he wants to kill everyone, especially the Jews, and that’s why all those children came to Britain.”

      “Oh, yes, the children … some of them are here in County Down, on a farm on the Ards,” said Meg. Her words brought the war to their door.

      “Are you worried?” asked Lizzie. “I know I am.”

      Meg nodded. “I am, though many would disagree with me since the unemployment here has suddenly dropped by thousands. But we can’t be sure we’ll be safe just because we’re here and not in Europe. You’re right about the children, though. The parents who sent their children on their own here were so worried, they sent their children to a strange country, to strangers—it’s telling us something important about what’s happening in Europe, something I can’t fully grasp, but something maybe my nephews understand.”

      “Lizzie says her boys want to join the RAF,” said Jinny.

      “They do.” Lizzie fiddled with her wristwatch, checking it often. “Will’s only twelve, but Tom’s nearly old enough. They train for it every day. They’re good at maths and they study aeroplanes. They run and do physical jerks before school. I’m very afraid Tom’ll join up, and Will also, as soon as he can. There were stories of boys lying about their age to join up in the last one.”

      “Can’t you—”

      “I’m away now, Meg.” Lizzie stood as though pulled to attention by an impatient puppeteer. “The boys will be home for their tea.” She stooped to kiss Jinny’s creased cheek.

      The two watched Lizzie rush from the garden. “Imagine those wee boys in the RAF,” Jinny fretted. “You don’t think David would join up, do you?”

      “Tom’s not so wee, which is what worries her,” said Meg. “I can’t see David joining up.”

      “You know, we were talking about poor Aunt Jane, and she got positively weepy. Our Lizzie has changed,” Jinny mused aloud. She shivered and looked up. “Go on, you’ve things to do. I’ll clear up.”

      “Leave it a while. We can do it later.” Meg thought for a moment before asking, “Do you know what happened to Aunt Jane’s house?”

      “I imagine it’s let by now. She’s gone what … nearly a year? After you and Florrie cleared her bits and bobs, I suppose that was that. Sad. Her wee house had so many memories for us.”

      “She was a love, Aunt Jane. Jinny, enjoy the rest of the afternoon out here. Don’t wash up.” Meg stretched. “I’ve got bills to prepare and mail. I’ve done nothing for the business yet today. We can wash up later.”

      “I’ll move to your chair. It’s so lovely out here today.” Jinny attempted to stand more than once without success. Meg took an arm, levered her up, and guided her to the striped canvas camp chair. She kissed Jinny’s cheek.

      “You’re a love, Meggie.”

      The dog moved to a patch of sun next to Jinny’s chair. Meg stopped in the doorway to inhale the luscious scent of lilac and enjoy the serenity of the scene for one last moment, before turning back into the house. She crossed the threshold into the kitchen and headed for the stairs, but skidded to a stop at an odd sound. A gasp of surprise reached her through the open door and she spun, racing into the garden.

      “What is it, Jinny? Is something wrong, dear? Jinny?”

      The scene snatched her breath.

      Jinny’s hand fell from over her heart as her head flopped awkwardly to one side. Even as she reached to wake her, she knew Jinny would never wake again. Meg knelt at her sister’s side. Time seemed to stop. “Jinny?”

      Her sister, small as a bird and light as a feather, didn’t open her eyes.

      Placing her hand on Jinny’s, she felt for life. Meg leant over the utter stillness that was her sister. Resting her head on Jinny’s shoulder, she sought the comfort she’d found there as a child, but there was none to be had. “My poor Jinny.” She repeated her name until violent sobbing robbed her of speech.
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      Based on the modest success of their business, Lillian’s banker was pleased to offer a mortgage for the house, based on the local estate agent’s estimate regarding a fair offer price, and the deposit they could afford. Meg and Lillian crafted a letter to Ned that contained their offer to buy the house.

      Within the week, Ned returned his acceptance, and the sale of 34 St Ives Gardens proceeded through Belfast solicitors over the course of the summer. Meanwhile, the people of Great Britain held their breath, waiting for the sword to fall: the declaration of war.

      Meg floated adrift in a sea of emotion. The coming war filled her with icy fear. The purchase of their home brought great relief, but the loss of Jinny left her desolate. Fortunately, Lillian provided continual hope and joy.

      She wondered how they felt across the ocean in Brooklyn, when the last snip cut their tie to home and country … a country on the brink of the unknown. Betty’s a girl of nearly thirteen, who probably doesn’t think of me much, or our times together, or feels that she’s even from here. She’s a stranger now—an American.

      Meg’s gratitude for her niece’s place in her life remained, however remote from each other they were now. And after the debacle that was Mary, she never thought she’d be as fortunate as she was: to share a house and a life with the woman she loved, a true woman who loved her—together, happy, safe.
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      Meg squeezed Lillian’s hand as they sat on a rocking train. “I’m glad we’re going to Portstewart—it’ll be lovely.” She gazed at the dog asleep at their feet. “It was kind of your mother and aunt to invite us, and the dog.”

      “My mother would have us move there, and Beryl and Albert.”

      “But surely there’s no danger to Belfast? The bombers can’t make it all the way from Germany, can they?”

      “Westminster says not, yet they made us put up blackout curtains. But I meant that my mother never liked living in Belfast much.”

      “Then it was even kinder of her to travel down for Jinny’s funeral. She was so gentle with me.” Meg thought of Jinny often and only a month after her death, she was frequently overcome with emotion.

      Lillian patted her hand. “Mum’s known you since you were a baby and Jinny a girl. She’s a kind, nice woman.”

      “Like her daughter.”

      Looking out the window at fleeting views of farms, hills, and villages, they fell into silence as the train hurtled northward.

      Eventually, Meg asked, “What do you think your mother and aunt imagine we are to one another?”

      “They know we’re good friends, old friends. And we are that, only more.” She gestured outside. “The train’s slowing. We’d best prepare for a fifty-yard dash to switch trains.” Standing, Lillian pulled their cases from the overhead rack.
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      “Someone’s taken our rock!”

      “It looks like everyone had the same idea about bathing in the sea today,” Lillian frowned. “We could go back and change in the cabin.”

      “What do we do afterward? Dress over the wet costumes?”

      “We’ll have to do what that lot are doing, but let’s walk and find a less crowded spot. We may even find a better rock.”

      Meg and Lillian watched a trio of young men wriggling within the towels wrapped around their waists. Shirts, ties, and jumpers on top, naked feet and legs poking out below, they hopped and strained to pull up swimming trunks without dropping the towels. Meg couldn’t keep herself from laughing.

      “Don’t laugh. We have it worse, since there’s the top and the bottom to worry about. On we go.”
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      “I’m sorry I laughed at those fellas back there. I thought I’d die when that towel slipped!”

      “And here I was thinking you’d done it for my benefit. This is a good spot, far away from the other swimmers. The water’s warmer than the last time. Let’s swim out a bit.”

      Powerful and beautiful to watch, Lillian stroked forward expertly. Meg stroked in an exhausting haphazard motion—a jumble of elbows, knees, and feet. Stopping to tread water, Meg gasped for breath. “Ach, I’ll never be smooth like you.”

      “You know my father had me in the water by the time I was three? It’s hard to start as an adult, but you’ve made great progress. Try not to fret about it and you’ll do better. Come on, climb on my back and I’ll give you a ride.”

      “What’s this called?”

      Turning her head, Lillian spluttered. “A sort of butterfly. Not that I mind, but those are interesting places to hold onto.”

      “Butterfly? That’s lovely.” Meg giggled. “My mermaid … my butterfly.”

      Lillian rolled over with lightning speed and Meg floated on top, laughing.
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      On Sunday morning, a stunned congregation left the church in silence after listening to the broadcast of Prime Minister Chamberlain’s announcement of war with Germany on the vicar’s wireless. The strained hush lingered the rest of the morning.

      Meg understood it. What was there to say? After months of waiting and worrying, the declaration of war was a shock, as alarming and frightening as if it hadn’t been the topic of every conversation, newspaper article, and radio broadcast throughout the summer.
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      Strolling along the promenade after Sunday lunch, Meg said, “I am sorry that I laughed at those fellas in their towels, since they may be called up if there’s conscription here.”

      Lillian hooked an arm through Meg’s. “I wonder how different things will be for us. We were just kids during the last one.”

      Meg shivered and looked out at the sea.
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      Lillian’s mother wept during the King’s speech that evening. When the broadcast ended, she spoke with emotion. “It was a lovely speech, but it made me think of your Uncle Joe, Lillian. Your father was undone when Joe was killed in France. There’d only ever been the pair of them, and it was the two of them against the world, orphaned as they were. My George didn’t want Joe to enlist. I can’t believe it’s starting again.”
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      The next morning, Meg and Lillian returned to the post office after an early walk with the dog. Stacks of morning newspapers sat on the front step. The top headline screamed, “Liner Athenia Is Torpedoed and Sunk” in the largest, boldest typeface.

      Meg pulled a paper off the pile and read aloud. “‘The SS Athenia was torpedoed last night by a German U-boat. More than one hundred perished, nine hundred rescued at sea. The attack was two hundred fifty miles off Inishtrahull, Ireland … northwest …’”

      Speaking gravely, Lillian hooked a thumb in a northwesterly direction, “Inishtrahull … just northwest of here.”

      Meg drew a deep breath. “Yesterday the King said something about war no longer being confined to the battlefield. How much closer will it come?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            1941: THE BELFAST BLITZ
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      It had been a dull day, the kind during which it was easy to develop a headache. Wearily, Meg—with the arthritic dog in her arms—and Lillian climbed the stairs to the third-floor aerie to turn in early. Lillian turned out the light to preserve the blackout and opened the window wide. Once their heads hit the pillows, they tumbled down into sleep instantly.

      Sirens began to wail at 10:40 p.m. Meg leapt out of bed and sprang to the window. Blasts echoed off the dark Castlereagh Hills. Lillian rose sleepily and joined her at the window. It was the fifteenth of April, two days after Easter, and only a week after a raid by German bombers on Belfast docks and factories.

      Meg pulled the blackout curtains back in place and turned on a lamp. They dressed swiftly, having placed clothes in neat accessible piles every night since the war started.

      Lillian fastened the coveralls she wore when driving the shipyard-owned mobile canteens Meg kept supplied for the Women’s Voluntary Services for Civil Defence. “I’ve got her.” She heaved old Laurie into her arms.

      Meg, in old walking brogues and slacks, descended first as they scrambled to the second floor in the small arc of light produced by a torch.

      “Check the phone,” Lillian grunted, shifting the dog to a more comfortable position.

      Meg picked up the receiver and confirmed there was a tone. The women continued to the kitchen. Every window in the house hid behind blackout curtains. Meg lit an old paraffin lamp. “What should we do?”

      “Listen!”

      What sounded like a swarm of giant insects buzzing nearby was punctuated with bangs and crashes.

      “Where are they? It sounds closer than the docks.”

      “It’s a small city,” Meg whispered anxiously. “The last raid sounded close, too.”

      “I don’t remember it sounding this close.”

      They stood at the kitchen table, eyes cast upward. The dog quivered in her basket.

      “I’m going to look out the third-floor window. Maybe I’ll see what’s going on.”

      “Stay here, please Lily!”

      “I’ll only be a moment.” She returned quickly, panting slightly. Her voice shook. “It’s dark to the south and the west. No flashes, no fires, no searchlights. To the north and east, there’s a red sky. They must be at the docks again then, mustn’t they? James works there. My sister and Albert … Mildred … the street is northeast of here, where the entire sky is blood red.”

      “What shall we do?”

      “Stay. The nearest shelter is at Queen’s and we don’t know where the bombs are dropping. We could go down the cellar.”

      Meg grimaced. “I’ll take my chances up here. Have you seen the wildlife down there?” “Poor Laurie!” Lillian dropped to the floor and hooked an arm around the trembling old dog.

      As the bangs and crashes increased, the planes droned on and on. Then came more booms and blasts in regular succession.

      “Let’s get under the table.” Lillian scooted across the floor, pushing the dog in her basket ahead.

      Eyes cast upward, as if she could see through to the sky, Meg asked worriedly, “Anti-aircraft guns?”

      “I can’t tell. It could be more bombs, or different kinds. I hope it’s the guns, at least it would mean there are some firing at the planes.”

      The dog leapt out of the basket, squatted shakily, and piddled.

      “No, Laurie, come back!” Meg clapped her hands. “Oh, poor dog. I’ll clean it up … later.” Meg reached out and pulled the dog back under the table.

      Lillian pulled down the small wireless. “Somebody might tell us what’s going on.”

      Once the radio tubes warmed, she could find no broadcast but a concert from the Ulster Hall. The announcer told the radio audience that the popular singer Delia Murphy would continue singing her concert during the raid. Delia instructed the audience to stay calm and when the band struck up “Moonlight in Mayo,” she began to sing. The warm glow of the radio tubes was strangely comforting, and despite the chaos and destruction, they listened to the songs and applause, and marveled at the lack of panic in the theater.

      When something began banging on the kitchen door though, Meg’s hand went to her throat.

      A man’s muffled voice yelled, “Meg! It’s us, David and Martin. Are you there? Let us in!” With futility, the doorknob twisted against the lock.

      Meg scrambled from under the table and flung open the door. “Quick! Get inside!”

      “Thank God you’re home,” said David, rubbing a hand through his hair.

      An explosion shook the house, causing china to rattle. A fine rain of plaster dust fell onto their heads. The trio ducked beneath the table.

      “Jesus, that was close, wasn’t it?” Martin whistled under his breath.

      Lillian took the dog onto her lap to make more room for the men. Martin stretched out to lean awkwardly against a table leg while David sat cross-legged, his head bowed and broad shoulders hunched.

      Meg raised her voice above the din. “What are you doing up here, in the middle of this?”

      “After last week’s raid, we both wanted to check on our families, and there was a call for men in Dublin to come up to help. We came up to help … in case of another raid, or so we thought. Of course, we didn’t know we’d be travelling into one. We were straight off the train, down to the docks to help. Nobody here had time to train us— Dear God, that was a loud one!” David ducked further down, “—told us we were only in the way, but to come back in the morning for training.”

      Martin flinched at the sound of an explosion before adding, “Aye, we might have been the last train into Belfast. We watched the bombs explode in the night sky, starting in Dunmurry. We were glued to the windows, as though we weren’t headed straight into it.”

      “It must have been terrifying. How on earth did you get here from the quays?” asked Meg, wide-eyed. She grabbed Lillian’s arm and pulled closer.

      Martin’s only answer was to cross himself after another blast shook the house. Crockery crashed to the floor and splintered.

      David removed his hands from his ears to answer. “One of the air-raid wardens was driving to the hills, to man the searchlights, and he was nice enough to detour a bit and drop us in Shaftsbury Square. We walked from there.”

      Meg clasped her brother’s arm. “You walked through this?”

      “We’re sitting through it now. It was no worse than this!”

      “Jesus!” Martin pulled his cap brim down low on his face.

      Lillian put her face down into the shaking dog’s ruff. “There, girl,” she murmured.

      David tried to continue his story. “There was some ducking into storefronts when it sounded close, but nothing had been hit from Great Victoria to here, so we didn’t—”

      “We ran most of the way,” interrupted Martin.

      “Why didn’t you stop at a shelter? You could’ve been killed!”

      “We didn’t see any signs. We nearly stopped at the hospital because people were pouring into it, but we thought it’ll be full, so we just kept going,” Martin explained.

      Meg placed both hands behind her neck. “Surely some of the aeroplanes we can hear are ours … Hurricanes, are they? I wonder if Tom is up there. Oh, God.”

      “Lizzie must be beside herself with worry about him.” Looking at Martin, David said, “Our nephew in the RAF, Tom, he flies Hurricanes. Ach, I can’t sit like this.” He lay on his side, knees to chest, head propped up on one hand.

      The concert ended and there was nothing to replace it, only crackling static. Meg roamed around the dial, listening to the unearthly sounds produced by the airwaves, but she could find no broadcast. “I can’t understand why they’re not addressing us from Stormont or Westminster. The government does nothing! Weren’t we to be ‘ready when we got the word’—where’s Britain?” Meg thundered, suddenly in a rage.

      Lillian picked her head up. “Listen!”

      “Yes!—are the planes moving off?” asked David urgently. “It’s quieter now, isn’t it?”

      The shrill peal of the telephone bell pierced the deep thuds of bombs dropping in the distance. Startled, David hit his head on the underside of the table.

      “I’ll go. It might be WVS ringing,” said Lillian and crawled out.

      “Lily!” Meg reached out to stop her, but Lillian continued crawling across the kitchen to the telephone.

      The dog pressed against Martin, who welcomed her by draping a reassuring arm around her. “Oh God, the poor thing’s shivering so’s her head’ll fall off.” Stroking her flank, Martin crooned, “It’s alright now my lovely, they’ve moved off, we’ll be alright. What’s her name again?”

      “Laurie.”

      “What’s WVS?” asked David.

      “Women’s Voluntary Services for Civil Defence. My shipyard supplies the WVS canteen trucks. I manage the supplies and Lillian’s a driver. The call is probably our WVS supervisor, Norma.”

      “Lillian knows how to drive a truck?” asked David, visibly impressed.

      “Her father taught her. He taught her a lot of useful things, in fact.”

      “Unlike ours?” David’s left eyebrow raised to a perfect arch.

      Meg said simply, “He taught us how not to be.”

      “Very good, Meg. Very true.”

      Lillian returned to her spot under the table. “I think they’ve moved off. Please, God.”

      “You don’t have to go out, do you?” Worry lined Meg’s face.

      “Not until the all-clear goes. That was Norma. She was at the Delia Murphy concert and found a lift as far as the depot, and is staying put. She told me she saw the hills, and they’re dark—there are no searchlights—so I don’t know what happened to your air warden, David. She says as far as she can tell, nothing was stopping the raid, but they do seem to be moving off.” She stopped talking to draw a deep breath. “Norma said there are no searchlights, so the anti-aircraft guns can’t be firing … and she doesn’t think the RAF are here. But she said she can’t tell one boom from another. She thinks the centre of the city was bombed after she left the Ulster Hall, but she hasn’t been able to reach another WVS line or the police, or her husband. I couldn’t ask anything else—the line went dead.”

      Meg was too stunned to speak.

      “God help us,” murmured Martin.
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      Insistent knocking on the front door of an otherwise quiet house woke Meg. She picked her head up, with no idea what time it was. Both she and Lillian were lying on the bed fully clothed; their shoes lay where they’d been kicked off. Despite the clothing, she felt cold. Besides the knocking, the only noise was the distant wailing of sirens. Lillian stirred.

      “I’ll go.” Meg stepped over the sleeping dog, grabbed the torch, and padded downstairs.

      Mildred, covered with soot and barely recognizable, stood at the door. A nightgown peeked below the hem of a buttoned coat. She carried a briefcase and handbag. Standing next to Mildred, similarly dressed and covered in soot, was Lillian’s sister Beryl, holding her son Albert’s blackened hand. Albert wore a school jacket over pajamas and football boots. He carried a cricket bat. A dusty dog, on the small side, stood at their feet, looked up at Meg through the long eyebrows that veiled his eyes, and wagged his tail.

      “I found Beryl and Albert standing in front of their house. We’ve been bombed out.” Her tone was flat, her expression unfathomable.

      Wordless, Meg stood aside. As if in the throes of a trance, the group entered and walked straight into the kitchen. Meg leaned into the doorframe and gazed forlornly onto the street. It was daylight, but a dense yellow fog—rank and sulphurous—sank down past the windows and doors, and onto the street. With a shudder at the sight and the stink of it, she closed the door and joined the others.

      Lillian came into the kitchen carrying the dog. “Beryl!”

      “They’ve been bombed out.” Meg opened the kitchen blackout curtains and they squinted in the filtered daylight.

      Mildred’s green eyes appeared bright in her soot-stained face, belying her distress. The flat, soft tone of her voice hid the trauma in her words. “Our house … it’s gone, and Mother … I don’t know where she is. She was in the kitchen with me tonight. We listened to the wireless, to Delia Murphy. We thought to go down to the shelter, but Mother was too frightened to leave the house, so we sat on sofa cushions under the table. We didn’t know what to do.” She closed her eyes. “I don’t know how I came to be standing in the street in a nightgown, but there I was. I went back in and took my coat and shoes from the hall rack, put them on, and … and picked up my bags. I don’t remember.” Slowly, she gazed from one face to the next. “The hallway was all that was left of the house and it looked like nothing had happened. Our ‘Peace Be to This House’ plaque still hangs on the wall—only there wasn’t anything behind it. I called for Mother. There was the hat stand where it always was, and behind … nothing. I looked for her, everywhere. I did.” Mildred cast her eyes down and clasped her shaking hands.

      Beryl too spoke in monotone, as if reciting a story about another family in a different country. “James was on a shift at the new yard, the aeroplane factory. His shift ends at eleven o’clock and he should have been home before we left. We waited after it ended, but the wardens came and told us to leave, that it wasn’t safe. It wasn’t safe during the raid, but we didn’t see any wardens then, did we?” Beryl’s eyes narrowed and she rubbed her mottled, sooty face. Picking up the pack Martin left on the table, she asked, “Can I have a cigarette?”

      “Of course,” said Meg.

      “We didn’t want to leave,” Mildred interjected. “I didn’t want to leave M-Mother, and Beryl wanted to wait for James, but they made us leave. We had to go, you see.”

      Meg and Lillian shared an anxious glance. Beryl’s struggled to light her cigarette. Lillian reached over and held the match steady for her.

      “All the houses are bombed over our way,” Mildred continued, clasping and unclasping her hands. “The city is on fire—the whole city. You can’t imagine. The three of us kept walking south until we got to Queen’s, which looks fine, so we kept on to here.”

      Beryl absently smoothed Albert’s sooty hair, normally reddish gold, and inhaled her burning cigarette deeply.

      Exhaling, she said, “Once we got down here, things looked normal, but in the centre of the city … we heard that the water mains are cracked, they can’t keep up with the fires. Everything’s on fire…” Beryl’s voice cracked.

      Lillian placed hands on the shoulders of her sister and nephew.

      “We’ll have to go out in the mobile canteen as soon as our supervisor fetches us. But if the mains are cracked, we should fill everything we can with water,” said Meg. She gestured to the women and they joined her in a chain—Mildred at the taps, Beryl in the middle, herself fetching vessels for the water. Albert took the full bowls and pitchers from his mother, and walked them to the counters and table with care.

      “I’ll fill the bathtub,” said Lillian.

      “When you go Lil, could you drive up to ours and see if James is back? Try at the Finleys, too? They were still alive when we left,” implored Beryl.

      “And ask …” Mildred was unable to finish her plea.

      Albert spoke for the first time. “Red!”

      “Our ginger tom,” his mother explained.

      Her voice shaking, Mildred added, “We haven’t any clothes, any of us.” She clutched the collar of her coat.

      Lillian patted her shoulder. “Take everything you need from our bedrooms, and be at home—have something to eat, and a rest. There’s whiskey on the sideboard. We’ll buy Martin more cigarettes, so smoke, if you like.”

      “Who’s Martin?” asked Beryl.

      Meg checked the parlour. David and Martin were asleep on Jinny’s daybed—they’d pulled the narrow mattress onto the floor. In the daylight streaming in from the kitchen, they looked like sleeping boys, not men. David had flung an arm around Martin.

      

      Turning back to the group in the kitchen, she whispered, “Martin is my brother David’s friend. They’re asleep in the parlour, but I’ll wake them before we go. Use the bedrooms upstairs.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After driving Meg and Lillian to the depot, Norma—still dressed in an evening gown and fur coat, now filthy with dust and dirt—drove her truck out and headed east. While Lillian filled the truck with petrol, Meg tried to ring her sisters. “The line is still dead.” Her brow creased with worry.

      As Lillian pulled the truck onto Great Victoria Street, Meg said, “There’s no damage to the building that I could see, though how the electrics are still on, I don’t know. Well, on we go—first stop, City Hall.”
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      The two didn’t return to the house until late evening, utterly exhausted and grimy. Lillian carried a typewriting machine a warden had found in Mildred’s house. A search of the street had produced only the machine, not Mildred’s mother, nor Albert’s father, nor the ginger tom. They were appalled by the condition of Lillian’s childhood street.

      “We have clothes for Mildred and Beryl, but I don’t know what to do about Albert.” Lillian turned on the kitchen tap and shook her head. “Dry.”

      “I’ll ask my sisters for some of their boys’ clothes. I’ll walk over to Great Northern Street tomorrow. Maybe Martin has extra pants he could borrow? No, they’d be too big. David’s would drown him.”

      The house was quiet, prompting Meg to speak softly. “David and Martin must have gone to work on the fires. Everyone else must be upstairs.”

      Lillian poured water collected earlier into the kettle and turned on the range. “At least the hob works. I hadn’t expected that. Imagine if they’d hit the gasworks!”

      Albert’s dog trotted into the kitchen and sat down. He wagged his tail—a perfect tight circle of black and ginger fur—and looked at Meg expectantly through long ginger eyebrows. “One of the boys rubbed him down, I’ll bet. He’s black and ginger! This morning I thought he was grey.”

      “There’s a note from David on the table: ‘Fed the small dog (name? and whose? friendly little fella) and Laurie—just in case. Gave the little fella a rub down with a towel and got a lot of the soot off. Took them both to the garden around 10 before we left for the docks. Hope to see you later, D&M.’”

      “That reminds me…” Lillian pulled a package of cigarettes out of her pocket and placed them on the table. She turned the note over and wrote her own.

      Meg looked at Laurie, asleep in her basket. “Let’s take them out. What’s his name again?”

      “Bobby,” said Lillian. “After Albert’s favourite footballer. Wonder if the footballer has eyebrows like his?” She laughed.

      Meg bent down to wake Laurie with a soft touch. “Lillian?”

      Lillian yawned vigorously.

      “Lillian?”

      “Aye?”

      When Meg didn’t answer, Lillian walked over and found Laurie lying still under Meg’s touch.

      Meg knelt. “She’s dead. Stiff.”

      “The poor dear.” Lillian touched the dog’s back, sighed softly, and clasped Meg’s hand. “And my poor dear.”
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      Three weeks passed and the women of Stranmillis Typewriting worked to keep body and soul together, to finish jobs commissioned before clients of both sexes left to join the war effort.

      Lillian typed a manuscript at her desk, Mildred typed another at one end of the long table, and Meg typed bills at the other. Mildred kept a cigarette burning in the ashtray when she worked, even though she mostly let it fall to ash while she speedily typed.

      

      The telephone rang for the first time in three weeks. “Hooray!” exclaimed Lillian, before picking up the receiver. “Hullo, Stranmillis Typewriting, Lillian Watson speaking.” Her brow wrinkled. “Pardon? I can’t hear you very well. Excuse me.” She signaled to Meg and Mildred to stop typing, and Meg had to hasten around and jostle Mildred’s shoulder to stop her. “Aunt Agnes! Yes? Mother wants to talk to me?” Her face brightened. “Mum! Yes, I can hear you. How are you and Aunt Agnes? We’re fine. No damage to us, but much to the city. And you?”

      Meg and Mildred watched, curious.

      “Oh, I see …”

      Mildred whispered that she’d go down to the kitchen. Albert’s dog Bobby, revealed by a talk with Albert to be a young Yorkshire Terrier mix, followed on Mildred’s heels. His polite, intelligent and cheerful nature won the hearts of everyone in the house, especially Mildred.

      Meg came and sat in the chair opposite. “What is it?” she hissed.

      Lillian waved her off. “Oh, that’s a relief!” She continued to listen for some time. Finally, she spoke. “We’ve had a bad time, just terrible, but we’ve been lucky in this house. No damage. Belfast’s a ghost town now, thousands have fled to other parts, Dublin and south mostly, but many your way.” Her head bobbed again and she murmured agreement. “That’s true—there’s widespread looting. They’re trying to control it, but … yes, a thousand dead, it’s well true.”

      She glanced at Meg. “We had none the second night. No anti-aircraft guns, no searchlights, no RAF. Incendiaries, yes, they dropped thousands, and they bombed the reservoir during the second raid. No, we’re fine. Beryl and Albert, too! They’re living with us. Yes, and their little dog. Sad news though, our dear Laurie died in her basket after the last raid—in her sleep, a blessing that was. We’re broken hearted, Mum. We are too, thank you. Yes, Mildred is living here, too.” Lillian lowered her voice, her expression turning grim. “We’re sure her mother was killed. She’s very shocked. Yes, we all knew her for years—it’s terrible. I’ll tell her.”

      Meg leaned on the table, chin on folded hands as she listened to Lillian’s continued description of their circumstances—the tales of sorrow and luck holding and the mundane washing over her—that there was no sign of James, that David and Martin were there, having come from Dublin to help clear rubble, rescue those alive or find remains, that they were trying to run the business when not out in the WVS truck. Finally, she bid farewell. “Goodbye, Mum. Love to you, too. I will. God bless.”

      Lillian reattached the receiver. “She’s so relieved that Beryl and Albert are here, and Mildred, and she’s happy we’ve the two men here, too. She’s been worried sick about us. But wait till I tell ye!”

      “What?”

      “They’ve a man living in one of the tourist cabins. He’s their protector, as far as I can make out.”

      “What do you mean by ‘protector’? Who?”

      “Frank MacDermott. Close your mouth, Meggie.” Lillian chuckled, a fiendish glint in her eye.

      “Mary O’Neill’s Uncle Frank?”

      “The very same. Mum says he wanted to leave the Carstairs’ estate. He said he can’t sleep because of the sound of the bombing offshore. Apparently, the U-boats are as thick as mackerel off the coast, and the convoys are dropping charges on them all night, every night. Then there are the aircraft, Luftwaffe and RAF—he thought both, but wasn’t really sure—adding to the strafing and bombing. The big house was hit and damaged, and he wanted to move inland. Meanwhile, my mother and Aunt Agnes were getting the wind up from the rumors flying around about U-boats landing men to capture Portstewart.”

      “Is that true?”

      “God knows. The locals say that the Donegal fishermen are selling to the U-boats, which surface to buy fresh supplies. And there are reports that German officers are enjoying the nicer hotels in Donegal, along with wealthy British and Irish … enjoying the fact that the lights are still on in Donegal.”

      “Your mother and aunt are afraid that U-boat sailors will surround the post office?”

      “They wanted Frank and his shotgun on the premises. It suited him to get farther back from the coastline and into town—and there he is, settled into one of the cabins.”

      “Them landing isn’t that far-fetched, is it? The Luftwaffe bombed us and who imagined that would happen? Only, I’ve never thought of them landing here! Is it possible?”

      “I’m not sure I want to think about it. HQ for the air-raid wardens up there is at the Portstewart Harbor, and there’s some sort of Royal Navy installation. I suppose they’ll offer protection. My mother says there are gunnery stations all along the coast now. I think it’s funny, though. I can’t wait to tell Beryl.”

      “Why?”

      “My mother and Aunt Agnes never liked those O’Neills or Frank MacDermott. They never liked Carstairs especially, said something was off with them all, starting with the original Carstairs and his second wife, who moved to Portstewart in the 1880s. They called the household queer. They wouldn’t tell us why, though, when we were girls, but we made it our business to overhear conversations.”

      “What is it? Do you know?”

      Lillian cocked her head. “Some of it, and so do you.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Meg, perplexed.

      “That Mary O’Neill is the image of the late Vincent Carstairs and nothing like Mrs O’Neill’s late husband, so the whole village says. I’ve never met any of them, not that I know about, so I wouldn’t know. Did you not know?”

      Meg’s mouth fell open.

      “Does she not know?”

      “Mary never said, but it explains everything. But how could she not know? I never knew where I was with her, so maybe she did know. And they’re right—she is the image of Mr Carstairs.” Meg threw her head back to laugh, but snapped it back to demand, “Why on earth hadn’t you told me sooner?”

      “I just remembered it, what I overheard hiding on my aunt’s staircase when I was fifteen or so. I may never have remembered if Mum hadn’t mentioned Frank MacDermott. I swear to God, Meg.”
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      The two women sat in the kitchen long after the evening meal, listening to the wireless.

      All of their housemates had retired for the night— Mildred to Betty’s old nursery, Beryl, Albert and Bobby to the room they kept furnished as Lillian’s bedroom. After a hard day digging through rubble, David and Martin had collapsed in the parlour immediately after supper.

      So far, the living arrangement seemed to suit all concerned, despite the lack of room and for the men, comfort. Beryl and Mildred were still in a state of shock from their losses. Albert had returned to school, and Meg sometimes saw him smile and laugh with other boys when he walked to his new home; he seemed the most recovered.

      Lillian twisted the dial and stumbled across the snide, cut-crystal voice of Lord Haw Haw broadcasting from Germany and announcing that Belfast had been given time to bury its dead before the next attack, which would be much worse than the last. He read a list of Belfast neighbourhoods that would have their turn, which included their own South Belfast.

      She snapped off the wireless. “Why do they let him through? Why can’t they stop him? Jam the signal?”

      Meg sighed. “I suppose we should be prepared. They may bomb us next time.”

      “Do you want to leave? We could—we could stay in one of my aunt’s cottages.”

      “And wait for the U-boats to land? The WVS won’t take it kindly if we abandon the canteen trucks—they are my employers.” Meg slumped in her chair. “I’m not sure I can bear another raid, though. I was in such shock during the first one, I wasn’t even afraid, but ever since then … the only good thing about the dog dying is I’m spared the worry over her if we were bombed. But all those dead!”

      “I saw so many on the Crumlin Road. I wish to God I hadn’t. Those army lorries with body parts and corpses piled high.” Lillian put shaky hands over her face.

      Meg put her arms around Lillian. “I shouldn’t fall to pieces. You’ve had more of the horror than me.”

      “We could leave. We could ask Mildred, Beryl and Albert to go with us. And your sisters. Everyone.”

      “I’ll pull myself together, I will.”

      “You don’t have to. Really, we could leave. With David and Martin here, the house should be safe. As safe as anything gets now.”

      Meg shook her head. “I’d lose my job, and we may lose the house and what’s left of the business. We wouldn’t have much to return to, or to live on.”

      Lillian hesitated. “But the thing is … leaving Belfast may save our lives.”
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      After Lillian noticed the staircases standing intact in the rubble of flattened houses, Albert was ensured a place on a mattress under the staircase every night, Bobby curled at his head. The four women took turns joining him—with a ratio of two women to one boy. The two men continued to sleep in the parlour during the day, since they were out on duty most nights.

      The sirens woke them at one o’clock in the morning. The drone of planes, bangs and booms, seemed much closer than during the last raid. The harsh, loud sounds hurt their ears. The ceiling and walls vibrated, the house shook as though it would crumble of its own accord.

      “Shouldn’t we try for the shelter?” yelled Lillian into Meg’s ear.

      “No!” The truth was that she didn’t think she had the fortitude to move from the mattress where they huddled with the boy.

      Lillian put one arm around Meg and the other around Albert, pulling them close. Meg watched dust rain from the ceiling until she closed her eyes in terror. Her ear on Lillian’s chest, she could feel the vibration of Lillian’s praying as she clung to her with all the strength she could muster. Death hadn’t seemed possible during the last raid, but now Meg felt death hovering very near.

      She lay against Lillian, paralyzed, waiting for the bomb to hit. The mattress moved and she opened her eyes. Beryl had crawled halfway on top of Albert, covering him with her body. The small dog moved close to Meg’s head, shivering. There was little room left, so Mildred crawled halfway in and covered her head with her arms.

      The raid ended much more quickly than the Easter one. As Lillian unfurled her arms and backed off the mattress, Meg lay still.

      “It’s over.”

      Meg remained as still as a statue, eyes closed.

      “Can you hear me? Beryl? Albert? It’s over. I can hear the all-clear.”

      Mildred exhaled loudly with relief. “I can, too. Thank God.”

      Meg finally opened her eyes and watched Mildred and Lillian walk into the kitchen. Beryl and Albert backed off the mattress and followed, with Bobby scampering behind.

      Lillian returned with a glass. “Sit up and get that into you, dear.” She crawled back onto the mattress.

      “I thought we were going to die.”

      “I know.”

      Meg scanned her face and attempted to smile. “Do you remember our first time together?”

      Lillian managed a weak smile in return. “Of course.”

      “I said, ‘come back into my arms’ and—”

      “And I did.”

      Meg clasped her hand. “I thought of those moments over and over, because I thought that if we died, at least I’d be thinking of you.”
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      Her head wrapped in a scarf, Beryl was cleaning plaster dust from the office furniture when the shrill sound of the telephone bell startled them.

      Lillian took the call, said little, and soon replaced the telephone receiver. “That was Norma calling from a police station to say that she wants me—us— to take one of the trucks out. Thingamabob—Julia—has broken her leg and can’t drive. Norma’s already up in the Falls. I’m afraid we’ll have to walk to the depot.”

      Mildred, who’d stopped typing to let Lillian hear the call, returned to her task. Beryl, a burning cigarette dangling from her lips, began flicking the dust rag again.

      “What else did she say?” asked Meg.

      Lillian hesitated, her gaze flitting from one woman to the other. “She said that there’s one huge firestorm. They’re calling what happened last night ‘Fire Blitz’ and they think the shipyards and docks are completely destroyed. They can’t bring the fires under control. The WVS have to try to feed the firemen—it’s a full day now they’ve been on the job.” Her expression grew more grave. “More firemen are here from the south—from Dublin, Drogheda, Dundalk. De Valera sent trained help, finally. The water mains are cracked and they’re trying to fight the fire with river water, so we’ll have to fill everything with water again. And there’s much more damage to centre city this time. Some streets have been flattened—whole neighbourhoods, in fact.”

      Pulling a piece of tobacco off of her painted lower lip, Beryl gestured to Mildred and said, “We’ll fill everything with water—you two have to go.”

      

      “Oh, God, my brother and Martin are out there.” Anguish overtook Meg and a cold shiver ran through her. David has been out for more then twelve hours, hasn’t he? Is he lying hurt somewhere? “Did David or Martin say where they thought they’d be working today?” she asked worriedly.

      Lillian shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      Mildred snapped her fingers. “Martin did say they’d have to spend a lot of time working in the north—with units of soldiers in the Antrim Road. It’s very bad, Martin said. Every house destroyed. The men are looking for survivors in the rubble. It’s a slow process.”

      Becoming more frantic, Meg asked, “Can we drive up there, and find them?”

      “That was yesterday morning,” said Lillian. “The Antrim Road, there’s miles of it, and Norma wants us to cover the Albert Bridge Road area … Thorndyke Street. Double quick, she said. It’s the other side of the river.”

      “Can we try, please? I’m terribly worried.”

      “We’ll try. First, we have to get ourselves to the depot and then we have to drive across the river. We have to obey the rules.” Lillian frowned. “We were directed to Thorndyke Street.”

      Meg scowled. “Let’s go then.”
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      She ran up to the bedroom and changed into slacks and old brogues. Rooting around the closet, she found two scarves and hats with brims. Back downstairs, she handed Lillian one of each, stuffed her change purse and WVS ID into a pocket, and grabbed a torch. “Please, let’s hurry!”

      “God Bless,” said Mildred quietly.
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      A few blocks from the Queen’s Campus, Lillian stopped walking. “I’m smothering in this ash.”

      The women tied the scarves more tightly over their noses and mouths, pulled collars up and hats down. Walking north in what should have been the beautiful dusk of an Irish May evening, they faced a wall of brilliant oranges and reds that reached from the horizon up into the sky. Burnt paper floated lazily through the air.

      As they approached the start of the city centre, the heat of the fires hit. An old man sitting on the pavement yelled over the din of the sirens. “It’s the end of the feckin’ world! It’s the end of the feckin’ world!”

      Continuing northward, they heard a sound much fiercer than the cacophony of sirens, ambulance bells, fire alarms: the roar of the firestorm. A deep explosion sent them scrambling into a doorway where, panting, they pulled off hats and scarves. Sweat poured from their heads.

      “Take a moment more,” yelled Meg.

      Lillian could only nod as she gulped air, wiping her face with the scarf, her hair plastered to her head. The heat was intense and the thunder of the firestorm ferocious. Meg retied the scarf and put the hat back on, and waited for Lillian to do the same. She linked her arm through Lillian’s and they continued northward.

      Ahead, glass shattered and exploded onto the sidewalk. Lillian guided Meg into the middle of the street, away from the shop fronts and windows. A brown horse, alone and unbridled, galloped past in skittering panic. Stopping their slow progress, Meg pointed ahead to a blockade.

      Two soldiers ran over and hurried them into a waiting truck.

      Panting, Lillian said, “WVS. We’re ordered to take a mobile canteen to Thorndyke Street. Our depot is around the corner from here.”

      Meg pulled the ID out of her pocket.

      The sergeant in the truck took it and shone a torch onto it. “And yours?” he asked roughly.

      The soldier spent considerable time studying the two cards and then their faces before saying, “We’re under orders to prevent looters entering city centre. Sorry, I had to check. I’m afraid you won’t be able to take the mobile canteen to Thorndyke Street. Albert Bridge is closed.”

      “What about another route? Queen’s Bridge?”

      He shook his head. “All closed. You could try in twelve hours or so.”

      Meg tensed. “What about the Antrim Road? We were ordered to go up there, too.” She felt rather than saw Lillian’s look.

      “The road is clear enough at Carlisle. I don’t know how far you can go, but it’s worth a try. It’s terrible up there and we weren’t able to send mess trucks up there for our men. I’m sure they’d appreciate it. Drive in a ring west around city centre. None of us will let you drive east from here. We’ll drive you to your depot door. Once you’re on your way, lock your truck doors, mind.”
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      Once inside the depot, Meg shouted, “Hullo? Anyone here?” No one answered.

      “I’ll fill a truck with petrol and water,” said Lillian. “I need water first.”

      “We can ask the soldiers if they’ve seen David and Martin as we drive the Antrim Road and feed them. I’ll make the tea in the biggest urns and pack all the food we have.”

      Lillian smiled ruefully. “I shouldn’t have lectured you about orders.”

      “We’re under orders now, Lily. Army orders.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As luck would have it, they didn’t find Martin and David until their truck was nearly empty of food, so hungry were the soldiers, firemen and civilians encountered on the drive. As Lillian parked before a block of houses reduced to rubble, she gestured to a man standing with an Irish Setter. “Isn’t that Martin?”

      “Yes! He’s waving at us!”

      She scrambled out of the truck, and Martin and the dog ran over.

      “It’s grand to see you,” he said, grinning from ear to ear.

      She flung herself into his open arms. “I’m so glad to see you. Is David fine, too? Is he here?”

      He motioned toward a group of men pulling a thick rope, which was attached to the facade of a bombed house. “In that group. He’s fine. I’m fine too, but we’re starving.” He kissed Meg’s cheek. “Ah, I’ve got grime on your face.”

      “Ach, we’re covered with it from head to foot,” she chuckled.

      With a whoosh and a crash, the facade landed and shattered into individual bricks. The men cheered and scattered as a huge cloud of dust rose.

      “Once he sees the truck, he’ll be over. They all will. We haven’t had much to eat in a long while.”

      “Lillian and I better get to work pouring. I’m afraid we haven’t much food left, so I can’t offer a sandwich to each of you.”

      “In that case, give us the one and we’ll share. I’ll take a mug of tea, too. I’m parched. So’s he.” Smiling, he pointed at David, who was running toward them.

      He folded his sister in his arms. “Meggie, it’s so good to see you!”

      “I’m so happy to see you. I’m sorry, but we barely have food left.”

      Chewing a half sandwich, Martin handed the other half to David. “The neighbours told me that the Setter’s people are all dead. He’s been running around the rubble like a looney. I got him water and calmed him a bit. Would you take him home for me?”

      Handing Martin and David mugs, Lillian said, “Of course.”

      Meg smiled thankfully.

      “It’s against some rule I’m sure, but we’ll drop him off at number 34,” said Lillian, glancing at Meg.

      Martin led the dog into the truck. “Be a good dog, Gordie. Could be Georgie. It was hard to hear the fella when he told me. Let’s call him Gordie.” Martin broke the last of his sandwich in two and gave it to the dog.

      Men ran to the truck, asking for food. Lillian and Meg prepared mugs of tea as fast as possible while David helped organize the men into lines and passed the mugs down.

      “I’ve had my break, so I’ll go back to work. One of the lads told me he’d heard knocking where I was digging. Some poor devil may be alive under all of it. See youse later.” Martin waved and climbed over the rubble that had been someone’s home.

      “Eat your half sandwich. We’ll deal with them.” Meg clapped her hands. “Now lads, listen. We’ve cut up the food we have left and will pass the platter down the line. Please take one piece only. The moment we can refill the truck, we’ll be back to you straightaway.” She started the platter on its way.

      An older man, covered in grime and dust, offered thanks and took his half sandwich.

      “Did you live here?”

      “Aye, all me life—at the corner there. We got out in one piece, even the cat.” He sighed and sadness deepened the lines on his face. “But my neighbours …”

      “I’m so sorry. Besides food, what do you need us to bring back?”

      “Most of us only have what we’re standing up in, and me poor wife is so shocked—thankfully, she could take the cat to her sister’s and stay there. Food, mostly, but we need everything. We’ll—”

      “Help, help! Over here!” Several men were shouting and waving colleagues over.

      Meg watched as David raced to where they were standing. She hurried after her brother, who had nearly reached the men. When she arrived seconds later, she found Martin in the middle of the throng, sunk to his neck in bricks and debris. David was kneeling by his side.

      “What happened?” he asked breathlessly.

      “I don’t know,” Martin replied, looking around wildly. “I can’t feel the ground.”

      Kneeling next to David, Meg asked, “Are you hurt?”

      “Something’s sticking in my back, but it doesn’t hurt. I’m dangling though and I wouldn’t like to fall. David, help me out, please?”

      Meg saw that he was very frightened. She started moving bricks as fast as she could; David moved them even faster. Others quickly assisted.

      “Come on lads,” someone yelled. Even more men came running to help.

      “Ah, thank you, Meg.” Martin smiled. His bright blue eyes turned to David, and a look of fear returned. “It’s all shifting. Get the fellas off it!”

      “Stop!” a booming voice instructed. “Move back carefully.”

      The growing crowd responded to the British Army sergeant’s authoritative command and retreated. “Careful now,” he growled and pointed to two soldiers. “You two, reach under and hang onto the man, double quick!”

      They did as instructed.

      Martin’s face was ashen. He kept his eyes on David. “David?” Martin cried out in pain.

      “Hang on, man,” the sergeant shouted. “We’ll get you out!”

      “Martin!” Meg and David yelled in unison.

      “Pull this stuff from him, now!”

      Focused and determined, the men and Meg heaved bricks and pulled at debris.

      “Sergeant, we can pull him out now,” said one of the soldiers.

      “Gentle now.”

      Martin’s head flopped forward as the soldiers tugged him from the rubble. As he rose in their arms, they saw the spear of wood that had pushed through his abdomen. His sweater and pants were soaked in blood.

      “Oh my God!” Meg’s hands flew to her mouth.

      David dropped a brick he still held. “Get that thing out of him!”

      The sergeant stepped forward and placed two fingers on Martin’s neck. “I am sorry. This happened to many a man in collapsed trenches during the last war. I thought we could save him. I’m very sorry.” He called to his men to bring a stretcher.

      Soldiers appeared with one and placed his body on it. A young solemn-faced soldier put a blanket over him, but David stopped him from covering Martin’s face.

      Peering down, he stood still, his expression unreadable.

      Meg picked up Martin’s tweed cap and tried to keep her tears in check. She noticed Lillian approach, but remained silent.

      Lillian draped an arm around her shoulders. “Stay with him. I’ll talk to the sergeant.”

      Meg took David’s arm and they waited, wordless. The other men milled around for a while, then returned to work.

      David sat on the ground beside him, and touched his still face before touching his wrist. “I wanted to make sure he wasn’t still …”

      Lillian returned breathless after having struggled up the hill of rubble. “The sergeant says that they’ll take him in their truck. The only temporary mortuary we can get to is the Clonard Monastery, he says. David, do you know Martin’s people?”

      David’s eyes remained fixed on Martin’s face. “I’ve met them. He took me to their house. It’s somewhere off the Falls Road, but where, I don’t know—I don’t know the street name.”

      The soldiers surrounded the stretcher and its burden, and picked it up on a count of three.

      Meg, David and Lillian watched them carry it down the hill.

      Lillian put out a hand out to stop David walking to the army truck. “You’ll have to come in the truck with us … but we’ll follow them.”
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      They sat on a stone bench next to Martin’s body, which lay under a rough army blanket in the cavernous gloom of the Clonard Monastery.

      David spoke softly. “He cried out, just the once, and his eyes, they …” His voice broke. He turned to look at Meg, his eyes filled with grief. “It was luck … my stupid luck that I wasn’t killed, run through … and not him.” He lowered his head as sobs wracked his body.

      The women listened to David cry. When he finally looked up again, tears had created rivulets in the grime and dust coating his stricken face.

      Glassy-eyed, Lillian spoke quietly. “I told the chaplain he’d died working with the army and the ARP. He assured me they’d not move him without his family’s permission.”

      Pulling down the blanket to reveal Martin’s face, he said, “Look, not a mark on his face or his head, or his neck. I don’t understand what happened.” He touched Martin’s dust-covered hair and smoothed it back from his forehead. From the love in that touch, Meg instantly comprehended something she’d been on the edge of understanding.

      “My poor dear.” Putting her arms around her brother, she pulled him to the bench and sat close. He began to weep again and she found the sound overwhelming.

      David wiped his face with a handkerchief. “I’ll ask the monk at the desk about his parents. He may even know them. Is he a monk? What do I call him?”

      Meg patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry about that.”

      As he stood, she squeezed his hand. Gently, he pulled the blanket over Martin’s face and walked to the desk. Meg watched her brother. His head tilted to one side, hair a dirty white with dust, and broad shoulders sagging, he stood in a queue of people waiting at the administration desk. She wondered if he’d ever stand straight and tall again.

      When it was his turn, he spoke quickly and the monk pointed. With a nod, David walked toward a hallway. When he returned, a priest had joined him and the monk at the table.

      Several minutes later, he returned, his expression less agonized. “The young priest says that he knows the family—he serves in the same parish—and he’ll come with me now, but he’d prefer a soldier drove us. He’s off to find one.”

      Meg clasped his arm. “Would you like me to come with you?”

      Leaning close, he whispered, “What I’d like is a minute alone with Martin. I have to leave to tell his family and then they’ll be with him. Do you understand? Will you wait here for me?”

      “Of course.” Meg brought Lillian with her to a bench across the room. She glanced at David, kneeling at the side of the cot, but turned back to give him his privacy.

      “Oh dear,” sighed Lillian. “It’s freezing in here and, suddenly, I feel so tired.”

      They watched the young priest walk toward David. After a few words from the man, David rose, looked at Meg, and followed him to the entrance.

      “I need some air,” said Lillian.

      Released from their vigil, Lillian’s hands propelled Meg toward the monastery entrance. They walked between the rows of cots, the groups huddled around their dead, some crying and talking, others simply sitting in shock. Sadly, too many of the dead had nobody with them.
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      As they reached the parked truck, a soldier approached them. “I wouldn’t leave this truck parked anywhere but near us or in a locked garage, not with this lot roaming about.” He jerked his head toward a large crowd just visible in the gloom, some walking toward the northwest, some setting up for the night on the monastery grounds by spreading tarps or blankets.

      “Where are they going?” Meg asked.

      “Up the road to the hills or the large parks. They go every night to get away from Jerry— you can set your watch by them. ‘Ditching’ they call it. The stronger ones go northwest, up Divis Mountain, the weak ones stop here for the night. Some head out of the city and just keep going, flopping in a barn or under a tree in the countryside, I hear. They’re hungry, though, all of ‘em. So mind your truck.”

      “Thank you, Private. We ran out of everything on the Antrim Road, so I’m afraid we can’t offer you anything.” said Lillian apologetically.

      The soldier’s head tipped to the side. “Will anyone come here with food? I’ve been stuck here for the better part of a day now.”

      “Have you asked inside? I’m sure they’ll have something for you. Go on and we’ll wait.”

      The soldier ran, one hand on his helmet, one hand holding a rifle.

      Meg got the dog out of the truck and walked him to a tree. She noticed a small, thin man emerge from the darkness and come toward her hesitantly. When he got closer, he asked, “Heyup, Missus. Is Norma wid ye?” He removed his battered cap and handled it nervously. White hair stood on end.

      “She may be up later, but she’s not here now. Sorry.”

      “Only she’s been that kind to us up here, bringing food at night. She always had time for a chat and a smoke. We’re hungry, Missus. Might you …”

      “We haven’t any food left, and no cigarettes,” Lillian advised. “I’m so very sorry.”

      The man raised a hand to his forehead, turned, and walked away.
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      Nobody spoke on the trip home. Lillian pulled up in front of the house and leapt from the truck. Meg followed and opened the door, holding Gordie’s collar. David pulled himself out of the back and they wearily entered 34 St Ives Gardens.

      David sat at the kitchen table and stroked Gordie’s burnished fur. “Martin’s right about him—he’s beautiful.”

      Lillian turned away so he wouldn’t see her tears.

      Mildred took a seat. “Beryl and Albert are upstairs. She said she didn’t care if Jerry came back tonight. They need a good night’s sleep.”

      Meg exchanged a despondent glance with David. “We have terrible news. Martin was killed whilst clearing rubble.”

      Mildred’s gaze flew to David. “Whiskey.” She poured four whiskies and placed them, as well as the bottle, on the table.

      Lillian’s hand shook as she raised the glass to her lips. She took a quick swallow and looked at Meg. The fear Meg saw in her eyes frightened her; she, in turn, gulped half of hers before uneasily asking, “Lily, what is it?”

      Her mouth opened, but she made no sound. Instead, she swallowed all the whiskey.

      “I’m going to serve up the Woolton pie Beryl made—it’s warming. Whoever wants to eat, eats. I think it’s what’s needed,” said Mildred. She removed the pie from the oven and began to rummage in the larder. “We have bread, haven’t we?”

      “We should do,” replied Meg.

      “Pour more whiskey and I’ll bring plates.”

      “The dog must be hungry,” said David.

      “I’d give him something, too … but what? We’ve nothing for a dog. I don’t know what Albert’s given his dog.” Mildred eyed the Irish Setter, bemused. “Would he eat this vegetable pie? I’ll go to the shops tomorrow. Something’s bound to open. We need food.”

      Nobody responded and they ate without conversation. Meg noticed Lillian trying to hide her crying, her tears salting the food.

      As though to himself, David said, “If you didn’t know who the Barrys were, you’d never guess they were his parents. Small and round, they look too old. But then Martin was the last of thirteen.”

      “Does anyone want the rest of mine? I hate wasting this food.” Lillian pushed aside the plate. “All those people up there, hungry.”

      “It won’t go to waste,” Meg said.

      “I can’t … I want to go. I don’t care about anything except getting out of this city before we’re all killed. We’ll take everyone who wants to come and we’ll go to Portstewart. Please, Meg. I know it’s cowardly of me, but I can’t stay. I’m sorry, David. I know you suffered such a loss today.”

      “We’ll go, dear, we’ll go.” Meg looked at David.

      “I have to lie down,” was all he said and left the room.

      They heard him moving around in the parlour. Mildred fed the dog a crust of bread and half of Lillian’s pie. He finished the food quickly and licked the bowl for a long time before  lapping a large bowl of water.

      “I think I’ll lie down now too.”

      After Lillian left the room, Mildred refilled their glasses. “I think that’s a good idea, leaving here for some place safer. We could all go, take the machines and keep the business going, somehow.”

      “I’m sure I can’t face another raid, but I can’t think now. I’ll take Gordie out the back and then go to bed.”

      “We’ll talk tomorrow. I’m sleeping upstairs tonight, too. Let bloody Jerry come over.”
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      Meg wiped soot and dust off her face and, kicking off her shoes, flopped onto the mattress under the stairs, fully clothed.

      Lillian whispered, “I’m sick of death. I must have some life, please.” She pulled Meg into her arms and kissed her. They kissed as they pulled at each other’s clothing, feeling an urgent, anxious need to feel close, to touch each other, to be together. Lillian fell asleep immediately after their frantic lovemaking.

      The Irish Setter padded over and lay near them. He fell asleep, too. Listening to their breathing, Meg worried about the next raid … money … who would take over depot management … who would take Lillian’s place at the WVS, and how their business and house would survive. If they left, wasn’t she abandoning her sisters? Would David come with them? Once she arrived at the end of the list, she started back at the beginning, round and round in ever-tightening circles. After a few rounds, a new thought emerged. I’ve worked as one thing or the other at that shipyard for most of my life … down to stocking a mobile canteen in the middle of this horror. Might I not do something else for the rest of it? And live long enough to enjoy it? Save myself and save us?

      Deciding to talk to everyone later in the day about leaving, she wrapped an arm around Lillian and slept.
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      Something shook her foot. She sat up with a start and hit her head on the underside of the staircase. David was by her feet. He put a finger to his lips and gestured her to come out. Once in the parlour, he whispered, “Sorry to wake you. I have to talk to you alone.” Hands in his trouser pockets, he paced the small room.

      His hair was back to its normal dark shade and he was wearing a clean white shirt. Bits of tissue covered nicks where he’d cut himself shaving. “I used as little water as possible, but I had to wash and shave.”

      Meg sat, pulling her coat around her. “I can see that. It’s fine—you deserve the water. I want a quick wash, too—what did Jinny call it? A bird bath.”

      “There’s a lot of people in this house—the toilet alone takes so much water. After the funeral, I’ll grow a beard.”

      “Don’t worry. They’ll all be up and down here soon, so—”

      “I wanted you to know from me. It seemed important to tell you.” He sat down across from her. “I loved Martin. We loved each other. Do you understand?”

      “Like Lillian and I love each other?”

      Relief broke through the sadness on his face. “Like you and Lillian.”

      “I thought you and Martin loved each other, but I wasn’t sure until …”

      “Until he died.”

      “You knew about Lillian and me?”

      “We talked about it, Martin and me.” He smiled ruefully. “I wasn’t sure.”

      “Was he?”

      “Yes.” Tears welled in his eyes. “I slept a little this morning, like the dead, but then I woke and started wondering what I’d do without him. I couldn’t bear to consider it, so I washed and shaved … and dressed in clean clothes, my last. This morning I’ll walk to the monastery and wait with him. I’ll wear his tie and cap—thank you for picking it up. The priest said they might be able to bury him quickly, because the family have a plot in a churchyard up there. I’ll wait with him.”

      “We’ll drive you up. You don’t have to walk.”

      “The trams aren’t running, otherwise ….” He kneaded his hands together as tears spilled down his cheeks. “Ach, I can’t start this again.”

      “You need to eat. Give me two ticks for a wash and I’ll make breakfast. We have an egg. I’ll make it for you.”

      “Save it for the boy.”
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      “That’s better,” Meg said, patting her brushed hair as she entered the kitchen.

      David stood at the range, adding the last bits of bacon ends to a sputtering pan.

      Gordie, reclining in dog’s basket, raised his head and yawned.

      “He knows how to make himself at home,” chuckled Meg.

      “And why not? Isn’t he home?”

      Meg smiled and placed a pan of leftover food into the warming oven. “We have a bit of bread, and the rest of the Woolton pie … but not much else. Sit down, David. I’ll make tea.”

      “This is the end of the bacon. We need food, especially for the growing boy. I’ll leave money on the table—I still don’t have a ration book. Can we use money at the shops?”

      “Mildred’s a whiz at rationing—she keeps all of our books—and she knows all the shopkeepers. She’ll know what to do.”

      David sat. “I think you should organize everyone and get them up to Portstewart, as Lillian wants. Tomorrow. Talk to our sisters. Martin and me kept a lot of cash, so I’ll give you the train fare.” He frowned. “Are the trains even running? Any chance Lillian can borrow a truck? I want to give his parents money—from him. They haven’t much by the look of it. Do you think they’d be put out?”

      “I doubt it. How do you have so much cash?”

      “Martin. He really knew his horseflesh, knew the form, won a lot betting, but he was smart about not letting it go to his head. Not like I used to be.”

      She scanned his weary face. “You’ll come with us?”

      “I’ll stay here, keep working with the ARP and army. Maybe we’ll rescue some poor devil trapped in a pile of rubble. Alive.”

      “But it’s so dangerous.”

      David gave her a look. “It’s best to have someone in this house, even if only some of the time. You won’t have to worry so.”

      “We can talk about it again,” said Meg.

      “We’ll talk again, because at the moment I’m not altogether sure I know what I’m saying, let alone doing. I wish we could go for a walk—you and me, and the dogs. Not here, not in the city the way it is, somewhere nice. Go back to before. Remember that day Martin drove us in the cart to the train and back?” He put his elbows on the table and his head in his hands. “The bastards even bombed Cave Hill, did you know that?”

      When she put the plate of food in front of him, he took her hand and kissed it. Without looking up, he said, “I wish we’d spoken before. We could have helped each other. It must have been as hard for you as it was for me … as hard as it is.”

      She sat, her hand still in David’s. “It was hard—not as hard as it is for you—I never had to fear arrest. But I was afraid of everything else. I wish we’d talked, too.”

      “Why didn’t we share such an important thing about ourselves?”

      She watched his face crumple into grief. “Is it my fault?”

      He wiped his eyes. “No more than mine. I can’t talk about this today—I have to stop crying. I do want to talk to you, but …”

      “We’ll talk when you’re ready.”
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          PORTSTEWART

        

      

    

    
      Meg spun around when an oddly familiar voice greeted her and smiled at Frank MacDermott. “Hiya. I hear we’re neighbours. Where’ve you been since we arrived?”

      “Fishing the Lower Bann. Are you here for good?”

      “We’re here for the duration. We decided to leave before the bombs got us, and talked our sisters and their sons into joining us. We worry about the ones we left behind— my brother David and our sister Lizzie and her family. We’re lucky because Lillian’s aunt let us this cabin. We’re cozy, but safe so far. I’ve decided to try and put in a garden, since the rationing may get worse.”

      He shifted his cap back and glanced around. “I could help you dig and plant. There once was a garden ‘round the back. It gets the most sun, whenever it’ll deign to come out. I’d dig it.”

      Looking into the dense fog, they both sighed.

      “That would be kind. We’re city girls, so we know nothing about what to plant and when. I’ve only ever planted a few flowers, with help.”

      “We can still sow courgettes. You’ve missed the time for some vegetables, but it’s time for beans. Salad just keeps going, so I’ll prick some out for you. The main thing is to dig and dung now. If we started today, you’d be done in a day or two and ready to go. Alright?”

      “That’s grand. Thanks.”

      “Can anyone else help?”

      “We have two boys, two big ones, our nephews. I can ask my sister Florence and our friend Mildred. Lillian and her sister Beryl have gone to Londonderry to look for work today.”

      “I’ll get me shovels. I have good dung, but I’ll have to ask a pal for more. Can you pay him? It’ll be dirt cheap.” Frank grinned.

      Laughing, Meg said, “I’ll take all the help I can get.”
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      Three hours later, the two boys, Albert and Robert, were still digging under Frank’s baleful eye and spirited instructions. Taking a breather, Meg watched a mud-flecked Florrie as she concentrated on the pitchfork to turn over the dug area. Mildred alternated between digging and turning over soil.

      Looking past them, Meg leant on her shovel handle and watched the fog lift from the sea.

      “Look!” She pointed. As though a curtain had been lifted, the sea appeared down the hill, as did hundreds of boats, small and large, looking like toys in a vast bathtub.

      The two boys ran to the edge of the yard, the dogs bounding behind. The adults joined them and everyone propped themselves against the fence.

      “Have you not seen them before?” asked Frank.

      “We hear their wails and moans, especially at night. But the fog has been so thick since we arrived … it seems for weeks,” said Mildred, wiping her face with a handkerchief.

      “They’ve been out there for a long time. Londonderry is the refueling port for the convoys of ships crossing the Atlantic. Look there boys, that big one sailing east with all the wee ones around it? That’s most likely a merchant ship with its convoy. They’ve made it across the North Atlantic from America or Canada.”

      Meg could see the hero worship in the boys’ eyes when they looked at Frank, especially in Robert’s.

      “And underneath them all, God knows how many U-boats are lurking, but they daren’t torpedo them here,” affirmed Frank. “Alright, lads, back to work. Let’s give the ladies a rest now.”
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      With the plot completely dug and turned over, Frank motioned Meg to follow him to his cabin.

      “I pay Mrs Kerr in the things I can get for her … eggs and chickens, enough for her and Mrs Watson, but these hens still lay too many for them and me. I’ll leave a basket of the leftovers for you and if you help with their feeding—they’ll eat anything—you’ll be welcome to a few chickens when their time comes. But I wanted to talk to you about the rationing, on your own, in case the boys think ill of me. Young fellas find things very black and white.”

      “We have the coupons and the books, but we’re still short,” she said. “The boys eat a lot, and right now it’s a lot of milk and cream, since we can get as much as they can drink. They’re growing, so their clothes, well, there’s only so many times you can turn down cuffs and sleeves, although we’re handy with a needle, especially Mildred. She’s a whiz with the ration books too, knows all the ins and outs. We packed as much tea, sugar, and flour as we could, but it will dwindle.”

      “You’re lucky the government fellas didn’t have it off you on the train. Anyway, I have pals, you know—and just between us, Meg—we go over the border. It must be too hard for them to look for smugglers in the hills between here and Donegal. Anyway, they’ve different rationing over there in the Republic to ours. They’ve little tea and nobody has petrol, but we make the swaps we can. The thing is, I can get you whiskey and butter, lots of fish and rabbit, a bit more meat for the boys, vegetables from my garden, but can you pay anything in tea or better … money?”

      “We can. We brought pounds of tea and have money between us. Does that help?”

      “It does. Do you want all them things?”

      “Yes we do, especially fish, vegetables and meat. Shall I come back with the tea? And how much money? Can you get sugar?”

      “Not sugar, but I can manage flour, although it looks grey. If you can manage a pound—a pound of tea and a pound sterling—I know that’s a lot, but it will do for a while.” Frank looked around before continuing. “Listen, I wanted to say something else, get it out into the air, like. About Mary, she’s never here now. She stays down in Dublin.”

      Meg could feel her grimy face colour. “It’s what she always wanted.”

      “Ach, she never knew what she wanted, and never wanted what she had. But those shares Mr Carstairs left her? Many were in woolen and clothing factories, and they’re making uniforms and parachutes now. She’s doing well for herself—very well indeed.”

      Meg forced a smile. “Does that one pound also cover dung?”

      They both laughed.
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      “What a thing, you both getting jobs on the one day,” said Meg, astounded.

      “Aye. There’s hundreds to be had, from the hundreds of Yanks, but you didn’t hear about them from me, it’s a secret,” joked Lillian, tapping her nose.

      “You said they’re not military, so what are they? America’s not in the war.”

      “They say they’re American civilians, contractors here to build naval bases and dredge the harbour. Only they’re not here, if you follow. Whatever they are, they’re hiring like mad and paying well, so I’ll be typing—I’m called a typist—typing like mad for them.”

      “Let’s sit for a bit, I’m knackered from digging and turning.”

      With the dogs at their feet, they sat on a bench overlooking the harbour. A rising moon glinted on the water and the blacked-out vessels of all shapes and sizes clogging the harbour and shipping lanes, where they bellowed at one another in a variety of whistle and bell tones.

      Lillian sighed appreciatively. “What a lovely evening, finally.”

      They enjoyed the view for a moment, then Meg asked, “What made Beryl choose the machinist position?”

      “They’ll train her and she’ll make a packet once she’s trained, much more than me. She passed the aptitude test. Beryl was always very good at maths.”

      “What did your mother have to say about that?”

      Lillian chortled. “She was confused. We’ll have to take the bus to Coleraine and the train to Londonderry every day. The fares are brutal and the train is an hour each way, plus the bus. I’ll never be home, but we’ll have a good income, especially if you two can keep the business going from here.”

      “It’s too bad you can’t drive back and forth. I don’t suppose you could get petrol, now that you’re war workers?”

      “We’re not war workers, since the Yanks aren’t here and they’ve not entered the war. Anyway, we’d need a car.”

      “I’ll work on it with Frank, but even he can’t get petrol— “

      “Tell me this—since Frank told you Mary O’Neill is in funds, thanks to uniforms and parachutes, doesn’t that make her a war profiteer?”

      Throwing her head back, Meg laughed at length. “It does indeed. That’s a good one. Come to think of it, I shouldn’t talk, since I’m in the black market myself.”

      Lillian laughed. “Let’s go back. I have to be up with the birds.” Ambling along the harbour front, she said, “All those ships. I don’t think we have to worry about U-boats landing.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t have to worry about air raids, either.” Looking at the vessels choking the harbor, Meg thought to ask, “We’re stuffed in like sardines in that cabin, and we’re never alone, so would you talk to your aunt about letting another place to us?”

      “They’d expect us to split up, each of us with her sister and nephew, instead of together. I don’t see how we can do otherwise, until somebody leaves, and even then … we’ll just have to muddle through, eh? At least this way, we’re together—not alone, but together.”

      Squeezing Lillian’s arm, Meg agreed.

      “Tomorrow’s to be a fine day. Let’s take the boys for a swim after we dig the garden.”

      “After we dung it—we’ve dug it already.”

      “Righty-o Farmer Preston. After we dung it. I’ll be more than ready for a swim, but I’m not sure where we can swim. It looks like all the beaches are strung with barbed wire, but I’ll find a place.”

      “Lily … I have a secret to tell you.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s daft, but despite everything—the rationing, the worry, and the sorrow surrounding us—I’ve never been happier in the whole of my life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            1944

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          PORTSTEWART

        

      

    

    
      Meg sat in the rocking chair moved from the kitchen at number 34 St Ives Gardens, now stationed at the windows facing the sea and Inishowen beyond. The heavy, drawn blackout curtains blocked the view every night, as they did now. It wasn’t yet dawn and in the still of the hour, when silence and darkness were oppressive, she planned her day. Later in the morning, she’d walk the dogs to the nearest cliff overlooking the sea and wait for David to arrive from the Portrush rail station. She looked forward to the daylight and fresh air, and the end of the ordeal of night.

      Earlier, her chest pain had been relentless and she’d slipped out of bed at three o’clock without waking Lillian, to sit and catch her breath. Gordie slept next to the chair at her feet and she took comfort from his nearness and the gentle sound of his breathing. Turning on a light, she wrapped herself in an old woolen throw and a new scarf, and listened to the surf below. The lamplight barely illuminated the picture of the Titanic on the wall. Annie was wrong about the picture. I’ve certainly had some very good luck. Meg smiled, thinking about Annie’s rage at a picture. She’d had to reframe it after the intense vibration of an air raid smashed it.

      Opening the photo album on the table, she looked carefully at each photograph: a portrait of Annie, aged thirteen, with a seated Lizzie, a photo of Jinny sitting in the garden of number 34, smiling into the sun. Meg could hardly see through the tears as she studied Jinny’s sweet face. Turning the page, she came to the studio photograph she’d had taken of herself in the 1920s, her hair bobbed at Mary’s suggestion. The next one was taken by the street photographer the day of her demotion and her last day of confidence for a long time.

      On the next page young Lizzie with baby Tommy. Meg hadn’t realized how much Lizzie had aged. There were photos of Lizzie’s sons as schoolboys in shorts and blazers, and in their RAF uniforms, looking dashing and handsome.

      There was only one of Florrie—with baby Robert—and Robert in his Royal Navy seaman’s uniform. My poor sister was beside herself the day he joined up. Right from this house he went to Londonderry to enlist, that summer in ’41. She returned to her husband in Belfast the same week, afraid to tell him what Robert had done—she needn’t have been though, Ralph was proud of his son enlisting.

      Turning the next stiff page, she found David in his ARP uniform, and her brothers Will and Bob, and their families. She studied the photos of their children to detect likenesses to her brothers, and found little.

      A tiny photo of Annie and Betty shipboard, returning to Belfast, was glued next to photos of infants Denis Leo and Betty. The children’s photos included Denis snuggled against his sister, and their American-born brother Michael, standing in a pile of snow in Brooklyn and laughing.

      Another page contained a photo of Ned’s mother in middle age and one of Ned in the jockey’s silks he’d worn to a fancy dress ball. She continued to turn pages and found the photos she loved most: one of Lillian taken on a cliff top and one of the two of them with Laurie the dog, taken by Mildred, one afternoon in the garden at number 34.

      Betty had sent a recent photograph; the young woman looked stern and sophisticated in a fawn-coloured suit. She had a slender build, like a Wright, but she looked very much like Florence and not much like Annie.

      On the last pages were photos of Albert in his school and cricket uniforms. A silly one showed him flexing in a bathing costume and, more recently, one taken in his school blazer and student gown on prize day last term, standing with Lily and Beryl. Pictures of the cabin and garden showed how they’d changed over the last three years. And then there was one of Mildred and Frank, sitting at her garden table, on their wedding day in 1942.

      Returning to the first page, Meg looked at them again, all the sepia and grey photos glued to black, fuzzy cardboard pages, and her looping handwriting in white ink identifying dates, places, and the subjects.

      There were no photographs of any of her siblings or herself as babies or small children. Her family couldn’t afford such things until the older girls were earning. No photographs of her parents existed, and she’d have given much for a likeness of her mother. Years ago, when she’d told Jinny that she could barely remember what their mother looked like, Jinny had simply said, “Look in the mirror, Meg, and there she’ll be.”

      And now, when I’m nearly as old as she when she died. Raising a hand to her face, she brushed tears from her cheeks. This won’t do. Put the album away.

      She thought of ringing her sisters and making them laugh about owning a photo of auld Mrs Wright. Actually, she’d ring them later and tell them she’d love to see them.

      Her thoughts turned back to the war. Beryl lost her husband, Albert his father. Mildred lost her mother. David lost his Martin. So many were killed. How were the rest of us so lucky? Even the boys in the RAF, and Robert in the Navy, are fine—as far as I know—touch wood. Dear old Miss Simpson, who’d been pulled out of the rubble of her house unharmed and holding a small Union Jack, and dear Chef Lazio … all survived. And of course the family in America haven’t seen any of it, since our nephews are too young to be called up.

      The old Moore’s Place wooden mantel clock struck four. She closed the album and picked up the Carstairs copy of David Copperfield, carefully reading the first sentence aloud. “‘Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.’”

      Since a girl, I’ve tried to be the heroine of my own life. I’ve not been heroic, but there were moments when I saved myself … saved us. I’ve had heroes, too: Miss Simpson, Chef Lazio, Jinny, Florence, David, Frank and, of course, Lily.

      She read until the twilight seeped under the base of the blackout curtains. Turning out the light and pulling back the curtains, she sat down again to watch a heavy mist start to lift, revealing the purple presence that was Inishowen, Donegal. Like a large and protective animal, it loomed over their little town.

      Meg heard Lillian’s footsteps and Bobby’s scrabbling claws as he followed.

      “Have you the gyp again?” Lillian stood behind Meg’s chair, kissing the top of her head and clasping her shoulders.

      “Not too bad. I thought I’d go out this morning, walk the dogs, just to the cliffs to wait for David.”

      “But I’m due to pick Albert up at school. Aren’t you coming with me?”

      “No. I’ll meet David and we’ll get lunch ready.”

      “I’m happy to pick him up, too. You know that.”

      “I do, but he likes taking the early train to Portrush and walking the cliffs to meet me.”

      “I know I’ll annoy you, but I’ll ask again.” Lillian leant close and spoke into her ear. “If I made the appointment for you, would you see the doctor in town?”

      Meg reached up to caress Lillian’s cheek. “He’s so … cold. I can read his mind: silly old spinster, what does she want now? I’m a busy man.” She could feel her lover’s frustration and after Lillian walked around the chair, she could see it. “Darling, I know who to see. I decided last night to ring Dr Boyd in Belfast. He’s a very good doctor. He kept Jinny going for years. She always said that he was a lovely man. He was young when she first saw him, so I imagine he’s still at his surgery.”

      “Will you ring today? Please.”

      “I’ll ring this morning and I’ll ring my sisters after, tell them when I’ll be there, and bring them lovely fresh food. There’s not much to eat in Belfast these days.”

      “You won’t take a long walk, nor a steep one?”

      “I won’t. David will take care of me on the way back—you know he will.” Meg rose slowly, looked up and saw unguarded worry on Lillian’s face.

      She quickly replaced it with a sunny smile. “The scarf Betty sent is really lovely on you—it suits you well.”

      “I love the bright colours.” She must see how terrible I look in the bright light.

      “Alright, love, I’m off then, if you’re sure.” Her expression turned to concern and she waited a second before turning to go.

      “Lily?”

      She turned back.

      Meg came forward and hugged her tightly. “Don’t worry, dear.”

      Lillian kissed her cheek. “I love you—why wouldn’t I worry? Are you sure you’ll be fine on your own?”

      “I’m fine, really. And I won’t be on my own. David’ll meet me.” She drew a long breath. “I’ve wanted to thank you … really thank you, but I never do.”

      “Thank me?”

      “For saving my life, loving me as you have.”

      “Saving your life? Maybe in the water, but you saved my life, and everyone else’s, probably. When I begged to leave Belfast, you had our household and the relatives prepared and packed into the train within forty-eight hours. As for loving you, I’ve not been able to help myself. Are you sure you’re alright? You don’t sound alright.”

      Scanning the ceiling, Meg said, “Not everyone’s found me easy to love.”

      Lillian chuckled. “Mary O’Neill was a fool. You saved yourself from her.”

      “I’ll thank you no matter what you say … for loving me, saving me, teaching me how to swim in the sea. Now, my mermaid, go on, before you’re late.” She smoothed the collar on Lillian’s crisp cotton blouse and kissed her. “Do you have the messages?”

      “I do. I’m off then.” She gave Meg another kiss before leaving.

      Listening to Lillian say her goodbyes in the silly voice she used when speaking to the dogs made her smile. Walking into the room they used as an office, Meg sat at Lillian’s desk and rang the local operator, Lillian’s cousin. She hated having to ask Alice to ring the hospital in Belfast for her, but there was no other way, and at least Alice didn’t ask outright the reason for the call. She doesn’t need to, listening in, as I’m certain she does.

      Dr Boyd’s secretary gave Meg an appointment for the following Wednesday afternoon and she rang off, feeling better already. Ringing the operator again, she tried to put a call through to her sister Florence, but there was no answer. Meg looked at the clock and realized Alice was on her morning break. I’ll ring later, if I can find a moment when she’s not on break.
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      In the hallway, Meg put on dark glasses, draped her gas mask box across her shoulders, and walked through the kitchen. She let her hand trail across the kitchen table, which she still polished Saturday mornings. She left by the kitchen door with the dogs on their leads.

      “Yoo-hoo!”

      Turning, Meg saw Mildred at the chicken coop, wearing an egg-white apron billowing in the wind, and waving. “You look like a film star! Come for tea when you’re back.”

      Waving and nodding in return, Meg resumed walking. Talk about Cupid’s arrow. We’d never in a million years predicted a love match between Mildred Greer and Frank MacDermott, none of us. But here they are two years later, cooing like lovebirds. Shaking her head, she grinned.
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      Meg walked the dogs down the hill from the cottage to the coast road, allowing them to stop and sniff as much as they wanted. Finally, she sat on a bench, the dogs at her feet. She enjoyed looking at the scarf Betty had sent her. Her niece had written that she’d taken a job at a department store in Manhattan called Altman’s. It pleased Meg to read this, thinking that Betty might follow in her footsteps as a woman of business.

      Thinking about the woman Betty had become made her recall the day young Betty had left for America. They’d lost many years together. Her thoughts turned to the loss of Jinny. And the loss of their lovely mother. Straightening her shoulders to ease the pain in her chest, Meg banished the sad thoughts and decided to focus on enjoying the sun on the cliffs and the expansive view of the sea. She seemed plagued with regret the past few weeks, just as her pain and breathlessness worsened; she put her dark moods down to being awake in the wee hours, when all always seemed lost. Even the memory of the man lying in the road at the shipyard, his battered face, came to her more often lately.
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      Meg walked the dogs past the Old Course, where Mary and Mr Carstairs had golfed years before. The trio continued to the sandy path that meandered over the hills and dales along the cliffs to Portrush.

      Panting a little, the pain worsening, she walked over to a gunnery pillbox on the cliff edge and sat with her back to the warmed cement. Bobby curled up at her side; Gordie sat next to her like a sentinel. The soldiers were off having a smoke somewhere, she assumed. There was some slack in the defense, she’d noticed. There hadn’t been an air raid since 1941 and the scare about invasion had all but disappeared from their shore. Was letting their guard down wise, she wondered. The war was still raging around the world and the talk was that the Allies were gearing up for a big push in Europe soon.

      Feeling the warm sunshine, she placed a hand on Gordie’s red shoulder, now thinner with age. The day was so clear, she saw the curve of the earth on each side, where the blue-green sea reflected a profoundly blue sky. This view usually seemed like it continued to the end of the world, clear to the North Pole—nothing but sea between her and it. But today, Meg could see Scotland, she was sure of it: a hazy purple line on the northern horizon.

      Wait till I tell Lily I’ve seen Scotland today—she’ll be furious she’s missed it and we’ll laugh. I’ll tell her we’ll swim out toward Scotland like mermaids, after Dr Boyd gives me drops to ease this terrible pain … after the war is over. We could go to Helen’s Bay, we never returned there after our childhood visit. Swim to our rock.

      Meg turned and watched a tall man with a beard and tweed cap climb the track.

      “Hullo, Meggie!” David gave his sister a kiss and patted both dogs. “Hiya, fellas.”

      “Howareya?”

      “I’m fine, number 34 is fine, and I’ve a new job.” He sat next to her.

      “Yes? Doing what?”

      “At the veterinary medicine school at Queen’s. It’ll only be part-time to start, but there’s hope for a real job. I start next month.”

      “But that’s wonderful news. Congratulations!”

      “And that’s only part of my good news.” David blushed. He removed his cap and ran a sinewy hand through his hair. Looking like a shy boy, he said, “I’ve been seeing a lovely man for a while now, my age. He’s a veterinarian and has a practice on a small farm in Ballycastle. He’s got a position at Queen’s—the students do rotations through his practice. His name’s Niall Morrison. It’s good that I’ll work for his practice—it gives me a reason to be on the farm. We have to be very careful.”

      “Ballycastle? That’s a beautiful place and not far from here. You’ll have to invite him here so we can give him the once over.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “If he’s your age, then he must be an auld fella.”

      David chuckled.

      “Why haven’t you told me before?”

      Frowning, he said, “I was shy about it, and I wasn’t sure, after losing Martin. Not for a long while.”

      “And you are now? Are you happy?”

      “I am.” He smiled.

      “Then I’m happy, too. Can I tell Lillian?”

      “Of course, but when you’re alone. Who’ll be at the house this weekend?”

      “Beryl won’t be around. She’s staying in Londonderry to see her new fella, a GI—she’s mad for the Yanks. It’s just us, and Albert, Frank and Mildred, and Lillian’s mother and aunt. Not all in the same house at the same time—but you know how it is. Anyway, ring Niall and ask him to come for something.”

      “Next time.” Looking out over the sea, David inhaled deeply. “Is that the Scottish coast?”

      “Yes, and I want you to serve as witness that we’ve seen it. Lily will think I’m seeing things otherwise.”

      “I will. You know, I’ve never seen it from up here before, but from Ballycastle you can see the Mull of Kintyre often. It’s only twelve miles away.” David turned to look at Meg. Gently, he pulled her sunglasses up and looked into her eyes. “How are you? You look tired. Are you sleeping any better?”

      “No. I wake often during a bad dream—most often with the gyp here.” She placed a hand over her left breast. “What about you? Are you sleeping?”

      “Not much. I sleep better at Niall’s farm. I have bad dreams when I’m staying at number 34, even when he’s there with me.”

      “Lillian has nightmares. She won’t tell me what about, but I can guess.”

      David paused. “Mine are about Martin. Still buried but alive and calling to me. I can never dig him out.” He looked at the tweed cap in his hands.

      “My poor dear.” Meg grasped his arm.

      “Listen, Meggie, I’ll want to talk to you and Lillian about something when we have a few moments alone. When the war ends …”

      “When the war ends,” repeated Meg wistfully.

      “It will. God knows when, but when it does, I’ll want to leave Belfast. I find that I can’t go anywhere without reminders of … that day.”

      “But you’re there, clearing rubble …”

      “I am and I don’t regret it. I feel I owe it to those who died in it, especially him. But when the war ends, I’ll want to leave. We’ll have to see how we feel, Niall and me, especially with me working at his practice, but …”

      Feeling a little panic at the idea of losing number 34, Meg said nothing.

      “I won’t leave you two in the lurch, and I know you can rent it to students or better, teachers, easily—if you don’t think you’ll return. I wanted to give you and Lillian time to sort it.”

      “It’s a lot to think about, so thank you. We’ll talk to Lillian. She always knows what to do.”

      “But what about this pain you have? Gyp once in a while is one thing, but I’m worried—are you not worried?”

      “I am. It may be my heart, like the trouble Jinny had. I don’t know, but I trust that her doctor can help me. I’ve made an appointment with Dr Boyd. Listen, can you come with me in the afternoon on Wednesday? Two o’clock? He’s at the Royal Victoria. Can you get away?”

      David looked very sad for a moment, but he rallied a smile. “Yes, of course. It’s not like the ARP owns me. I work all hours for them. Lillian must be relieved that you’re going. Won’t she want to go with you?”

      “She’s buried under work and she’s taking time off from it to spend with Albert—she and Mildred do the typing and billing for most of the businesses in town and in Portrush. All the young girls in the offices and shops ran off to join the WRENS.”

      Laughing, he said, “It’s the uniforms. And getting away from their mums and dads,” He took her hand and looked out to sea again. They fell into silence.

      He’s thinking of Martin. Quietly, she asked, “Do you have a photo of Martin?”

      “Only the one. We had it taken of the two us when we worked at Leopardstown. We’re trying to look like two toffs, but we look like … what we were.”

      “Will you show it to me?”

      Reaching inside his jacket, he pulled out his wallet and opened it. Inside a glassine pocket rested the photograph: two handsome men in a photographer’s studio, dressed in their best clothes and looking into the camera lens with all the hope and charm of youth. David sat in a chair and Martin stood with his arm draped around the chair back, his fingers lightly touching David’s broad shoulder.

      Tears welling, Meg squeezed David’s hand. “Even a black and white photograph leaves no doubt of the brightness of his beautiful blue eyes.”

      David’s chin fell to his chest as a sob wracked his chest. He squeezed her hand in return.

      Minutes passed in companionable silence, other than sounds of the wind and the ship horns, lowing far out in the channel. She straightened her back and took a deep breath of the salty air. “Here, I know why this fella Niall likes you so much—it’s the beard.” She touched the thick, clipped, salt-and-pepper beard. “And you’ve kept your hair.”

      He raised his head and with a smile, asked, “Are you saying it makes me look like a dog and because Niall’s a vet…?”

      “You said it, not me.”

      They shared a quiet laugh.

      “I’m afraid that I said yes to Mildred’s offer of tea, so we should go.”

      Wiping his eyes, he stood and offered his hand. The dogs sprang up, tails wagging.

      Taking it, she stood and saw the concern in his eyes. The pressure of his warm grasp increased. “David, I will feel much better soon, I know I will. I’m a happy woman. I love my life. Truly. I have the woman I love caring for me, loving me. And that’s what I want for you, with Niall.”

      He smiled. “I’ll bring Niall to meet you and Lillian very soon. You’ll like him.”

      Arm in arm, the dogs at their heels, Meg and David made their way slowly back up the hill, happy to be walking in each other’s company as they always had.
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