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			The Breastplate

			 

			I bind to myself today,

			The power of Heaven,

			The light of the Sun,

			The radiance of the Moon

			The splendour of Fire,

			The flashing of Lightning,

			The swiftness of Wind,

			The depth of the Sea,

			The stability of the Earth,

			The hardness of Rock.

			A spell of concealment, attributed to St Patrick

		


		
			The Matter of the Truth: A Note from Author to Reader

			 

			As you embark on this novel, know that every one of its characters existed. Its central event, an assassination attempt, happened in March of 1868. The perpetrator was imprisoned, interrogated and tried. The event had consequences for everyone concerned. But then, as sometimes happens in life, it was forgotten.

			Words spoken in court by the judge, the defence, the witnesses, I have quoted exactly. I include conversations between the prisoner and his interrogators in the gaol cell. These words were secretly recorded and have lain in state archives, largely unread, for a hundred and fifty years. In the same way, the words a queen read in a letter from her favourite son have lain in royal archives – until now.

			This story has lain in my cells since birth. For the last seven years, I have pondered these people from a different time every day. Their motives, their courage, their foibles. I hope that by introducing them to a new time, a new world, they will live again. They deserve to.

			I dedicate this book to them all, and to my loved ones (three in particular) who have supported me unconditionally – and who have endured so much, sacrificed so much, to see it live.

			Simon John ffloyd Smith

		


		
			Prologue: The Seed Is Sown

			The year was a year of wars and revolution. Some fine men of vision were assassinated that year. But our town was quiet. Our house was calm. I had lived there all my young life. It was solid, built from sandstone and brick and terracotta, with deep, vine- shrouded verandahs. I always felt safe there. I dreamed there.

			It was the night of the spring equinox. The ancient cherry tree was an explosion of fragrant white blossom outside the dining room window. The scent of hyacinths wafted light and powerful on the evening air, through the open front door. I always noticed those things. As a baby, I had climbed into the lap of my adoring great-aunt Menie, pressed my face close to hers and inhaled her particular exotic scent with gurgles of delight. And recognition, perhaps.

			Usually we would all have settled, after dinner, in the family room. The television was there. But on this evening, my mother crouched with me in the golden light of a single lamp on the sage-green Axminster of the sitting room floor. That room was rarely used. It was the repository of all the treasures. There were her cherished Venetian glass paperweights, glinting. She was a woman ahead of her time, but she loved things of age and quality and meaning. There was an antique desk, which had belonged to her mother, Molly. And her mother, Tottie. And her mother, Brigid, before her. It had a hidden compartment, which sprang open at the push of a small brass button. Packed inside were yellowing documents, letters and photographs. On the wall above the desk hung three miniature portraits, smokily dark with age. A young man, a young woman, an older woman. All these people were my ancestors. Their faces emerged from the darkness of the oils, just as the artist had planned. He was an ancestor too.

			There was a prayer book, even older than the desk, its contents in French and Latin, its cover a faded gold. Ghostly biblical figures swam in that gold. It had an intricate metal lock. Beside it, a framed photograph of the boy who died young, before I was born. That same photograph was in every room of the house. We must never forget him, my mother always said. We spoke his name every night, in a simple prayer.

			And there was another book, bound in deeply hand-tooled green leather. It was the first time I had seen it. She passed it to me. It was heavy. It was bible-like. Inside, each in its own embellished window, were photographs of faces from another time. All of them, she told me, were family. I was mesmerised. Already, I felt connection.

			‘You love these family things, don’t you?’ she said. ‘One day, you’ll look into this book and know all of these people. But tonight, I want to tell you about someone in our family who is not in this book.’

			I was instantly alert. I knew something was coming that would change things.

			‘He tried to assassinate a prince. He was young, he was misled by his friends, he was betrayed. But he did shoot the prince. And they hanged him for it.’

			In that moment, the seed was planted.

			The years passed. I lived a full and lucky life. Then, quite suddenly, my ancestor’s story returned to me in miraculous ways. It was demanding to be told. I was the one who had to tell it.

			You are about to read Henry J. O’Farrell’s story, told in his way.

		


		
			The Adventure Begins

			A realm beyond time, beyond place

			Blackness. Ineffable blackness, whirling around me. A familiar voice, rippling but silvery-clear, as if through an ocean’s depths:

			Well

			Then, flashes of coruscating light. I am at the centre of the Universe. All around me is in constant circular motion. But at my core I am calm, still, primed. My ears make out the rhythmic sound of grinding now. Scrape scrape scrape. Rusted wheels clatter on cobblestones. Somewhere in the distance, a church bell rings. Already, I like that sound. Much nearer, the rowdy hubbub of men’s voices. The banter, the banter! I like that sound too. I can smell overripe apples, and the stink of horse shit and wilting cabbage leaves ground into mud.

			Where am I? Dull flashes of red-black and gleaming white streak across my vision. Oh, yes. This must be the place of my birth! I can sense the Liffey near at hand, surging and sweeping through the heart of the city. And – who is this rogue of a man? With one hand he drags a heavy wooden cart, with the other he carries … me. One huge hand cradles me. His pride soaks into me along with his sweat.

			‘Behold, lads, my new-born son!’ he shouts in a boozy voice. I am borne aloft, like one of his prized turnips. Passed from man to man, then back to the father. But strange to say, I feel no fear. On the contrary. Those men’s hands let me know that I am safe. All is well. Another O’Farrell male has come into the world, and I am he. My father tosses me into the soft lining of his jacket, a warm roost amongst the potatoes in his cart. Then, clunk clunk clunk.

			Off we go!

			That time swirls into … this. The smell of the sea, and roasting meat, and every opulent fragrance ever made blends and rises in a cloud to me as I circle and dip in the brightness.

			Where is this? Below me a beach – but bare of bathers. Soft, well-tended grass, soft rhythmic whoosh of breakers on the sand. A ferry disgorging her passengers onto hot wooden planking. Gay-coloured tenting, flags whipping in the breeze and the brass-shine of trumpets as a band strikes up. And such laughter! Oh, it must be a fun-fair. No, it’s a picnic – but not the kind I’m used to. A grand one, this one. There must be a thousand people here. Brilliant gowns shimmering in the sunlight as their women promenade. Gentlemen in black and white, dashing and preening. Fine dispositions, every one of them, arrayed below me.

			I spiral downwards. Yes, let’s get amongst it all. Oh! Here’s a game of skill – a darts competition. I fancy my chances – my eye is keen as a stiletto. The prize today, displayed on a velvet-swathed table: a Lord Bury telescope! That’s the finest there is. I could definitely use one of those in my … watchings … in future.

			‘You’re up, Mr O’Farrell! Final shot,’ says the spruiker in red stripes.

			Another gentleman, close by, whispers, ‘We’re well ahead, sir. Bag this one, and we’ve bagged the Bury!’

			I concentrate now. Distilled energy pours from my brain through the sinews of my arm into the very nerves of my index finger and thumb. Such power pent. Ready to … fire. A second more …

			Now

			Oh, my stars! I am flying again. I feel the furious air-rush, the harsh, exhilarating freedom. That small projectile is … me! My vision, a needle-fine beam, flashes from my very prong – sharp, pure, deadly. I see the target racing towards me. I cannot miss the mark. But … What? The target is no bullseye. Oh help me God! The target is a man. I am the bullet. I have been unleashed, and for one terrible purpose. I’m bound to burrow into this man’s back, burst his flesh, shatter his spine. Help me Lord! HELP ME LORD!

			‘God save my poor country!’ I try to shout, again and again. But try as I might, all that comes is a strange primordial scream. I am thrown to the ground, stamped on, then grabbed by many rough hands. They rip my clothes from me. I am rendered naked by that throng. Someone tears a hank of hair from my scalp, and I am being borne aloft, as before. But no feeling of safety for me now. Utter panic courses through me. I am screaming that scream again. People are shouting: Lynch him lynch him lynch him.

			Then, everything slows. The sound of the crowd recedes. I can hear a single bird, calling from a nearby tree. It is the most beautiful note I have ever heard. But what is it telling me? I’m rising up. I am looking down on myself in that swirling mob. That other me is still twisting and writhing and roaring. Such violent movements he makes, such vile words pour from his contorted mouth. Oh, there go his top hat and cane. They tilt and spin so effortlessly in mid-air, describing two perfect intersecting arcs, then disappear in a blur of fine dark worsted and angry, florid faces. I paid a pretty penny for those. But no need to worry now. I am freed from care.

			And, wonder of wonders – he has risen above his body too. My target! Here we both are, floating. I, the patriot. He, the prince.

			‘Greetings, sir,’ I say.

			‘What the devil did you do that for?’ asks the Duke of Edinburgh, vaguely irritated.

			‘In a word? Recompense. For all your people have done to my people – over generations.’

			‘Would you be Irish, sir?’

			‘I would.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘Yes, “Oh.” Now there’s a succinct admission of oppression. But another thing. I made an oath that I would do it. I’m a man of my word. I never go back on an oath.’

			‘Nor I,’ says the prince.

			‘I thought as much. We are both honourable men, who wish to leave … our mark.’

			‘Immortality, eh? We do all of us crave it.’

			What an elegant dance this is – above it all. The start of a spirited soul race. Just as I once prophesied. Both of us have fulfilled our callings. Surely it is all over now. Surely we can be off to better things. Off to somewhere. Or perhaps, to nowhere – nihil. Depending on your beliefs, really. But both of us love a voyage, especially a mystery one.

			‘Shall we set sail?’

			‘Anchors aweigh!’

		


		
			Lèse-majesté

			On tour, Knysna, South Africa, 13 September 1867

			The voyage was already a triumph. Astonishing, really, given that it had started as a way out of scandal. Queen Victoria had seen the signs. Her second son, Prince Alfred, affectionately known in the family as Affie, had been spending far too much time with the Princess of Wales. He was twenty-two and quite smitten. Alexandra was ravishing, after all. She was acknowledged as one of the great beauties of the time. But she also happened to be married to his older brother, Albert Edward, known as Bertie.

			Libertine London was used to such things. Bertie himself had a penchant for plucking ripe young chorus girls from the West End. That was common knowledge. But the prospect of her first two sons, the second and fourth in line to the throne, entwined with the same princess? The queen found that impossible to contemplate. It was not enough for Victoria that she ruled entire populations in an empire that encircled the world. She needed desperately to rule her own children.

			So she came up with a plan. Affie was mad for sailing. He left the Palace at twelve to study. Joined the Royal Navy at fourteen. Became a midshipman at fifteen, a lieutenant at eighteen. The naval life had made him healthy and fit, and provided an honourable escape from the Teutonic discipline of his father, the cosseting of his mother, and the cruelty of the royal tutors. He had already spent more than half his young life at sea.

			As sailing was his bent, Queen Victoria decided to indulge it. She had a word in the ear of the First Lord of the Admiralty. In no time at all, the Admiralty had promoted the young lieutenant prince to captain, and furnished him with the finest vessel of the times, the frigate HMS Galatea. She was sleek and swift under sail, as fast as any ship afloat. His orders were to sail her around the globe, visiting Britain’s colonies, and any foreign ports where she could build trade. It would be a royal tour, the first in history – a marvellous demonstration of the power of Britannia, and of Victoria herself. The queen gave Alfred a new title, the Duke of Edinburgh. She was well-pleased with her scheme. It would mean at least a year away for the young prince. A year away from the London gossips. A year away from Alexandra.

			On the morning of the 26th of February, 1867, Galatea had slipped her moorings and left Plymouth Harbour with Prince Alfred at the helm, bound for the Mediterranean and beyond. On board were forty officers and four hundred men, hand-picked for the journey. They included the prince’s equerries, Eliot Yorke and Arthur Balfour Haig, and his best friend, Francis, Lord Newry, all of them young men in their twenties. Like the prince, once official duties were done, they intended to have fun.

			Also with them was the artist Oswald Walters Brierly, who had sailed the world on the Wanderer with adventurer Benjamin Boyd and charted the coasts of New Guinea with Owen Stanley on the Rattlesnake. As happy with a brush or pen in his hand as with a sextant, Brierly had produced celebrated paintings, in swirling oils, of many a ship, battle, and storm at sea. He would be a sage companion and adviser to the young prince, quickly becoming one of his inner circle.

			They had visited Spain first, then set sail for Brazil. While crossing the Atlantic, Galatea lost the benefit of the north-easterly trade winds and entered that curious void known as the equatorial doldrums, a region of gloom, rain and oppressive, oven-like heat, where a languor fell over them all. They took to their quarters, read, slept, planned, or invented games they could play on decks slippery with salt and rain. Lord Newry, in these languid days, put his skills with the pencil and brush to good use. Though no match for an artist of Brierly’s renown, he could still render a remarkably lifelike depiction of the human form, in every imaginable position. Soon all the bulkheads in the cabins of the prince and his suite were veritable galleries of curiosa erotica. The crowning glory: a gigantic image of Galatea, her crew and a bevy of comely sirens, all naked.

			On arrival in Rio de Janeiro, they were feted by Pedro II, the Emperor of Brazil, and his son-in-law the Count d’Eu, Alfred’s cousin. The emperor, anxious to raise his country’s standing, gave one of his city palaces to Alfred for his stay. The prince and his officers explored the nearby hills, sipping champagne from bottles cooled in mountain waterfalls, and feasting on oranges that grew wild along the tracks. That evening, they wandered through towering avenues of palm trees, lit by fireflies, to a sumptuous ball attended by the city’s beau monde, at which they were served a banquet of thirty courses. The prince, Brierly noted, did not leave till four in the morning.

			Galatea departed Rio the next day, cutting a swathe through flotillas of boats, flags and cannon fire on the harbour, and out into the South Atlantic again. Now the mariners felt they were truly voyaging, bound for Tristan da Cunha, a rock rising three thousand feet out of the ocean, as remote a place as anywhere on earth, where they stopped, briefly, before sailing on eastward to Africa.

			***

			The men are grouped in a small tableau, some standing, some reclining, rifles at their sides. They have barely moved for two hours, flanked by dogs and horses at rest, as though waiting for a photographer to record the moment. A river snakes down the centre of the vast plateau before them. In the distance, the animals of the veldt wander back and forth in the soft gold of the grass – grass so high that, if you plunged in, you could lose yourself. 

			Alfred had been overjoyed to arrive at the Cape of Good Hope. Galatea dropped anchor at Simon’s Bay. Then, in the sparkling southern sunlight, he had taken a barge to shore and proceeded with his close companions on horseback to Cape Town, thronged by cheering crowds. He had spent three years of his youth there, and the people still thought of him as theirs. It felt like a homecoming. But the thing Alfred was most excited about, the real reason for his South African stopover, was today’s hunt.

			They have ridden for several days. Last night they pitched tents under the stars, gathered firewood, feasted on roasted meats and regaled each other with tales of beasts they had killed. This morning they rose at dawn, had a mug of coffee and an egg each, broke camp and rode out. The landscape surrounding them was breathtaking, a kind of mystical other-world to their European eyes. The earth radiated a coppery glow. Ferns and lilies of every hue lined the track. If they looked up, the vast sky was a crystalline blue that they never saw in England. Towering escarpments of deepest purple rose on either side of them and disappeared towards the horizon.

			They are perched now on the side of a small hill, near a thicket of trees. The animals on the veldt are blissfully unaware of them. They are safe, out of reach, even of the most powerful of the rifles. But their target is closer at hand – a beast that has broken away from its herd. From the scrub, every so often, they hear unmistakable trumpeting, and it stirs them.

			‘That is the most strange, awful, exciting sound I have ever heard,’ says the prince.

			They are a party of ten, including a few local dignitaries and landholders, and some African lads whose job is to scout ahead and report back on the location of their quarry. The prince’s trusty manservant remains close by. It is his task to have the right weapons loaded and at the ready for his master. Oswald Brierly is perched on a rock just above, sketchbook open, recording the scene.

			They have heard rumours of a bull elephant, elderly and almost blind. He has visited a few villages recently, perhaps damaged a few fences, but generally just foraged and moved on. But, by all accounts, he is massive. The rumours prove to be true. A towering creature has appeared and disappeared from view several times in the last hour. Already they feel they know him, that he is toying with them. It is all a game. In and out of the forest he lopes. A few of the dogs, seeing their chance, break free and plunge into the scrub to give chase.

			‘Marvellous curs,’ whispers the prince. ‘Listen to them give tongue.’

			One of the boys has been dispatched, on horseback, to the other side of the thicket, to push in as far as he can, try to find the old creature and give him a scare with a shot or two into the air. Or into the rump. Other members of the party begin firing from the other side too, indiscriminately, stirring things up. Possibly too much for comfort: now bullets are zinging past the ears of the prince and his men on this side of the forest. They dodge the bullets, then regroup, ready for action. They can sense a low rumbling, a vibration that travels from the earth up through their feet, into their bellies.

			The prince takes up his post on a small embankment with a clear view of the edge of the wood. The other men gather near him. By tacit agreement, they will not fire until he does. If anyone is to bag this creature, it must be the Duke of Edinburgh.

			The sound of thrashing trees, and barking dogs, and frantic bellowing, tells them their prey is approaching. The prince calls for his shotgun, then stands, alert. Suddenly, there is shouting and the clattering of hooves, as the African boy bursts from the scrub on his horse, the elephant close behind him.

			‘Skiet! Skiet! Almagtige baas, skiet! In the name of God, shoot!’ the boy screams. The elephant sees the prince. He stops and raises his head, lifting his tusks, then flares his ears and charges. The prince aims, but then waits. Just a beat or two. A test of his nerve. Wait for the perfect moment, he tells himself.

			Time has slowed. The animal is bearing down on him. He appraises his features. Ears perhaps three times larger than those of the Ceylon elephants he has seen. And pushed forward. Magnificent. He looks like a galleon, its studding sails bursting on either side. No wonder they call this animal the Monarch of the Forest, he thinks. Those eyes! He knows everything. The prince’s heart is pounding. The huge beast is twenty-five yards away, thundering towards him. Each has the other in his sights.

			Yes, now.

			The prince fires a single bullet that hits the creature in the head with a thud. He wavers in his tracks, confused. The prince fires again. This time, a shell explodes in the soft flesh over his left eye. He lets out a roar of terror. Then the other men begin to fire, and a storm of bullets punctures his skin. One man, with an enormous machine of a gun, puts a heavy ball in his neck, just behind his ear. He collapses onto his hind quarters, one foreleg pawing the earth in front of him.

			He rolls over at the prince’s feet, not ten yards from where the group stand. They let out a lusty cheer. They are euphoric, baying with delight as they surround him. His legs flail and kick, his massive bulk rolling in a giant circle, sending up clouds of red dust. His blood jets out, mixes with the dust, turns the ground around him to an inky pool of black. The prince takes a few steps towards him and puts another four bullets into his heart. A loud rattle rises from his throat. Then, silence.

			From the thicket comes the mournful answering cry of another elephant. Some hunters are sent to deal with it. Shots ring out from the trees, followed by another hearty cheer, which the prince and his men answer. The prince mounts the warm body of his prize. All the men have gathered now, their faces flushed, their hearts still racing. They give three more cheers for the prince, then climb onto the carcass to stand beside him. Brierly makes a quick sketch of the scene for posterity.

			A strange silence comes over them all now. In that silence, they detect the slightest rustling of undergrowth, some snapping of twigs, and a curious, quiet whimpering. They look towards the forest and see a small elephant calf emerge. He trots towards them, uncertain and alone, then stops and looks up at Prince Alfred. The prince is enchanted. He climbs down from his perch, kneels before the calf and looks into his eyes.

			‘Look, gentlemen! This poor creature, so recently orphaned. We must own up to our part in that event. He looks a spirited chap, though, does he not? He would be up for a bit of adventure, I feel sure.’ He tells his manservant to see that some kind of a cage is fashioned, strong enough to last until they get back to the ship, then turns to address the calf.

			‘By the power invested in me by my mother, the queen, and by the lords of the Admiralty, I hereby declare you Midshipman Hannibal Africanus. We shall draw up the appropriate papers. You shall be a fine addition to our merry band. I intend to show you the world, young fellow. A world you certainly never dreamed of when you slumbered beside your mother in the jungle. But now, sir, you are free of your mother! And you will voyage the globe, accompanied and entertained by a fine suite of men.’

			‘He’s ready to travel, sir,’ says one of the men. ‘Look! There’s his trunk!’

			‘Indeed, very droll.’ The prince turns to the others. ‘Men, three cheers for Midshipman Africanus!’ he cries. ‘Hip, hip?’

			‘Hooray, hooray, hooray!’ they all reply.

			‘And now, onward to Australia Felix!’

		


		
			Room Three

			Awaiting the arrival of a prince, Circular Quay, Sydney, 21 January 1868, 5 p.m.

			The Quay is heaving with life. It is the peak of the afternoon rush, heightened by the crowd’s excitement at all that is about to happen. He can feel it. Colonists have planned for this for months. But nature obviously wasn’t party to their plan, he thinks. Rain is sheeting down with the intensity he’d only ever seen in the tropics. Macau was like this. And Surabaya.

			Pitt Street has become a river of mud. Teams of block boys are doing their best to control it with their scoops, without much success. Horses, slick and agitated, scramble by him. Omnibuses from Sydney Station keep releasing more people into the throng. Young women try to laugh as they turn to sodden heaps of taffeta and tulle. To go home or to stay, they wonder. The men who escort them are as perplexed. Hansom cabs are suddenly in great demand, and in short supply.

			Henry O’Farrell pushes through the melee and pauses. He is dressed in a close-fitting cassock, with a silver crucifix that dangles from a chain around his neck and a wide-brimmed straw hat. He carries a cardboard suitcase. He seems to be the still centre of this crowd, standing a good head taller than most. Even the driving rain seems not to touch or trouble him. When all else is in chaos, he is calm, quiet, focused. At least on the outside.

			A dogged pair of mounted police, already soaked through, trot past him. They are followed by a line of horse-drawn drays, six or seven in all. Each is piled high with packing cases and trunks. The last, he notes, carries just one large crate, its slats widely spaced. Through one gap, quite clearly, he makes out a single dark eye, wide with wonderment. From another gap below it emerges … the trunk of a small elephant, waving. ‘It is just as I thought,’ he murmurs to himself. ‘The circus has come to town.’ He looks to either side, sees the building he seeks, takes a single deep breath, and moves towards it.

			He enters the lobby of the Customs House Hotel. The air in here is heavy and stale. At the counter is a desultory woman, neither young nor old. Like her establishment, she has seen better days, but still has the energy to shine when the occasion demands. Now is such an occasion. ‘Good afternoon, sir. This rain is a staggerer. And in January too. Now, how can I be of service?’

			‘Madam, I am in need of lodgings for the night, and perhaps tomorrow too. Your hotel looks just the ticket.’

			He speaks in the assured accent of an Englishman, today.

			‘Well, Father, we’re fully booked, seeing as how Prince Alfred is due at any moment,’ the woman says. ‘But you’re a man of the cloth. It would be remiss of me not to try to squeeze you in now, wouldn’t it?’ She touches him lightly on the forearm.

			He pulls a silver cigarette case from somewhere beneath his cassock. ‘It would indeed, Miss …?’

			‘Mrs, sir. Mrs Ellen Lloyd. This is my establishment, sir. Mr Lloyd having left me long ago for the diggings. So I can choose who I choose for my rooms, can’t I?’ Her eyes fall on his cigarette case and dart back to him.

			‘Now let me see …’

			She opens a large book, the size of a family bible, and peers into it.

			He offers her a cigarette, which she accepts with some haste. ‘If it’s not asking for a miracle, is there any way I might have a view of Pitt Street? I hear there is to be some kind of procession.’ He strikes a match on its flint and lights it for her. There is just a slight tremor in one hand, which he steadies with the other. This, she fails to notice. She takes a generous gulp of smoke and exhales into the air above them, slowly, gratefully. ‘Father, if there’s anything I’ve learned in this life, it’s that miracles do happen. To those that deserve them, of course. I’m sure they’ve been granted to a fine man such as you. You’ve probably made a few happen yourself,’ she ventures.

			‘Mrs Lloyd,’ he says under his breath, conspiratorial now, ‘it would be far too bold of me to detail such matters.’

			‘Well, sir, here’s today’s miracle for you. Just an hour or so ago, Ronald my messenger lad brought news that one of my regulars is delayed by a day or two up country. It’s this awful weather. So, Room Three on the second floor, I will make available for your exclusive use. There’s a bathroom down the hall, and a meal for you in the dining room at seven. Room Three, if I’m not mistaken, affords unobstructed views of Pitt Street from the Quay right up into the town. And all for five shillings, sir.’

			‘Bless you, Mrs Lloyd,’ he says, then, as an afterthought, ‘and bless that Ronald.’

			‘Indeed, I’m only too happy, sir, to aid one such as yourself. Many would say we are a heathen lot in Sydney. So I always aim to prove them very much off the mark.’

			She turns the guest register towards him and offers a pen.

			‘Now, just add your moniker to my book, and I’ll show you to your room.’

			O’Farrell takes the pen and signs an elegant Peter O’Neil (Fr). Below, he adds a small cross, and the date: 21 January 1868.

			***

			He closes the door behind him. He makes sure it is latched. He looks around the room, then places his suitcase on the floor with care. It is waterlogged. He moves to the window and parts the plush velvet curtains. He is momentarily dazzled by an explosion of light in the sky, the opening salvo of a fireworks extravaganza. Fifteen minutes have passed since his arrival and in that time evening has come. Rain continues to bucket down, but the crowds seem undaunted. They stream as one liquid mass through the streets. On the curving surrounds of Circular Quay, and on buildings lining the street below him, all he can see are towering transparencies lit up by gas jets and limelight. A beacon radiates colours from the Sydney Observatory, using Mr Gustavus Kopsch’s extraordinary new device: the electric light. There are images of the British flag, a kangaroo and emu waving the royal standard, the goddess Minerva emerging from Jupiter’s ruptured head, and Arthur Phillip declaring the founding of the colony, just eighty years ago, at this precise spot. Many likenesses of Queen Victoria, her late prince consort, Albert, and their sons, the princes, look down on the city. At the centre of the Quay there is a huge domed archway. It is part Moorish in style, part Roman. It is a hundred feet high and has the words SYDNEY WELCOMES PRINCE ALFRED spelt out in flickering letters.

			All the vessels on the water, just visible through the driving rain, are festooned with Chinese lanterns. There is a steamer disguised as the gigantic head of a dragon, waving a tail of twenty-five illuminated boats in its wake. The dragon is slithering from one side of the harbour to the other, breathing fireworks from its massive jaws. The fireworks whistle and boom through the sodden night air.

			He walks back to the bed and sits, absent-mindedly playing with a worn piece of string tied tightly around one wrist as he gathers himself. He kneels on the floor. Opening the suitcase, he lifts out a clean shirt, a pair of trousers, a jacket and a silver flask of whiskey. With the same care, he takes out three books and places them on the table beside his bed. On top of the pile is the Douay Bible he was given in Flanders, and a string of grey-green rosary beads. He turns back to the suitcase.

			After a pause, he lifts out a long parcel of oiled canvas. He unrolls it, revealing the shining barrel of a shotgun. He turns it over in his hands, then sets it down on the floor, and next to it places a pistol and a small box of ammunition. He picks up the shotgun, stands, raises it to his shoulder, and lines his left eye up with the sights. The priest is aiming at something, or someone, in the crowd below. The metal of the barrel catches some of the colour from the transparencies outside, sending shards of red, blue and white light onto the ceiling. In the darkness of the room he stands, intent, coloured sparks darting around him. He has taken aim at a portrait of Alfred. The prince stares back at him, amused, steadfast, daring him to fire. O’Farrell gently pulls back on the trigger. Beads of sweat are forming on his brow, and he can feel his heart pounding. Why is it always like this, he thinks.

			He relaxes, lowers the weapon and places it back on the floor. Only now does he feel comfortable removing his cassock. He slides between fresh sheets. Reaching for the flask, he has a swig or two. He needs it. It has been a long day, with unexpected demands. He is exhausted. He can rest now. The prince is waiting out the weather somewhere out on the water, so he can wait too. Everything can wait until the morning. He breathes a few quiet, rhythmic words in Latin and falls into a deep sleep.

		


		
			In His Sights

			The prince comes, Circular Quay, Sydney, 22 January 1868

			A bright, sharp slit of golden light hits the wall of his room and bounces back into his eyes. Henry O’Farrell wakes. He fumbles for his fob watch. It is after eleven. Perhaps he has slept through it all, he thinks. He rolls from the bed and moves quickly to the window. Looking through the curtains, he sees a different scene from that of last night. Where there was chaos, there is now order.

			The sun is edging through clouds, and the rain has stopped. The crowds that choked the Quay are still there, but now held back by horsemen in red. The New South Wales constabulary and the military are out in force, roving backwards and forwards on their mounts. As are the special constables, recruited by the colonial secretary himself to serve throughout this royal visit. A brass band strikes up, and a jaunty rendition of ‘Rule, Britannia!’ echoes around the Quay.

			He looks into the distance and sees the sleek HMS Galatea moored in the shimmering green-blue waters of Farm Cove. There, tied alongside, is the steam launch Acis. The prince will surely cast off on it soon, he thinks. No time to lose.

			He dresses quickly. The cassock slides on with ease. He likes it, it seems to like him. It has helped smooth his way through life, got him out of the odd scrape. So many times the two of them have ventured to the very edge of things. In Rome, in Paris, in London. Certainly in this town. Every fool trusts a priest, he thinks. Even in Frog Hollow, just yesterday. Who would have guessed that the priest delivering the last rites over the man’s still-warm body had had a hand in his demise? Well, two hands to be precise. Practised hands, in a vice-like grip around the young man’s neck. That man’s last vision must have been the toe of a kid leather slipper, with other men’s boots gathering behind it in the rutted mud of Riley Street. The final sound he’d heard, soft as that slipper, and far away as home, a countryman’s voice intoning – not the last rites exactly, but Ecclesiastes:

			‘Quodcumque potest manus tua facere instanter operare … Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with all thy might. For in the Land of the Dead, where you are going, there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge nor wisdom.’

			You do the work that needs to be done with all your might, Henry O’Farrell thinks. You use whatever device you have to hand.

			He kneels to check those devices now, the long-barrel shotgun first. He lifts it, tests its weight, places it down. He picks up the pistol. He loads it. Measures the number of paces from window to bedside table. Places it carefully on the table and returns to the window.

			Looking towards the water, he can see a huge stage has been set up. It has views across the harbour, and into the town. It is high. Those on top are well above those below. Carriages are arriving, setting down the distinguished guests, who climb to the stage, and bask. He can’t help feeling disdain for that word distinguished, so often used on these occasions. How have these people ever distinguished themselves? Certainly in no way he admires. But Parkes, the colonial secretary, is different, he thinks. He reads, he writes poetry. And he runs the colony. Oh, speak of the devil. Here he is.

			He watches Henry Parkes and his wife, Clarinda, climb from their carriage and mount the stage. Parkes is arrayed in a Grenadier Guards uniform – all gold buckles and braid, red felt, a three-corner hat. O’Farrell laughs, looks at Mrs Parkes and laughs more. Who suggested she should dress as a pink-and-white meringue? He’s heard that she lives a reclusive life on their farm at Werrington with their children. That wild horses couldn’t drag her to town. Well, the imminent arrival of royalty has achieved what those wild horses could not do, he thinks. She is here, in the pink, looking smug.

			Henry Parkes has emptied the colony’s coffers to fund celebrations of grand scale. He has announced that Sydney’s effort will far exceed Melbourne’s. That was a popular announcement.

			The final carriage arrives, drawn by four bay horses. There is a gasp from the crowd, and a hearty cheer. This coach is the finest ever seen in the colony. It was designed and constructed by renowned local coach-builder Mr Vial. Its black lacquered sides and silver trim gleam in a sudden burst of sunlight. In contrast to Mr and Mrs Parkes, its occupants are a study in understatement. He wears the dark uniform of the Privy Council, she an elegant day dress of tussore silk. Earl Belmore is the new governor. He and his wife have only just arrived from England, have taken up residence at Government House in the last two weeks. They are young, and clearly comfortable in official situations.

			Acis has pulled away from Galatea. It is slicing its way towards the Quay, through throngs of pleasure craft and ferries. The harbour is alive with boats. There are more out there on this day than on any other in the city’s history. As the launch gets closer, each boat it passes blows whistles, rings bells, sounds horns. The guns of Fort Macquarie and Fort Denison boom a salute, the rising cacophony only matched by the crowd’s feverishness. They have never had the chance to demonstrate their loyalty to their queen before someone so closely connected to her. He’s under the same sky as them, about to step onto the same soil as them. They can scarcely believe it.

			O’Farrell can feel that hammering in his chest again. His stomach is starting to clench too. The moment has come. The launch is getting closer. The figure in naval uniform standing ramrod straight at the prow is unmistakable. It is Alfred.

			O’Farrell moves into action. He kneels beside the shotgun. Lifts it. Inspects the chambers. Reaches for two wire cartridges from the box of ammunition. He stands and takes three quick steps to the window’s edge.

			The launch is almost at the shore. A reverent hush falls over the crowd. Then, the prince executes a stylish leap from boat to land. It is a nice touch. In that moment, he is a boy again. Any boy who loves his life on the sea. The crowd erupts with cheering, but Henry O’Farrell hears nothing now. He has his target in his sights. His eyes are locked on this man. He and the prince are connected by vision, gun barrel and intent. But wait, he thinks. He looks a fine young man. Was that not a glance in my direction, just for a second? I swear it was. We would get on, he and I. Now he is shaking hands with everyone. Now he is making a speech. He is charming them all. Is this my moment?

			O’Farrell’s brow is wet. Sweat starts to trickle into one eye. He lowers his gun long enough to flick it off with the palm of a trembling hand. Oh God, he thinks, I am starting to shake now. Steady on. Stay calm. It will all be over soon. This is your allotted task. You signed up for it, man. Think of Ireland. Think of your poor countrymen. Think of the three patriots hanged at Manchester, just two months ago. It is for them. It is for them you do this. God help you now.

			The prince has settled into Mr Vial’s elaborate open carriage, beside the young Lady Belmore. Her husband the governor sits facing them. There is easy chatter between the three. Lady Belmore laughs. They are all laughing now.

			O’Farrell takes a deep breath. He has a clear bead on the prince. He can make out every detail of his face. His finger eases back on the trigger. Almost, almost. The carriage moves off with a sudden jolt. Earl Belmore is thrown forward, half-stands in his seat, obscuring the prince for a moment. I can’t risk shooting Belmore, he thinks. That’s not part of my plan. Wait, wait, wait.

			His eyes dart quickly to the second carriage. It is moving too, bearing Mr and Mrs Parkes and the prince’s young equerries, Yorke and Haig. The crowd is cheering, louder and louder. A sparkling sea of parasols, top hats and small Union Jacks ebbs and flows in unison. The carriage edges ever nearer. Everything slows now. All he can see is Alfred. He is coming closer and closer.

			But … but … this young man is a good man, he thinks. I can see that. What do I do? What will happen if I do this now? Imagine the calamity. Imagine the horror for all these people.

			The carriage is right under him. He can almost touch the prince. This is the moment, this is the moment. Do it.

			No.

			He exhales a long, slow breath and lowers the gun slightly. Watches, with a look of relief, as the procession makes its way up Pitt Street. The roar of the crowds moves with it.

			Suddenly he becomes aware of where he is. He is standing at the ledge of the window, the tip of his gun barrel extending beyond it. From below comes a young voice: ‘There’s a gun, Mummy! Look up there! There’s a man with a gun.’

			The little girl is dressed in a sailor suit. She is tugging on her mother’s arm, but her mother is unaware. Henry O’Farrell nods at the girl. They both smile, become complicit even. Then he pulls the barrel of the gun back inside. He sits down on the bed, shaking. That was close, he thinks. Any closer, and I would have been reported.

			But he feels a sense of achievement. His gentle side has won. There was no need to do it today. The prince will be here for at least month, he thinks. There are so many fine things planned. It would really be a pity to spoil all the fun. I like a spot of fun myself. I can be part of all that. Then I can choose another opportunity, towards the end of the visit. Yes, that’s it. He’s such a nice chap, after all. I’ll let them all have their fun.

			He empties his weapons. They will not be needed for a few weeks. But they will play their part, God willing, he thinks. He changes into street clothes. He has one last look around the room, closes the door behind him with care, walks briskly to the end of the hallway and takes a rickety stairway to the outside world, suddenly elated.

		


		
			The Knowing

			In the People’s Domain, the park where the gates never close, Sydney, 22 January 1868

			Twilight has come. The air is damp but still carries the warmth of the day. Henry O’Farrell wades through a rush of people. They have glimpsed royalty. Many of them feel ennobled by it, or energised. Strangers are greeting each other, swapping stories, laughing. He is buoyed up by their merriment, even feels he had a hand in that merriment.

			He looks into the eyes of each person he passes, looks into each person’s heart. It is a gift he has always had. In an instant he knows that person. He experiences in that moment their entire life, in pictures, sounds, feelings. And there is a mutual exchange too. If he chooses someone, they know it, and are beguiled. In many chapters of his life, this ability has brought joy and enlightenment. And untold pleasures.

			Now, though, it is enough to let the multitude wash through his consciousness. So many lives, so many souls. He has been walking like this for most of the afternoon. Often, for him, time just passes in a blur.

			As he plunges on, his mind journeys too. The sharpness of salt mixes in his nostrils with the heady scent of frangipani. This town always, always beckons to the senses, he thinks. Sydney is so characteristically itself, even as it conjures up the romance of other places. He remembers some of those other places now. Vast fields of undulating gold, glistening back alleyways, smoke-stained salons. Thinks of the voyages he has made between them, whether in luxury or in penury. Voyages of hope and discovery, certainly. And probably of escape. But from what? And who would ever know now?

			What has this life of mine been, he thinks, but one extraordinary odyssey to the precise point I am at, this instant. Like Odysseus, I have wandered the earth, met challenges, faced temptations. Like him, I have become battle-hardened. Yes, my heart is now a soldier’s heart.

			And what of these people? How many of these people surrounding me have had a fraction of the experiences I have had, he wonders. Have they climbed the dizzying heights? Or felt the crippling doubts, the despair, the heartbreak? Of course they have.

			He has always believed that a kind of equal apportioning of fortune happens at birth. That it is what you do with that fortune that shows your mettle.

			But if these people only knew, he keeps thinking. What on earth would they do, if they knew what I am planning?

			It had really always been this way, hadn’t it? All his life he had felt singled out … for something. His place in the family, first of all, gave him a special power. His sisters told him so.

			‘People came from far and wide to see you. Even as a babe, you knew things,’ they said. ‘Everyone wanted to hear what would come out of your mouth next.’

			Almost before he could utter words, he’d been a master of them. His mother’s whispered prayers gave him an ear for the lilt of language, so his mind was opened to it early. To the Latin of the liturgy, of course, ancient and mysterious, with its connection to spiritual things. To English, the language of his family’s adopted lands. A mastery of English was necessary to climb the ladder of success, his father always said. And then there were the beautiful, forbidden words of Gaelic. To speak those words, to hear them even, and know their meaning, was almost treasonous. But they linked him with his rich heritage.

			By the time he was three, a complex web had formed in his mind. ‘With these people, we speak this. In church, we speak this. Behind closed doors, when it is safe, we speak this,’ his brain told him.

			Later, he mastered Greek, French, Italian. There had been so much time on those voyages to study, after all. And wanderers like himself to converse with.

			He also had a talent for mimicry and could, without apparent effort, speak and act like the other person. Be the other person. Wherever he found himself in the world, they always said, ‘You are one of us.’ That was the highest compliment, wasn’t it, he always thought. He prided himself on his ability to become part of any culture, any place, at will. It gave him insight into the plight of others. Particularly those who had given all, and had nothing. For those ones, he was ready to sacrifice everything. Even his life.

			‘Cabbie. Cabbie!’ calls O’Farrell, almost on a whim. He waves the silver pommel of his cane high in the air. A passing hansom does a neat turn and stops beside him. The driver, a sinewy man of about his own age, dips his bowler.

			‘Evening, sir. Where are we off to on this lovely night?’

			‘Well, I wondered if you could take me up to St John’s College? Do you know it?’

			‘I certainly do, sir. Some of us are right proud of that place. One of the finest Catholic colleges in Christendom, they say. And to think it is here, in our town. Jump aboard, sir.’

			They move briskly off along Macquarie Street. They pass the Sydney Infirmary, then, near St James’s, trot under the most elaborate of the triumphal arches so recently built, and past the new bronze statue of the late prince consort. Albert the Good is holding his sceptre at a rather racy angle, O’Farrell thinks. He lifts his suitcase onto his knees and opens it. He reaches in and, with some skill, given the tight, black-upholstered confines, pulls out his cassock, crucifix and a pair of dark kid slippers. He looks behind him, through the small back window and up at the driver. ‘My apologies, driver – I might not be thoroughly decent for the next moment or so.’

			‘I’ve seen it all, sir. And besides, aren’t we both the same? You’re right as rain.’

			There is a vigorous explosion of movement inside the cab, as it skirts the eastern side of Hyde Park. At the same time, a friendly banter begins.

			‘Sir, if you were to glance to your right, in the park, you would spy one of the largest, most elaborate structures ever to be erected in the colony. In it, you would find fountains, hanging gardens, bars, smoking rooms, dance floors. A few weeks from now, the elite of our city will gather in it to sup and jig with an English prince, for one night only. Then they will tear it all down a month later.’

			‘Now that is an enormous folly, is it not,’ says O’Farrell, as he removes the last of his street clothes, and feels the warmth of the evening air on his skin.

			‘Is it what, sir. Did you bear witness to the shenanigans today?’

			O’Farrell laughs. ‘Shenanigans is the perfect description, driver. Or possibly the Second Coming. I swear that prince of ours almost walked on the water.’

			‘Yes, sir. Everyone in our town fairly prostrated themselves before him. And, ipso facto, before his mother. Heaven forbid anyone doubt the supremacy of the English, eh?’

			‘Indeed. The wise Juvenal called it panem et circenses. Bread and circuses appeased the hungry masses of the Roman Empire two thousand years ago. It is the same in the British Empire now. Distract the common man with display and pomp and pretty flags and prettier princes. Then he won’t notice as you erode his freedoms and plunder his lands. The dark magic of the coloniser.’

			Ten minutes later, the hansom edges into the portico of St John’s, and from its door steps O’Farrell the young priest.

			‘Oh, sir. Now there’s one for the books. I didn’t take you for a man of the cloth. My apologies.’

			‘None required, my man. We have had a fine jaunt together. Now, could I ask you to wait for me here? And mind my things while I attend to some clerical business? Then you could carry me back to my digs. What say you?’

			‘I would be honoured, Father. No, Father doesn’t sound right. We are practically the same age, you and I. In our primes, eh? What shall I call you?’

			‘I rather like … Brother.’

			‘I like that too, sir. See you anon, Brother.’

			***

			In the stillness of the library at St John’s, a young seminarian whispers a greeting. ‘Father O’Farrell, how goes it? I thought you would be up country by now. You were going to a mission in Rockhampton, were you not?’

			‘Well remembered, Brother Matthew. No, it seems they don’t need me quite yet. So, for my sins, I’ll be biding my time in Sydney a little while longer. I thought I might just do some reading in the library if I may. Oh, and … I don’t suppose there is any mail in?’

			The seminarian looks in a brown leather satchel off to one side of his writing table. ‘You’re in luck, Father. This arrived today, courtesy of HMS Galatea, no less.’

			He hands O’Farrell a single, elegant envelope, of blue vellum, addressed to him in purple ink. O’Farrell turns it over and touches the wax blob that seals it. The shape is familiar to him. The outline of a rampant lion. It is the same seal he has known since he was a boy in Melbourne. The O’Farrell family crest. A wave of memories washes over him. Of family members he has loved, who have cared for him, who have tested him. He may never see any of them again. He closes his eyes, starts to tremble.

			‘Are you all right, Father?’

			‘Oh, just a bit faint. It must be this Sydney humidity. It’s so close in here. I might just sit down and read my letter, pen a reply, duck across to the chapel for a moment’s quiet devotion, then be gone. Besides, my chariot awaits! Many thanks, Brother Matthew. And God bless you.’

			‘Thank you, Father. In future, if letters come in, I will leave them under this paperweight. That way, you can collect them with ease.’

			‘Again, many thanks.’

			O’Farrell goes to a table in the middle of the library and sits. Around him and above him are the elements he has known since he was a child. Stone, stained glass, silver and gold. Rich portraits of men, ancient texts, and a faint whiff, far off, of frankincense. This is his world. Or, more precisely, one of his worlds.

		


		
			A Sister’s Concern, a Brother’s Love

			Letters sent between Sydney and Melbourne, in the first weeks of 1868

			Emerald Hill

			3 January

			My dear brother,

			I hope this letter finds you at the peak of vigour again and happily engaged in your studies at St John’s. I know it will provide the sort of solid footing you have been needing these last years, especially after the sadness and challenges of Ballarat. I pray so.

			All well here. Though we did miss you desperately at Christmas. It was blisteringly hot. Frank kept saying, ‘If only Uncle was here!’ and Tottie made sure we all thought of you too. She had written a fairy story, and she read it out to us. The romantic hero, a priest, travelled the world helping the poor. Do you recognise, dear brother, who that might be? Then young Georgina gave a beautiful rendition of ‘Hark the Herald’ on the piano. She of all the children has received the gift for music.

			Of course, conversation at the table revolved around one topic only – the Royal Visit. Everyone says Melbourne has given the Prince the best reception of his tour. There have been levees and races and parades and dinners, the climax being the Fancy Dress Ball, held two nights before Christmas. John and I took Agnes and Frank. (Tottie was so disappointed – we told her that she is just too young.) I went as a Spanish Lady. Now, don’t laugh! I looked quite believable. I had my hair up, and wore a pair of jet earrings John gave me for the occasion. Agnes, after much research, and a few tantrums, decided on the rôle of ‘Vivandiere’. They were the women who provided (food and wine and much else!) for Napoleon’s soldiers. The character is Agnes to a T. She does like to attract attention. More than one of the Galatea crew were in her thrall.

			It was a magical evening. There were some extra­ordinary costumes – and a few outright disasters! Throughout the night, the Prince’s equerries organised great lines of party-goers, then he would walk between the lines, engaging with people. I read somewhere that Prince Albert drummed this into all his children: the art of circling a room of people, and engaging. He did it with panache.

			The equerries briefed the Prince about Frank and his prowess, so he and two of his teammates were presented. They had a long chat about cricket. The Prince asked him to demonstrate his bowling style, which has caused such a stir lately. F. grabbed an orange, wound that long left arm back, and sent it flying down the centre of the hall! Much hilarity. But Frank took everything in his stride. He was not the least bit impressed by the Prince, just said that he was a nice enough fellow. You could see that others were jealous. HRH was probably relieved to meet someone who was not clambering over the furniture to get at him.

			Then came the moment that we were to be presented. I was standing with John and Agnes. John introduced me, and I curtsied. I shall never forget it, Henry. John said, ‘Sir, may I introduce my daughter, Agnes?’ The Prince turned from me to her and bowed. But, rather than a curtsy, she did a strange kind of twirl. Then, you will never guess what she did next. You know how much pride she takes in her long hair? Well, on this occasion, she had it all piled up on top of her head, like some huge Rapunzel tower, held with a single silver comb sprouting the flags of France and England. She looked the Prince in the eye, fluttered her eyelashes in the most ridiculous way, removed the comb with a flourish, and exclaimed ‘Vive la France! Vive l’Angleterre!’

			Her hair then just tumbled down, quite reaching the floor. There she stood, in the centre of the Exhibition Building, looking like Lady Godiva. There was a hush from the assembled throng, awaiting the Prince’s reaction. Then he let out the most raucous laugh, cried ‘Marvellous!’ and applauded Agnes for her pluck. So everyone joined in. Incroyable!

			In the days after, we had Christmas, then Boxing Day – starting with Frank’s match at the Cricket Ground. The next day, the most extraordinary hurricane hit Melbourne in the afternoon. All festivities had to be cancelled. Dust storms whirled in and out of the town. At three o’clock in the afternoon, it was as dark as night. Quite biblical. All the decorations for the Royal Visit were picked up and carried off into the sky. A bridge collapsed, and a boy was killed when he tried to secure one of the triumphal arches and an entire wall of bricks fell on him. It quite took the shine off the celebrations. But through it all the Prince was brilliant. He declared his time in Melbourne a resounding success. He even paid for the boy’s funeral.

			I must finish now. I will enclose a few banknotes I have squirrelled away. Remember, dear brother: Le silence est d’or. Buy yourself something you need. Or have a meal or two with friends. The food at St John’s is probably awful! I do hope you are watching your drinking. That has never sat well with your constitution. I worry about you, Henry. Allow me at least to do that.

			I’ve heard no word from our brother. Nor from Harriette. All very sad. We do our best to keep up the spirits of young Georgina and Willie, but they are bereft, and confused. How those two could desert their small children and just sail away (apart!) to who knows where beggars belief. That union was doomed from the first. Peter built her that opulent house, filled it with those treasures. But you and I know that earthly treasures are meaningless when there is no regard. Under that ornate roof resided utter misery.

			But enough of this sadness! Much love, dear brother, from us all. Special love from me. Let us think of dear Mamma too. She so loved this time of year, didn’t she?

			I remain, your adoring sister,

			Brigid

			xxx

			***

			Henry O’Farrell takes up his pen, then pauses.

			Mrs Allan

			Tooram House

			Emerald Hill

			My dearest sister,

			Glad I was to receive your letter this evening, with all its news. All goes well here. I am making steady progress in my health and in my books. The preparation for all I must do is quite rigorous, but you know me – I rise to any challenge.

			Sydney is a beautiful city and, being quite new to me, holds none of the memories that lurk around certain corners of Ballarat and Melbourne. Strange how the mind plays tricks sometimes and drags one back to times of yore. I swear on occasion, in Melbourne, I’ve heard Father’s voice echoing from the buildings, sometimes encouraging me, sometimes threatening me. Or certain of the brothers at St Francis’s, whispering things behind my back. Not a pleasant experience.

			You are too generous. I promise I will put your contribution to good use. I live quite frugally these days. It makes me laugh, when I think of my younger times gallivanting around Europe, when Papa’s funds seemed limitless. Then, as we know – he was gone. And those funds were too!

			I laughed also, to hear of your collisions with Royalty. Good on Frank and Agnes. Both, in their own ways, put the Prince in his place. He is flesh and blood after all. This Royal Tour thing is beyond me. Don’t start me on all that the English have taken from our people. I have got into a few rows with gentlemen here – it is the one topic that fairly gets my hackles up. But what am I to do?

			Please send my greetings to any who remember me with fondness. To the others, as Papa used to say, not a word.

			You and the children are never far from my thoughts and always in my prayers, dear Brigid. Our mother would be so proud of you.

			I remain, your loving brother,

			Henry

			He puts down the pen and stretches. The intricate details of his surroundings are strangely familiar to him. The architects of this college in the Antipodes took their inspiration from the great Pugin, the same man who designed the Benedictine abbey where his sister Georgina now lives, half a world away in England.

			Strange, the connections that ripple through life, he thinks.

		


		
			Voyaging Away

			Memories of an Irish lad in the mid-1800s

			This mind has a life of its own sometimes. I have little control of it, but it takes me to wonderful places. So I can hardly complain. It was part of my inheritance. Half of my O’Farrell brain was forever scheming, obsessing, calculating. The other half was singing, painting, playing with words. And taking flight.

			Then there were the worldly voyages. It was those voyages that shaped me. No question about that. The first, of course, was our flight out of Ireland. I was only a baby then. How can it be, that I remember it? We set sail in darkness. Blasts of icy air off the Irish Sea filled my tiny lungs. I smelt the powerful odour of fear, emanating from all around us, but my mother held me close, so I felt safe. What was it like for her, I wonder? She never saw her homeland again. She left everything she had ever known, in the hope of finding something better, I suppose. For us. Yes, it was all about hope.

			Then there was the voyage to Port Phillip. Now that I remember too well. I was only seven when we departed the rainswept Waterloo Docks of Liverpool on the Argyle, but I grew up fast. I had to. Our father gave us each another name for that voyage, even Mamma. He made sure we could recite them, own them. It was part of a bewildering pact he made with us that I did not understand till much later. It was the first of many an alias I have taken in my life, and then, as now, I felt a curious piercing thrill. It was the thrill of keeping the secret. Did all families have so many secrets, I used to wonder. Besides, we knew only too well that if we dared utter the secret, he’d give us a thrashing.

			We were down below, between decks, for months. Three months on the voyage to the Cape, and another two months to Port Phillip. When you’re seven, five months at sea is an eternity.

			It was so crowded down there. More than two hundred of us crammed together. Most had never felt that kind of heat before. Our clothes were made of wool and tweed! My breeches itched and chafed in the tropical heat. There were times when our ship lay becalmed for days on end, the sun cutting through a blinding white haze and boring through holes in the decking above us.

			People started to get sick. Then they began to die. Sometimes they were children of my age. Friends I played with one week were gone the next. They turned into small bundles of cotton sheeting, carefully carried up the ladders onto deck by a crewman in the half-light before dawn. The chaplain would say a prayer, we would sing a hymn, and they would slide into the waters. Then we just sailed on. Why was it, I wondered, that I was spared? Why them, not me?

			Each night the hatches above us would be locked down. We could barely breathe. No lamps were allowed. There was too much risk of fire. In the darkness, I could hear sobbing all around me. Mothers and fathers, both. The keening of the mothers was strange to my ears, like the cries of some wild animal. They were cries of grief and defiance, aimed squarely at God, I thought. ‘How dare you take my child,’ they were screaming.

			It was suffocatingly hot, humid and pungent. Everyone had to shit into a huge bucket lodged in a water closet, hidden behind a flimsy piece of hessian slung from the bulkhead. When someone got the runs, we all got them. Dysentery and typhoid were the killers on that voyage. Those buckets filled in no time. Some unlucky person would get the job of emptying them when they reached their limit. It took physical strength, and a degree of fortitude – nasal and spiritual! Plus the skill to negotiate the planks of flooring between the bunks until the slops could be heaved down into the bilges. Then my brother had an idea. He offered to take on the thankless task, for the not unreasonable sum of a farthing a bucket. Everyone readily agreed, gathering the necessary funds to engage his services. So Peter’s illustrious career was born, at the age of twelve. It made our father proud. All those days tagging along with him, riding the barrow through the streets of Dublin, watching Papa buy and sell and haggle, had not been wasted. Peter Andrew Charles O’Farrell would make his mark in the new country. And some might say that lugging buckets of other people’s excrement was the perfect preparation for a life in the law.

			When I think of the trials of that journey, I don’t know how our parents survived. They were not young. Mamma was fragile, but Papa was stoic. He gritted his teeth, day in, day out, praying this Purgatory would end. And, if ever it did, that the life after would be better than the life before. Otherwise what was the point of it all?

			He knew that this would be his last chance. That does something to a man, does it not? He had dragged us all first from Ireland to England, certain that he’d make good. (He always told us the story of walking down the gangplank in Liverpool, stopping, and smelling all the money he could make there.) He had enrolled my sisters as boarders at Caverswall Convent. Even those Benedictine nuns became part of Papa’s grand plan! His daughters were like currency. You could just bank them with the church, then withdraw them again when you could afford it. Or when there was a suitor rich enough. He installed Mamma and Peter and me in Elm House, a beautiful mansion on the outskirts of the town. Then he borrowed more and more money, pursuing his scheme to breed fine horses and pigs. But that scheme, like all the others before it, came to naught. In the same week that his bankruptcy proceedings were announced in the Mercury, there was an advertisement for free passage for able-bodied men and their families to Port Phillip. Imagine. In that one newspaper, over breakfast, news of your ruination and your salvation both!

			So that is how we came to be on the Argyle, refugees from ruin, sailing into the unknown. Papa summoned up all his talents of persuasion and put them to work. He would bribe one of the pursers to let him up onto the poop deck, where he would promenade, his dress immaculate, his manner carefree. He pro­ceeded to charm the more prosperous passengers as if he were one of them. Men and women, both. The connections he made then would pay off in years to come. It is all about connection.

			But in the meantime, we all suffered. There were nights, during storms at sea, when we thought we would perish. I remember every detail of those times. Sailors yelled down from above, telling the women to put on as many layers as they could, ready to take to the boats. It would be unbecoming to be seen in a state of undress. Unbecoming for the crew member who might glimpse a shapely leg, unbecoming for the leg’s owner. Better for a woman to go down with the ship, everyone thought. Better to lose her life, than her virtue.

			As the ocean heaved and dropped, the ship seemed to rise up into the blackness of the sky. I felt I was in the belly of one of the whales we sighted so often on our voyage. Majestic but terrifying creatures. Then, like one of those beasts, the vessel would slam down again into the depths. Its frame would shudder and screech. Icy sea water would come cascading down on us through gaps around the hatches. You could hear the groan of timbers, and the constant deafening roar of the storm all around us. The ship would lean this way and that, at the mercy of the gale. We would be thrown into one another. People screamed, or turned white with fear. They cried, they prayed. They vomited.

			At those times, my mother would become strangely calm. She must have been terrified, but she never showed it to me. That is love, is it not? Perhaps she knew she was not long for this world. I can feel her warmth now, smell her comforting scent, hear her whispered tales of bygone days.

			She told me tales of the Fianna: roving bands of young noblemen and noblewomen. Heroes all. They lived a spartan life in the wilderness, composed and recited fine poetry, took pride in their appearance and their fighting skills, and protected our ancestral lands from all marauding tribes. Before the Fianna, there was Cú Chulainn. He was of noble birth and had hair she said was as beautiful and fine as threads of gold. It was prophesied when he was a child that he would become a famous warrior, but it would come at a cost – he would die young. He slew wild animals that were unleashed upon him, and enemies by the score, always using a fearsome power called ríastrad. He strode into battle as a handsome hero, and then, at a crucial moment, he transformed – his armour turned to fur, his eyes sunk deep into their sockets, he grew talons as deadly as any eagle’s. That hideous beast killed all foes in its path. Once the battle was done, he returned to his fine human form. I longed to be Cú Chulainn. I could take on any shape I wished. I could travel through time and space. I could protect my mother … from anything.

			And then, there was Fearghail. He joined Brian Boru, the greatest of all the High Kings, in one brutal day of hand-to-hand combat against the Vikings. Ten thousand men died that day. By late afternoon, their blood had turned the waves and sand of the battlefield red. Both Brian and Fearghail died that day too – but they died victors. Their victory was the stuff of legend. After the Battle of Clontarf, our Viking oppressors never returned. And Fearghail’s descendants? They became the O’Farrell clan. Yes, I have warrior blood in my veins. I’ve known that all my life.

			But worse than all the enemies of our past, my mother told me, were the English. They had broken our people. They had taken our land, exiled our priests and nuns, imprisoned our heroes. They were the reason for our terrible plight, the reason we needed to leave our home. It was all the fault of the English.

			‘One day, things will change, Henry. You’ll return to our beautiful land. It is a Garden of Eden. You will see.’

			On those nights when the ship was rolling from side to side, the storm outside at its worst, my mother’s stories were at their best. Then she would make me the bravest of all those warriors. She would equal the force of the tempest, and cry out ‘Henry, my son! Give me your oath. Give me the oath of the Fianna!’

			I would stand before her and repeat the words she had taught me, in our fine Irish language.

			‘Glaine ár gcroíthe neart ár ngéag mé, beart de réir ár mbriathar. Truth in our hearts, strength in our limbs, honesty in our speech.’

			‘Well said, my gossin. And …?’

			‘Tá mé calma. Is fear macánta mé. Déanaim an ní gur gá. I am brave. I am a man of honour. I will do what needs to be done.’

			Then the storm would subside. I would wake in the solace of my mother’s arms. We were through the worst, and she would be whispering, ‘Hail Mary, full of grace … Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of our death.’

			I miss my mother.

		


		
			His Grace Comes

			In the heart of Melbourne, a town in the Colony of New South Wales, 4 October 1848

			It is the feast of St Francis. The streets of this frontier town are a monotonous bleached khaki. Already there is the sense of approaching summer in the air, a whiff of burning eucalypts somewhere far distant. Not to mention more than a whiff of the nearby Yarra. The air feels harsh and dry and hot on the skin. If someone lit a firecracker, the whole place would go up. But some wags would say, given the rather ramshackle buildings, that this would be no great loss to the colony.

			Eddies of dust ripple down the streets, forcing citizens to close their eyes and cover their mouths. It seems everybody has come out today, dressed to the hilt. It is the middle of the week after all. Not a lot happens in this town on a Wednesday. In the distance, a single coach approaches, on either side accompanied by young men on horseback, whooping and calling to each other and the crowd. It rolls past, followed by another and another. Coach after coach rattles down the road, horse after horse gallops by, and the crowds cheer, ever louder with each one. Their mood is building. The Roman Catholics of Melbourne are thirsty for this.

			Finally, the centrepiece of this procession comes into view. A lone carriage with roof and sides of black-oiled leather, drawn by four sleek black horses. At the helm, a single dark-cloaked figure. Bells start to peal from the tip of St Francis’s rather squat tower.

			The cloaked figure is a youthful if portly man. He wears a top-coat and breeches of charcoal with linings of brilliant red. Though not a cardinal, he couldn’t resist the affectation of the red silk, added by his tailor, Corrado, in Perugia the year before. Anyway, even if they could see, who in this godforsaken town would know the significance of the colour, he thinks. His pudgy hands grip the reins and whip. He may have to use the whip again, he thinks. No time for these horses to tire, not at the crucial moment of entry.

			From the carriage, James Alipius Goold eyes the multitude as he passes them. A ginger-haired young man leaps from the crowd onto the carriage’s running board.

			‘Welcome to Melbourne, Your Grace!’

			‘And just who is this young gossin I see before me?’

			‘I shall be your chief server, sir.’

			Both speak with the same lilting brogue.

			‘Will you now? We will have to see about that, won’t we? That job comes with certain … responsibilities. Are you up to the task?’

			‘I won’t disappoint you, sir.’

			‘I’m sure you won’t. Now get along, will you? Not quite room enough for two up here, eh lad?’

			Henry O’Farrell leaps down and runs alongside the carriage as it makes its last slow turn into Lonsdale Street.

			There are women, in pockets of the crowd, dressed in their finest. They look up at him with a mixture of awe and delight. Any new man in this town piques the interest of the fairer sex, even if he’s a bishop. Goold takes careful note.

			His carriage is in sight of St Francis’s. There is general mayhem. The young town of Melbourne is trying to put on its best for him, but it can never get these things quite right. A wiry priest in a black cassock appears from the carriage.

			‘See, Your Grace. They worship you already. Melbourne may not have the vistas of Sydney, nor the antiquity of Rome. But what it lacks in age and natural beauty, it makes up for in fervour.’

			‘Indeed. It is not Dublin either, Fitzpatrick, is it? There’ll be no Trinity Library for us here! But I daresay there will be mitigating circumstances. We can tutor them, can we not? Look!’

			A cluster of young women catches his attention. They remind him for a moment of a few of the prettier parishioners he left behind in Campbelltown, and the pleasure he took in hearing their confessions. ‘A clean slate lies before me. On it can be writ … whatever I choose.’ He raises one hand and casts a casual benediction over the women.

			Two boys have rolled out a green carpet that does its best to cover the rather undulating clay footpath in front of St Francis’s. The coach has come to a stop. Standing there, in simple robes, is Patrick Bonaventure Geoghegan, a slim, short Irishman with dark hair and a twinkle in his eye. He is flanked by young seminarians in cassocks of black. He is amused by the hoopla, feeling only the slightest pang of regret. In truth, it is he who should be receiving this welcome. He was the first in line for the position of bishop. He has obeyed his calling, building a firm Christian foundation in this new, rather godless town. He embodies all the Christ-like virtues, is well-liked by everyone. But it was not to be. James Goold is a master of strategy. He petitioned for this. He spoke the right soft words in the right ears in Sydney and Rome. Today is Goold’s reward. Today, and the next forty years or so. He will be rewarded over and over again.

			Goold stands and, with some difficulty, steps down from his carriage. He prides himself on his skills as a horseman, but alighting is another story altogether for a man of his girth. I shouldn’t have had the extra helpings of treacle pudding Mrs O’Reilly offered me last night in Seymour, he thinks. With a quivering jolt, he lands on terra firma and kneels to kiss the ground. Not usually his style. But the people will surely appreciate such a symbolic act. It will reflect well on me, he thinks. He is right. A fresh cheer rises from the crowd.

			Waiting nearby, next to the church, are a choir of ten boys and their anxious choir-master.

			‘Now, boys.’

			‘Hallelujah. Hallelujah. And he shall reign for ever and ever …’

			The refrain sails above the crowd, letting everyone know the solemn and ecclesiastical reason for all this hoopla.

			The bishop stands for a moment, taking every detail in. Before him, there are lines of expectant faces on either side of the green carpet. Goold basks in this attention. He expands, feels more powerful, ready to take on anything in his new ministry.

			Halfway along the carpet, William O’Farrell also stands taking in every detail. This colony has been good to me, he thinks. From rate collector to auctioneer to land developer, and all in a bare seven years. Money is pouring in at last. He is proud of the two sons he brought out. They will live up to his legacy. And his seven daughters? With luck, they will marry well or take the veil. Either way, he will be rid of them. Their mother died soon after he brought her to the colony, but that sadness is forgotten now, especially on a day like today. Besides, he has a new woman in his life. She has none of the gentle virtues of Anastasia. But she makes up for it, a bit like Melbourne itself, in raw enthusiasm, and a dress that shows off every aspect of that raw enthusiasm. He paid serious coin for that dress. He catches her eye briefly. She stands with two friends on the other side of Lonsdale Street, a trio in various shades of chartreuse. She can’t be seen yet with William O’Farrell at church gatherings. Members of Melbourne society may be rich and worldly, but their tongues still wag and judge.

			The bishop makes his slow progress up the carpet, nodding at colonists on either side. When he reaches O’Farrell, Fitzpatrick introduces them.

			‘Your Grace, allow me to present one of Melbourne’s most esteemed citizens.’

			O’Farrell is in his late fifties. He has lost some of the blarney he once had, but still attempts to call it up on these occasions.

			‘Céad míle fáilte, Your Grace! A thousand welcomes to Melbourne.’

			Something intangible passes between the two Irishmen. A recognition.

			O’Farrell grabs the arm of a dark, square-jawed young man behind him and shoves him forward. This young man wears a sardonic expression. He is perpetually amused by the ways of the world.

			‘This is my son Peter. He’s been the most zealous of seminarians here, but now embarks on a career in the law. He is well-read, and canny. You will surely be needing the services of a clever solicitor before too long.’

			‘Caveat emptor, Your Grace,’ says Peter O’Farrell, smirking.

			‘And this … this … Where are you, my boy? This is my youngest son, Henry. Look at him. He’s one for the church, is he not?’ says William O’Farrell.

			‘Ah, yes. The countenance of an angel! We have already met, haven’t we, boy?’ Goold winks.

			‘Piacere, Padre,’ says the boy.

			‘Charming,’ says the bishop.

			‘Both of my sons are at your disposal, sir,’ says the father.

			‘I’m sure we’ll have a chance to speak further. Now, sir, a bishop must gather his flock.’ With another sly wink, he sweeps away and mounts a makeshift stage, draped in wattle branches and lyrebird feathers. As an afterthought, he turns and beckons the three O’Farrell males to the front of the crowd.

			The mayor of Melbourne has donned his ceremonial robes for this occasion, overwhelming others on the dais with the odour of mothballs.

			‘Your Grace, on this, the feast day of St Francis, patron saint of your new church, I bid you welcome to Melbourne. We are humbled by your presence here. I am not a religious man, but if you would permit me to say: Hosanna. Hosanna in the highest!’ The crowd cheers.

			‘Thank you, my Lord Mayor. Thank you all,’ booms the bishop. More cheers. He raises one bejewelled hand in the air and bids the crowd be silent.

			‘What can I say? It is I who am humbled. Humbled to be the first man ever to pilot his own coach all the way from Sydney to your fine young city. Humbled to arrive on St Francis’s Day. Like him, I am a simple man. I stand before you in my rather mean travel attire, to receive the morsels I can, of your welcome.’

			He gazes around, once again surveying this flock.

			‘I will do my best to live up to the pomp of your welcome, and the grandeur of your expectations. I promise to exceed even your loftiest ones.

			‘But there is much to do.’ They must know I mean business, he thinks. ‘There are churches to be erected. There is licentiousness to be fought. There are sins to be confessed – and, perhaps, to be absolved. Let us begin. God be with you. God be with me!’

			He steps down from the makeshift stage and sails, galleon-like, into St Francis’s. He can feel it. This town is already his.

		


		
			On the High Seas

			Aboard the Garland, en route from Sydney to Valparaiso and ports beyond, April 1851

			This is the life!

			Ten years have passed since our family came out, and I am voyaging again, this time in fine style. We are two weeks out of Sydney, headed across the Pacific. Bound for Chile first, then Europe. So much behind me, so much ahead. A grand ocean of possibility. I feel invincible, and lucky. Who wouldn’t? What fellow of seventeen is already a sub-deacon? My mentor created me so, just before we embarked.

			It was hot that day in Melbourne. The worst heatwave since settlement. But inside St Francis’s the air was cool, and vibrating with expectation. Arches of palm fronds were in place above the centre aisle, ready for Palm Sunday. A long procession of clergy passed under the fronds. Their cassocks clung to their legs in the heat. Mine more so, as I was naked underneath. The other seminarians and I like to rise to such dares. It makes the Latin liturgy pass a bit more … pleasurably.

			I glimpsed my family, and gave a furtive nod to Papa. He takes the front pew of St Francis’s now as his right. He has certainly given enough. He has been to many such ceremonies over the years, often with his children playing their parts. Sons and daughters, both. I came last in this procession, but then took a prime place in the sanctuary, opposite the bishop. He excels on such occasions. He loves the pomp. I knelt before him, in front of the rather florid Florentine altar. He pressed a golden chalice and paten into my hands, then a book of the Epistles, a cruet of water, a cruet of wine. Then he bade me stand. He slipped linen vestments over my head, lightly placed his right hand on my forehead, murmured a prayer, then made the sign of the cross.

			In response, I spoke the words of my oath. It was strange. I felt something come over me, or into me. In that moment, I realised the significance of the promise I was making. I was putting away boyhood. I was vowing from that time onward devotion to my bishop, my church, my God – and chastity. Now, there’s a challenge. I am a small step away from the priesthood, thanks to Bishop Goold.

			And here I am, off on an adventure with him.

			I can feel the sting of salt and sunburn on my skin. It gives me a glow that he likes. He calls me his familiar. That is someone in the church who renders special service to his superior. It is also, of course, a shapeshifting creature from the spirit world. Both meanings I like. My bishop says he wants to teach me all he knows, and he knows much. About politics first. He’s a patriot through and through. He is determined that no Irishman, no Roman Catholic, should feel a lesser man than an English-born colonist. He even refuses to toast to the health of the queen on occasion. There are passionate discussions every night at the bishop’s Palace, particularly after the mail steamers have come in. The other priests read out articles from the Nation and letters from kin. All the news from home of late is bad. Tempers rise, everyone drinks more. Then someone gestures too wildly. A glass goes flying. A blood-red claret stain on His Grace’s silver-green chaise. The night is over, and we all retire to our allotted beds.

			Then he tutors me in languages. His and my beloved Irish, first of all. A beautiful, lyrical language. A code that connects fellow Celts, and excludes others. Very useful at times.

			And Latin, of course. Essential for a lad making his way in the church. I love its logic and its cadences. I love what it does to my lips as I form the words. Like Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa, or the simple cry of affirmation, Etiam! (A remarkable nun once gave me a fine maxim for life: ‘Always say yes, Brother Henry. It does not bear thinking about, the times we have said no.’) Yes, Latin has been integral to my life – forever. It is linked in my memory with the wafting scent of incense, the swish of priests’ vestments, the searing blasts of the organ. And the intensity of those Bible stories I loved, told in gold leaf and marble all around me as I knelt. Jesus suffers on the cross for our redemption, a full, perfect and sufficient sacrifice for the sins of the whole world. I would happily make such a sacrifice. Or the story of Samuel, the boy given to the High Priest. He lived with him in the temple. The boy would wake in the middle of the night, and out of the darkness would come a voice calling, ‘Samuel, Samuel!’ I know precisely what that is like. Those nocturnal voices come to me too. Then there was the story of Archangel Michael, triumphing over Satan. Michael was our family’s special saint. He was powerful. When you were in trouble, you had only to call on him. Then, there were the Marys. One, Jesus’s mother, was like my mother, radiant, all-knowing, all-suffering. The other, Mary of Magdala, was painfully human. A strong-willed, flesh-and-blood woman. She got things done. No wonder my sister, no-nonsense Louisa, took her name when she professed.

			The common link to all of this? Family. My family immersed me in that mysterious world. Their love bathed me, made me feel safe from the first day. Even now, on the high seas, my father is protecting me. Who does everyone think is paying for this luxurious junket? It is William O’Farrell, Esquire, of Melbourne, of course. My bishop and the vicar-general are all too conscious of their debt to the O’Farrell family.

			But I must be careful. There are many roles I need to play. There is the Henry people see in the daylight: shining, fervent, eloquent. Everyone loves that Henry. He’s the boy who stood before an audience of colonists years ago and proudly spoke of his heritage. It was a St Patrick’s Day dinner. John Fawkner, the ‘Father of Melbourne’, was there. He said, ‘What’s your name, lad?’ Quick as a flash, I added our Great Liberator’s name to mine: ‘I am Henry Daniel O’Connell O’Farrell, sir!’ I said. He liked my pluck. I conjured up the beauty of the Emerald Isle, and the virtues of education. All with a few heartfelt words. Precisely as I’m doing for you now. But how old was I? Eleven? Twelve, perhaps? How could I have known things then? But I did. They wrote about it in the papers. The first time I spoke in public, and they wrote about it! Speaking with passion about a place I had barely been.

			My memories of our life in Dublin are hazy. More like a dream, really – a dream embellished by all the stories I heard growing up. I was still a boy when we arrived at Port Phillip, and settled in Melbourne. I have lived there since that day. But even now, I call myself an Irishman. I speak English with an Irish lilt. I love my country. It is there in my heart. I love it like my God. Pro Deo et patria. The two great loves of my life. Both have been drummed into me, certainly. There is not much done but by the influence of fear, but I was a willing drum to the stick wielded with skill by my father, doing everything I could to earn his approval. We all did.

			Then there is my third love. Ah, yes. The eternal three. Like the petals of the shamrock. Saint Patrick would approve, would he not? I love that third thing too. And that is a thing that can happen anywhere. In the dead of night. Or behind the locked door of a cabin. Even in the sacristy behind St Francis’s, where we change into our vestments. There is a frisson to it there. Half the time it is the thrill of just getting away with it. Something so profane in such a holy place. And what am I supposed to do? God gave me this cock, didn’t He? It’s really just a different form of worship. Venite adoremus. O come, let us adore Him! Or, This is my body which is given for you.

			All of it is God-given. My body is tall and lean and strong. The face, they say, is fair. I am used to the effect it has on almost everyone. It has been my fortune, and at times my downfall. For, behind that face, within this skull of mine: the brain, with all its complexities. So busy. So intricate. Bequeathed to me by the ancestors. With just a slight defect (or hallowed gift, depending on how you look at it).

			Sometimes I feel it coming, aware that there is something about to happen. I fight it. I fight it. It can happen when I say prayers in Latin. Why is that? Is it God speaking through me? Or judging me? I must find out one day.

			At other times, it is the voices. Suddenly they all come. It fairly stops me in my tracks. All kinds of voices. Many languages. I understand them all. So insistent. If I choose to engage with them, as is really only good manners, I must speak in their languages. Then people in this world judge me.

			Sometimes it comes out of the blue. It is like a carriage and six bearing down on me. They are the worst times. There is nothing I can do. By then it is too late. It is as though I am lifted up, controlled by another, devastating force, then thrown down. And then I wake, a strange ringing in my head, an odd metallic taste in my mouth, every muscle in my body aching. Time has passed. I don’t know how long. If I am lucky, I’m alone. If not, there is a crowd, standing over me. Sometimes they’re concerned. Sometimes they’re laughing. And sometimes … may we not be frank? Sometimes there is something, or someone, I do not wish to see before me. At those times, I feel a burning sense of shame.

			In the family, it was all part of things. They embraced my … flaws. They wrapped me in love. Mamma would say to my sisters, ‘We are blessed to have this one. He’s touched. We must protect him.’ After she died, everything changed. I was just nine. On the day of her funeral, my father came into my room at the house in Little Collins Street. ‘You’re on your own now, boy,’ was all he said. It was harsh, but it was the truth.

			After that, my father was busy, climbing that precious ladder of his. And wracked by guilt, I suppose. He thought constantly about our mother, and all he had put her through, spoke of her as ‘that wonderful woman’. Too late, really, I used to think. Why is it that people value their loved ones more after they are gone?

			My sister Agnes married the journalist Joseph Byrne and left the colony a few years after. She is having a wild ride of a life, all over the world, thanks to Joe. But they have the boys now, so she endures his behaviour towards her. Father found a husband for Veronica too. Who knows how that will work out. Kate was always the most supplicant of his daughters. She never married. She looks after all Father’s needs in his home. Cooking, cleaning, hosting his dinner parties. And enduring his moods. That is a full-time job, as we know. The others, then, were still in England. Or Dublin. Or France. Certainly a world away, and in no position to help me. So I was packed off to Mr Boyd’s school. The best education money could buy in the colony, everyone said. Then I was sent to board with the priests, behind St Francis’s. My father saw to it, somehow, that I was looked after. I was a favoured student. I was given all kinds of privileges. But my fits were not tolerated. One priest saw them as a sign of my moral weakness and punished me accordingly. He would beat them out of me with fervour. Again and again and again. Whack … whack … whack. With each slash of the strap, he was casting out the sin. Why then, I wonder, do I still feel such a sinner?

			I have a vision. Is it a dream? Is it memory? Whatever it is, it returns to my head from time to time. I am in a darkened room. Waiting. It is the gloaming between day and night. The room is small, a kind of cell. The floorboards at my feet are dark polished wood. I know each knot and whorl. I see faces in the timber that smile at me, faces that taunt me. The candle flame flickers. The door behind me quietly opens and softly closes again. A brief flash of light casts shadows on the wall in front of me. I know what is about to happen. I do as I am told. It is easier that way.

			Besides, after the pain comes the reward.

			***

			Now, on the high seas, all is well. They say it will take us another month to reach Chile. What a month that will be. Away from the dust and heat and stink of Melbourne. Just fresh sea air and entertaining company. There is my bishop. I like that word my. I certainly think of him as mine. I’ve lived with him for the past two years. An admirable arrangement. What can I say about him? He is many things to me. Teacher, provider, friend. And stern taskmaster, like my father. If you saw his face, you might not like it. Pudgy cheeks, cold eyes, mean mouth. He has advised me to look beyond the outward, to the treasures that lie within. Funny that! From him, I receive instruction. By day and by night. We are practically the only passengers on this ship. Well organised, Your Grace. The bishop of Melbourne, his vicar, and two sub-deacons, newly minted. And a slew of seamen.

			Here, as we sail, I put into practice so much of what I have learned. When I was at Mr Boyd’s, we had the best tutor in the colony. He was a retired ship’s captain. Wise, courtly and respectful. He treated us as equals. Each morning, he would enter the classroom and boom out, ‘Good morning, all. What’s the news?’ It was for all the world like a fine gentleman’s club. We learned everything there was to know about the sciences, the art of navigation, reading the heavens. Then it was off to St Francis’s, where Heaven took on many other forms. St Francis’s, with all its trials and challenges, has been my life for the last seven years.

			But now my home is this sleek, elegant barque. I look around. The decks and railings gleam in the sun. The sails snap and swell in the breeze. In every direction beyond us stretches the intense blue of sea and sky. I can walk the decks of this vessel whenever I want, can go wherever I choose. I have spiorad na saoirse: the spirit of freedom. Each morning, I strip down and a couple of the crewmen sluice me with water from a huge barrel. We scrub each other with soap, rinse off and lie in the sun to dry. In our nakedness together, there is reverence. And a sly regard. I hold my own in their company, I have to say. And a godly young man needs to be clean, does he not?

			All a bit of a contrast with the voyage out to Port Phillip, and life in steerage. Life? Hardly. More like one of the circles of Hell, straight from the pages of Dante. But our boatman cared little for our welfare. It was all about the bounty he would receive from the government on delivering us to Melbourne. No wonder everyone sang hymns constantly, and prayed for the grace of God to see them safely to the other side.

			‘Your Grace? More wine?’

			‘Yes, my boy, why not? Pour away.’

			Our evenings in the saloon are sublime. The conversation is rich and witty. The meals are sumptuous. Below in the hold, there are no poor steerage passengers, just cages of chickens, pens of pigs, even a cow for milking. We want for nothing. Then there is the wine. It is the finest, and it flows easily. I have had a taste for the odd drop of red since my first days as an acolyte. One of the perquisites of office, you might say. I got away with a slug or two before every communion service. No one ever guessed.

			The bishop is a different man out here. Here on the high seas, he doesn’t have quite the same reputation to keep up. There is none of the truckling that goes on in Melbourne. And there is time. We have plenty of time. Time to write. The bishop keeps a detailed diary and suggests I do the same.

			There is time on the ocean to read, so much to read. Trunks filled with books. Some days, just for the exercise, we spend the whole day reading and conversing in Latin. On other days, Greek. On others, French. They say I have a natural gift for languages. Of course I do. I have been hearing them in my head forever.

			Then we spend our evenings planning. The bishop and his vicar want to recruit young priests – Irish ones, preferably. The colony is crying out for them, they say. There is important work for us to do in London and Paris. And at the Vatican, of course. They have promised me an audience with the Pope. How lucky am I.

			But then, when our ecclesiastical work is done, the bishop and I will turn to more aesthetic pursuits. He wants to show me the famed masterworks of Europe. He has amassed funds enough (from generous colonists like Papa!) to buy whatever takes his fancy – paintings, drawings, sculptures, and gold and silver accoutrements for St Francis’s. This will be quite some Grand Tour.

			But above all else, there is a beautiful jewel, gleaming green, almost within my reach. Just as my mother once predicted, I am going home.

		


		
			Home

			After the Great Hunger, County Wexford, Ireland, July 1851

			What can I say? Where do I start?

			This is not what I was expecting. My Ireland! What has happened to our Emerald Isle?

			We arrived in England … what? Three or four weeks back? Wasted no time there. Plunged across the Irish Sea. After all the tales I had heard over the years of its wildness, it was for us an easy crossing. The coast came into view late in the afternoon. The sun was sinking, blood-coloured before us. It glinted through a brown haze clinging to the horizon. As we drew closer, we could smell it. It was smoke. The smoke of burning fields, burning houses, burning flesh. That smell will never leave my nostrils.

			In Wicklow, we hired carriages and criss-crossed the countryside. Oh God. Mile after mile of dry, dry earth. Burnt-out houses. And where, in Heaven’s name, were the people?

			They are gone, of course. To England and beyond. Or they are dead. The ones we do meet along the way are like spectres. Their eyes tell too much of what they have seen. Sometimes we ask them their stories. If we stop in a village for lunch, the food we are offered is miserable. But an innkeeper will still do his best. Despite the sadness that has been visited on them, these people are still welcoming, can still smile. But it is a strange, beautiful smile of grief. This place is awash with grief. You cannot escape it. It soaks into your clothes, your skin. Soaks into your soul.

			Often the stories are told without any bidding. A man will bring a bowl of gruel or a pannikin of tea for us, and begin quietly, ‘I don’t know why you want to come here. You look like fine gentlemen. Why do you want to come here? I am sorry I cannot serve you a finer meal. After my wife died … After my children died …’ Another will say, ‘Eight years ago, I lived with my wife, my brother and his wife, and all of our children. There were ten of us. Now there are two. My nephew and me. We stay here because this is our home. We owe it to our family.’

			Last night I found myself crying out, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken these people?’ But try as I might, I heard no reply.

			It feels like a year ago, an age ago, but it was probably only nine days past, that a dull-eyed woman brought ale for us from some hiding spot where she’d spirited it away, poured it reverently, then stood intoning the last years of her life like some strange, lifeless Gregorian chant. There was no emotion in her voice – there was too much in her story already. She recited: ‘In 1846, then in 1847, then in 1848 … In that time … In that time … In that time …’

			There followed stories of such sadness, such pain.

			And here are we, travelling with trunks jammed full of fine tailored shirts, breeches, boots. Quietly, when I can, usually as we leave a place, I gather a small bundle of clothes and press them into the hands of our hosts. Tears well in their eyes, and mine. They are grateful for anything. They have nothing. But there is something else in that ceremony for me, repeated wherever we travel. It is about connection. I am leaving something of myself behind. I am saying I will always think of them, wherever I am.

			The bishop is aware of the plight of our countrymen, but he does not feel their pain. He is strangely removed, sees everything the way a bookkeeper might. In numbers. He looks at a deserted field, a ruined farmhouse, and proclaims: ‘The Crown did this.’ I know that the Crown did it, but is this not a measure of our own humanity? How can he not respond to these people? I have to touch them – a meaningful handshake, a quiet embrace, held longer than would usually be expected, or just a look in the eyes. In those extra seconds, a transfer of love.

			Having been determined to get here as soon as possible, the bishop now can’t wait to get away. ‘Our work is done here, boy,’ he said to me just yesterday. ‘I need respite from this pestilence. Paris should do the trick.’

			I feel differently.

			At night I lie awake. Outside my window there is an eerie quiet. Finally, I sink into a fitful sleep of terrible dreaming. There, I am the woman whose baby has died suckling on her breast. The farmer who watched all of his family slowly starve, buried each of them over the last tragic years, and now sits slumped in his barren field, bereft. I am the desperately ill child who understands not why. Even in sleep, I feel grief that will never go away. My heart has broken.

			I wake, my eyes swollen from weeping. I catch sight of myself in a scrap of mirror propped on the shelf of a washroom. I am thinner now. My face is pale, my cheekbones more protuberant. My eyes are wide and staring. In just three weeks, my youth has gone. In a curious way, that pleases me.

			We set off again on our jaunt of death. More villages and fields, ruined and desolate, and hard, rutted roads that even our cart-horses find difficult to negotiate. There is no one to repair them. We visit churches, of course. Mean, bare places, but beautiful in their simplicity. No gold leaf, no sterling silver candlesticks here now. And the graveyards. Mounds of earth, some with wilting flowers, some with sweet dedications in the form of simple objects. A knitted baby’s bonnet, threadbare. Or a child’s spinning top, once treasured, now a relic of remembrance. As we left an inn this morning, the innkeeper’s daughter, a girl of perhaps twelve, pale and sad-faced, approached me and pressed a small posy of summer flowers into my hand. It was held together by a carefully folded piece of paper, gossamer thin. Later, as we travelled, I unfolded it. It was the endpaper of a prayer book. On it, in halting, careful script, she had written:

			O’Neils

			County Wexford

			July 1851

			Remember us

		


		
			Nativity

			Tooram Run, in the new Colony of Victoria, 10 January 1854

			Caroline Allan is completing her regular ritual. Over breakfast she has pored over the mail that arrived this week. There are letters from her father, from her sisters, from her brother Henry. Letters from across the world. She commits the news they brought to heart, then drops each letter onto the few still-smouldering coals in the kitchen hearth. There, they turn from a feather-light blue, to a mottled red, to a silvery black. A sudden draught catches them, and fragments of ash swirl up the chimney and are gone.

			It is still early, but already the day is bakingly hot. She looks out of the window. Dust spirals and gusts around the homestead. The wooden shingles rattle, the window frames shake, but the house holds firm. This house was built by her husband, John McMahon Allan, to weather all the elements, and thus far, it has. In 1839, he and two of his brothers were amongst the first white men in the district. They had driven their herds all the way from the Darling Downs. That area had been ravaged by drought, and the local tribes fought them off ferociously. The brothers had to leave, to survive. They walked for months and finally came to the mouth of the Hopkins River, on the rugged southern tip of the continent, where there were vast forests, and views to the wild, limitless ocean. They decided that this beautiful spot was the place they would settle. From that moment, if the Allans built something, it would be built to last.

			The early years weren’t easy. The local tribe were no more keen than their kinsmen on the Darling Downs to surrender their country. They had lived on it for generations. It was land worth fighting for. But the Allans, like the other white settlers, were determined to stay.

			When they had first arrived, they built cattle yards in the sand dunes. Soon after, the oldest of them, Henry, died. His brothers buried him in an island plot overlooking the Hopkins. Then William built the homestead of Allandale and John built the house he named Tooram – ‘good fishing place’, in the language of the district’s original inhabitants. Guided by those inhabitants, they blazed a track all the way to Cape Otway and explored the bush for miles around. The Allans were Overlanders, after all. John and his brother fattened their cattle and swam them out from the beach to schooners which would take them to be sold in Van Diemen’s Land.

			In 1843, John found himself a wife in Melbourne. Caroline O’Farrell, not long arrived from her convent school in England, was just 18. She was petite, poised and glowing with health. Like the finest filly you might snap up at the annual sales. But it was the spirit he saw in those violet eyes that sealed the deal for him.

			He was delighted that she was willing to leave Melbourne for him. She for her part was glad to escape. For all its young allure, Melbourne was not a place she wanted to stay. For reasons she would never admit to another soul, it terrified her.

			When Caroline looks out through the yellow glare, she can barely see the hollyhocks and fruit trees she has tended with such care, year after year. Let alone the shed beyond, where her husband is now, seeing to the bullocks. The washing line has almost blown down, dragging the sheets she has washed into the dirt. ‘Blast and damnation!’ she mutters under her breath. She rapidly crosses herself, then realises that there’s no one for miles around to hear her. Certainly no nuns, anyway.

			She dashes outside. She is a slim, tiny figure taking on all that nature can throw at her, a determined dot in a vast, whirling landscape. She shields her face from the wind and grit, gathers up the sheets, drags them back to the wash house and dumps them into the copper. ‘You can wait another week,’ she tells them, then laughs.

			She has to laugh. Where would she and John be without laughter, here in the bush? Laughter, and an enduring, almost unspoken bond of friendship. Another reason to be grateful. Gratitude was part and parcel of her character and her faith, and something she would pass on to her children. We are so lucky really, she thinks.

			John and Caroline are proud of their children. There is Maria Kate, born within a year of their marriage in 1845. So gentle, fragile, not quite of this world. Like her grandmother, like the Madonna. The first of the new generation of the O’Farrell clan. Then Agnes. Short, fiery Agnes of the long red hair and definite opinions. She refuses to allow her hair ever to be cut. She loves that hair, as she loves all creatures. She refuses to eat anything that has a soul. Then there is Francis. His own person, to be sure. Named for the patron saint of her family’s church in Melbourne, the saint who delighted in the bliss of the natural world. Everything connects, doesn’t it? It is like an intricate code. All the children are named for a beloved saint, or a beloved family member. Caroline herself is known as Brigid within the family, after Ireland’s patron saint.

			Characteristics are passed down, talents are encouraged. Always, a love for music, arts, words. Or, in little Frank’s case, the pure joy of the physical: throwing a ball, racing through the sand dunes, leaping onto a pony. He is fearless. Already, she can see her brothers in him.

			They have all inherited the O’Farrell Irish temper too. ‘Guard against the O’Farrell ire’ is a warning whispered amongst members of the Allan family. Thank goodness for her husband’s quiet, even Scottish stoicism. But that temper got us where we are, didn’t it, she thinks. Father’s energy, his sheer determination to forge a life for his family, was always fuelled by that temper, that fiery furnace.

			Now, however, she must be calm. She is about to set off on an important journey with her husband, all the way to Melbourne. On family business. They will all be there, to enact a strange kind of nativity scene at her father’s rambling mansion, Maritimo. Papa will play God, but who will be required to play Joseph and Mary, she wonders, though she already knows it in her heart.

			Inside again, she goes to her study to close a window, as another wind gust threatens to shake the house off its foundations. There, on the polished mahogany of her desk, nestling amongst a cluster of glass paperweights, is a small daguerreotype of her mother, framed in copper. Maria Anastasia had posed for it in a Liverpool studio, just weeks before they sailed for Port Phillip. She didn’t even know then that they would be making that voyage. No one did. Poor Mamma. This tiny portrait was Caroline’s secret treasured possession at Caverswall Convent. It is even more precious to her now. She looks into its dark image. From the shadowy glass, Anastasia’s warmth shines out. What a miracle this is, thinks Caroline. Mamma is with me, still.

			William O’Farrell provides for them, certainly. His money has set them all up in style. But money comes and goes – like his luck. No, it is Anastasia O’Farrell’s grace, wisdom, spirit, that will echo down the years. Caroline knows that long after she has gone from this earth, those qualities will survive, in every child that follows. Even this new one.

			A quiet knock sounds at the door.

			‘Mrs Caroline! You ready? It’s going to be a scorcher today. Mr John says it’s best to get going. He’ll bring the dray around.’ Wilmot Abraham stands in the shade of the verandah. He wears a white cotton shirt, checked tweed trousers and leather boots, all of them immaculate. A partly smoked pipe juts from his mouth. He removes his characteristic bowler hat with a flourish. He is still very young, but his eyes are wise and sad. They have seen terrible things. When the white people came, the Girai Wurrung lost their traditional hunting grounds. They have lost much more than that, over the past thirty years. But some, like Wilmot, will survive. Some people will always survive, Caroline thinks.

			‘Thank you so much, Wilmot. You are a dear. The trunk is ready. The children have been fed. I’ve left plenty of beef in the safe out under the peppercorn. And you can pick any fruit and vegetables you need. My sister-in-law will be back this afternoon, but the children are happier with you in any case.’

			‘I know, Mrs Caroline. I’ll take Franky out hunting with the other young fellas, eh? He’s good. He’s only little, but already he’s got good legs, good eyes. He’ll never go hungry, my boy Franky! And my missus will look after the other little ones.’

			Wilmot’s wife, Diana, appears behind him. She is barefoot, but wears a full skirt like the one Caroline wears, and a bustle of scarlet linen. Her dark hair is pulled into a bun, under a stylish yellow bonnet. She has been Caroline’s housekeeper since her arrival from Melbourne. Caroline calls her Diana the Huntress. She also calls her ‘my friend’ and dares other white people in the district to question it.

			‘It’s the right time, Mrs Caroline. It’s hot, but the dust is good. This wind here clears everything out. You’ll have a safe journey, eh?’

			‘Thank you, Diana. I’ve told everyone I refuse to have this one in Port Fairy, like the others.’ She winks at her. ‘I’ve told the children we have to go to Melbourne. And when we come back, we will bring a lovely surprise for them. For all of us.’

			‘Yes. This little one will be a special one. She already is. I can feel it, you know?’

			A dray drawn by four bullocks appears out of the dust, makes a wide half-circle in front of the house and slows to a halt. Caroline ducks back inside and reappears with a wide-brimmed straw hat. Her Irish skin will never get used to this relentless southern sun, she thinks.

			‘Mrs Allan? Mrs Allan?’ her husband calls. ‘The Tooram to Melbourne coach is ready for departure. All aboard.’ He doffs his hat, jumps down from the dray, shoulders the well-worn green trunk Wilmot offers him with both arms, hoists it on board and turns back to Caroline. All this is done in one elegant movement, with a fluidity that belies his approaching middle age. Around Caroline, he is always youthful.

			‘Children! Children!’ she says. ‘We are off. Now you help Wilmot and Diana, won’t you? You are all responsible for Tooram while we are away. Do you think you can manage for the week?’

			The two girls rush to their mother, who hugs them. Then she eases them over to Diana, who holds an outstretched hand to each. Little Frank, the youngest, is happy, self-contained. He has found a stick and is drawing concentric circles in the dust. His father calls him. Frank looks up, then stands, bends his left arm back and fires the stick like a javelin, high into the air, and laughs.

			Wilmot watches with pride. ‘See young Franky? He’s learning already. He’s a good boy!’ Frank stands to attention before his father and, with great ceremony, shakes his hand. Then he breaks into laughter again and runs to Wilmot, who scoops him up onto his shoulders.

			John Allan shakes Wilmot Abraham’s hand, nods to Diana and the girls, then turns and offers Caroline a gentlemanly leg-up. She hitches her skirt up, showing a finely turned, red-stockinged ankle and calf. He notices, and blushes.

			‘Oh, you are too precious, John,’ she says. ‘Nice to know I can still beguile you, if I wish.’

			‘Are you ready, my dear?’ he says.

			‘No, John … Are you ready? For this? It’s not too late to change your mind. It is a big thing you have agreed to.’

			He looks puzzled for a moment. ‘We love each other, don’t we?’ Then, smiling, he points to their children: ‘We love them, don’t we? Each one of them. This tot will be no different. Now let’s get to Melbourne, Mrs Allan.’

			They settle themselves side by side on the dray. Close together and comfortable. John shakes the reins, and they move off. As a last-minute thought, he reaches into his coat pocket, pulls out a handful of foil-wrapped caramels, turns to the children and throws them. They arc glittering through the air, and land at their feet in the dust. Maria Kate, Agnes and Frank gather them up with delight.

			Wilmot and Diana shepherd the children down the track as far as the old gum tree. From high in its branches, a white cockatoo swoops down, makes a tight circle of flight around the group, then, with a soft squawk, glides off after the departing dray. ‘He’ll look after them, Franky,’ says Wilmot. They stand, waving, until the dray is out of sight, then turn and wander back towards the house.

		


		
			In My Cell

			Holding cell, A Wing, Darlinghurst Gaol, 12 March 1868, 11 p.m.

			All shall be well

			And all shall be well

			And all manner of thing shall be well.

			Such beautiful words, are they not? Wise, calming words. I was taught them by my mother. I probably heard them whispered before I knew, even, their meaning. She probably heard them from her mother, at an age before she began to know. A transfer of love, from one heart to another.

			When all is falling apart around you, you can just repeat those words, and know that things will get better. Or know that even if they do not, you will somehow … get through. Because all the important things of life, all the things necessary for survival, really, lie within. In your mind, your heart, your soul. No one can ever take those away.

			The words were written by Julian of Norwich, in fourteenth century England. She (yes, she) lived a contemplative life in the silence of her cell. So there’s some inspiration for me, in my present predicament. You see, I am back in a cell. Not any of the cells I have occupied in churches and monasteries and seminaries throughout my life, but in this final one.

			It is the 12th of March. Almost midnight. If you could see my face, you would get a shock. Usually it is pleasing to look upon, as you know. Not tonight, though. Tonight, it is bruised and swollen. I can scarcely see out of one eye, and it pains me even to move. I believe one of my ribs is broken. But I will not complain. I will not show anyone my pain. That will be my challenge. If I can manage that, all shall be well.

			Today, several significant things happened. First, a young man I barely knew made an oath that he would stand with me to the end. He said it in jest, but it gave me courage. Then a single bullet I unleashed from my pistol pierced the flesh of a prince of the realm. Royal blood was spilt on the sands of Clontarf, just as it had been before. Something was avenged, something was healed perhaps. Finally, a policeman, whose job it was to deliver me to incarceration, took out his handkerchief and gently wiped the blood from my face. A gesture of simple humanity that heartened me. Oh, and one last thing. Just as I was about to retire for the night, I heard someone approaching. I stood up, with some difficulty I have to say, but I managed it. There was a jingle-jangling of gaoler’s keys, and who should walk in? Only the most powerful man in the colony. He was surprisingly cordial, given what I had done earlier in the day.

			So, these are the last hours of the day of … what? The defining act of my life? Possibly. Certainly the act that, in future years, will be the one people talk about. Will they remember me as a hero, I wonder? Or some common ruffian?

			Well, only time will tell. But as I look into the darkness, at the simplicity of my surroundings, I can’t help thinking there is something beautiful about them, and appropriate. They are appropriate for what will probably be my last weeks on earth. Everything is pared back. Four walls, a basin, a hammock, some books. In my last weeks on earth, this bare cell will allow me to ponder and meditate. On my life so far, on my sins, on my fate.

			All shall be well

			And all shall be well

			And all manner of thing shall be well.

			Julian of Norwich penned those words after coming near to death, and having visions she believed were sent by God. She had lived through two plagues! Had seen many she loved die. But her words live on, and give us strength, hundreds of years after her demise. Words are powerful.

			Strangely, it is not even clear that Julian was her name. For, when a woman takes the veil, she must give up her identity. She is not even meant to write her name, anywhere. She has married Christ, and that is supposed to be enough. Perhaps it is for some.

			Three of my sisters became nuns. All of them are extraordinary women. They are achieving much, in three different parts of the world, in three different callings. So, wherever you are, whatever the circumstances of your life, you have the opportunity to change things. Even from the confines of a tiny cell.

			I haven’t told you much about Georgina, but perhaps now is a good moment.

			She entered Caverswall Castle at a young age. It was 1833, and we had just arrived in England. She needed the safety of that place, the care the women lavished on her. The love, really. So, according to the stories told, she begged them for the opportunity to take the veil. This she did in 1840, just about a week or two, as it turned out, before we sailed for Australia. We were all there for the ceremony. It was magical. She was dressed in a silvery tunic. She threw herself down before the altar, and then … she was gone. The community said that she made a wonderful nun, because she entered at an age when she didn’t know the temptations of the outside world. That she was never tainted. I think she knew about those temptations too well. As we all did. Father saw to that. He showed us the heights and the depths. Much like the devil did to Christ, when he tried to tempt him. He took him up to the pinnacle, and set before him all that he could have, if he succumbed. Interesting, is it not? Each of us, in this life, goes through an experience like that. Amongst all the experiences of life, there is, at some moment, a test.

			I have certainly been tested, again and again and again. I wonder if I have passed yet? Did I do the right thing this time around? Did I make the right choice? And if I did, will anyone but my Creator ever know?

			I must rest now. More of this on the morrow. Doubtless, I will have more visitors. To question me. To find out for themselves, what led me to this deed. To make some sense of it all. And, no doubt, to exact their pound of flesh.

			Wait, a last thought just occurred to me. I started this day a complete unknown to the world. At day’s end, I am possibly its most hated man. Now there’s a journey.

		


		
			The Other Henry

			The Colonial Secretary’s Office, Bridge Street, Sydney, 12 March 1868, afternoon

			The colonial secretary is at his desk. It is his favourite place on earth. It is massive, and it was built to last. It is stacked with papers, curios and the books he loves. It has stood by him, sup­ported him, through many upheavals, in a lifetime full of them.

			At this desk, he crafted late-night editorials, when he was editor and proprietor of the Empire. He poured his heart and soul into those editorials, as he did into the newspaper. Poured his own funds in, and other people’s too, only to see it all collapse, and leave him bankrupt. But somehow, he survived.

			He tried his hand at running a business, H Parkes & Co., sending off orders for all kinds of luxury goods, and writing the cheques necessary to ship them from England. He had a vision of a large emporium where it was possible for the people of Sydney to buy anything they could imagine. But supply and demand never quite matched up, and he lost everything again. But somehow, he survived.

			At this desk, now that he is colonial secretary, he dashes off memos, in a scrawl both extravagant and illegible, to all branches of government. He is responsible for the police, for the gaols, for education, for hospitals, for insane asylums and for the day-to-day running of the colony. His colony.

			To government, he has brought the drive of the newspaper man and the largesse of the merchant. If he wants someone of quality in a position, he splashes out the funds, and hires them. He fires them as easily, if they do not perform. All with a few strokes of his pen.

			At this desk, he has drafted important legislation, as he is doing now. He reports to the Colonial Office in London, over significant matters of state. He also writes letters of unashamed admiration to great thinkers and writers all over the world. Men like Robert Browning, Charles Dickens, Victor Hugo, Lord Tennyson. They are the men he most esteems. Often, sitting at this desk, Henry Parkes ponders the power of thought and word. Sitting here, he is able to think. Once formed, those thoughts turn into words. Then he sends them out, in official documents and in letters. Even in his poetry. After that, they have a life of their own. They will work their special magic on the world. Perhaps long after he has gone from this earth.

			He is happy to stay here all night if necessary. He often does that. If a job must be done, you have to keep at it, for as long as it takes. This has been his creed since childhood. His father, Thomas Parkes, laboured as a gardener after they were thrown off the family’s plot in the Midlands. Then he tried to make a go of his own farm, borrowed heavily, lost everything and was carted off to debtors’ prison. So it was that young Henry had to leave school at the age of eleven to work to provide for his destitute mother and sisters. He always admits that his schooling was woefully inadequate. Any wisdom he gained was from life itself, and from the books of poetry he devoured. ‘Byron and Shelley were my teachers,’ he will say later.

			Despite his challenges, he has never become bitter. Just sometimes, in the company of men of better education, he feels a gnawing at his inner self. A sudden sharp reminder of his shortcomings. Perhaps that is why he has let his silver hair grow into a mane, his beard flow down to his chest, and that chest puff up, on occasion. He takes on the bearing of a lion. He purrs, he roars. And that gets him through.

			He has told his staff he doesn’t wish to be disturbed, and they know to obey that command. No one will come through that door without his say-so. When he gets through the last of his paperwork, he will don his favourite old coat and top hat, saunter up to Macquarie Street and look in on parliament. Then he might visit the new matron of the Sydney Infirmary next door. Lucy Osburn and her nurses arrived from England just last week. The hospital had been in a dreadful state. The male nurses were thuggish, the female ones slovenly. Neither had any medical knowledge, nor sense of caring. The hapless patients were locked in all night and had to fend for themselves. Even basic hygiene was ignored. A stay there was a death sentence. Parkes knew this had to change, so he had decided to go to the top. He wrote to the woman whose success at treating wounded soldiers in the Crimean War had made her world famous: Florence Nightingale. A well-crafted letter of genuine regard for her methods, along with the offer of generous financial reward, had done the trick. In no time at all, Nightingale had dispatched her best matron and five skilled nursing sisters. Sydney now has the most up-to-date nursing team on earth. And this despite the resistance of the male medical fraternity. Which makes it all the more satisfying to Parkes. Just wait, he thinks, till those doctors find out how much I am paying Matron Osburn. She will have the highest salary of anyone in the colony. He chuckles. Parkes is a man of authority, but he delights in tweaking authority’s nose from time to time.

			He hears the single toll of a bell from a clock tower nearby. It must be half past four. On top of the muddle of papers before him sits an invitation, engraved in gold. A small dinner with the Duke of Edinburgh and his suite tonight. Parkes will have a rest at his club beforehand, so he’s in fine form for the evening. Many would tire of this hobnobbing, he thinks. But not I. This royal visit has been something of a personal victory. He remembers the first day, when he and Mrs Parkes rode all the way around the city, from the Quay to Government House, in an open carriage, rolling along behind Alfred’s own. They had basked in the cheers raining down on royalty. But why not? He had approved every detail of the lavish celebrations himself, and the government funds to finance them.

			What a day. It had been one of the glorious highlights of a life. Their life together: his and Clarinda’s. He ran the colony. She ran the home and family. They both did their jobs supremely well. Neither impinged on the other, and their love had endured it all.

			In a letter to his wife, he wrote of his pride, walking in to dinner at Government House, in that first week of the Visit. Clarinda was on Earl Belmore’s arm, Lady Belmore on the prince’s. Then, walking immediately behind the prince, near enough to smell his elusive eau de Cologne: Mr Henry Parkes. Who, back in the grimy streets of Birmingham in the 1820s, would ever have believed that could happen? That is the miracle of colonial life, he thinks. A simple, gawky lad whose first job was hefting greasy bundles of jute in a rope gallery to weave the rigging for ships. Whose next job saw him slaving from dawn till dusk, shovelling bricks in the clay pit of a kiln. Who had sailed with his pregnant young wife, in the squalor of steerage, to the Colony of New South Wales, in the hope of finding a better life. Well, that life was finally here, and it didn’t come much better than this. Here he is, in his fifties, in charge of that colony, and squiring landed gentry as if it were his birthright. Carousing, late into the night, with the engaging young son of Queen Victoria, no less. A miracle indeed. In his fob pocket still is the first sixpenny bit he was ever paid in Sydney Town. He stands up from his desk now, takes it out, and gives it a little toss in the air for luck. It catches the afternoon sun streaming through his window and glints silver-gold for a second. He pockets it again, and smiles a quiet smile of pride.

			As he stands at his desk, Henry Parkes looks out over Bridge Street. In that moment, down below, something is happening. Up towards Macquarie Street, the usually bustling afternoon traffic is grinding to a halt. Hansom cabs are stopping in their tracks, in the middle of the road. He can see the drivers yelling to each other, and to pedestrians on the footpaths, but he cannot hear what they are yelling.

			From his vantage point, he sees a wave spreading down the hill. Wherever this wave goes, everything stops. How curious, he thinks. There is a change in the air, like a sudden drop in pressure. He has always been able to read the lay of the land, the portents of nature, but this is different. This is a mood, and he finds it deeply unsettling. He sits down again. Here he feels more in control. He grips the carved oak desktop with its leather inlay. Gives it a shake. It is so solid, it doesn’t budge. That is satisfying to him.

			There is a flurry of activity in the anteroom outside, then a soft knock on the door, which opens.

			‘Sir? I’m sorry …’ says his under-secretary.

			‘I thought I told you I wasn’t to be disturbed,’ Parkes says. He is ready to release the lion at such impertinence.

			‘Yes, sir. But something has happened. I … we … we didn’t know if we should tell you ourselves.’ His secretary’s face is pale. Beyond him, out in the corridor, there are rapid footsteps, and someone cries, ‘No!’

			‘Tell me what?’ Parkes says. ‘What is going on?’

			‘You have a visitor, sir. The premier is here.’

			‘The premier? But parliament is sitting today. Why –?’

			The premier, James Martin, pushes past the secretary. His rotund form is quivering. He is out of breath, ruddy of face, clearly distraught. Parkes has never seen him like this.

			‘Mr Parkes, sir, I come bearing bad news.’

			Parkes stands. ‘What is it, Premier? What has happened?’

			‘The unthinkable, sir! Word has just reached us from Clontarf …’ The premier falters, not knowing how to continue.

			‘Clontarf? Well, go on, sir. What the devil is it?’ Parkes can feel something terrible coming. He is aware of this moment. Something is coming that will change things. He feels it in every cell of his body. And something has happened to his hearing, too. All he can hear is his own voice, the premier’s, and the rapid beating of his heart. It is almost deafening.

			‘It’s the prince, sir. Prince Alfred has been shot.’

			Henry Parkes presses his hands to his head. He feels himself swaying.

			‘No, no, no, no, NO. This cannot be. How can this be? Are you sure? Are you absolutely sure of this?’

			‘There is no doubting it, sir,’ says Martin.

			Parkes feels a wave of nausea. He wants to be violently ill. His huge hands grip the edge of the desktop tightly. Pull yourself together man, he thinks. ‘Is he … Is he …?”

			‘He’s alive, sir, and still conscious. But he’s lost a lot of blood and is in great pain.’

			He looks out to Bridge Street again. It is a scene of pandemonium. Pedestrians are running in all directions. A riderless horse bolts up the street. A woman down below drops to the ground in a faint, her huge skirt ballooning out and swallowing her up. All of this in complete silence.

			Parkes turns back to Premier Martin. He must gather himself. He is the colonial secretary, after all. ‘Now, sir, tell me all you know.’

			‘At first we thought it must be a hoax. Perhaps a story put out by the Fenians. Then confirmation came via messenger, just half an hour ago. Parliament is in an uproar. No one knows what to do. We have suspended standing orders and adjourned till tomorrow at three. I came down here to tell you the news myself. I wanted you to hear it from my lips. Otherwise, who would believe it?’

			‘Where is the prince now?’ Parkes asks.

			‘He is being conveyed back to town on a steamer.’

			‘Oh, Lord, Lord, Lord,’ says Parkes. ‘Everything was going so well. The visit was running like clockwork. How could this happen to him? And to us? In our colony? And what of the villain, sir? Who in Heaven’s name is responsible for this terrible deed?’

			‘He must be a miserable wretch. Or a madman. He dashed out of the crowd waving two pistols. Put a bullet in the prince’s back. Point blank. Just like that. Then he started yelling vile obscenities. Thank God someone grabbed him. Stopped him from getting another shot in. The men were very brave. They almost lynched him there and then.’

			‘And what of his motive, sir? Do we know why he did this?’

			‘Who knows what the fiend’s intentions were?’

			‘Where is he now?’ asks Parkes.

			‘He is on a separate vessel, under police guard, steaming towards Circular Quay.’

			‘Then there’s no time to lose.’ Henry Parkes sits down at his desk, opens up a large notebook, takes up a pen. He is in control again. ‘We must act,’ he says. He is speaking to the premier, but he is also speaking to himself now. As he speaks, he writes. Large, determined headings appear on the page. With each heading, he drums his fingers on the desk.

			‘I need a complete report. I need to secure the prince’s safety at all costs. I need to see that he has the best treatment. I need that swine under lock and key at Darlinghurst. I need a full investigation. And … I need a trial. Where were the police in all this? Why wasn’t the prince being guarded? Have we heard from McLerie? Was he there? Why hasn’t he reported it? What has he got to say?’

			‘No one seems able to find him,’ says the premier.

			Henry Parkes bangs a silver bell on his desktop, three times. ‘Mr Halloran!’

			His under-secretary stumbles back in.

			‘Where is Inspector-General McLerie?’

			‘The inspector-general is home sick today, sir.’

			‘What? WHAT? The day an assassin attacks a member of the royal family, McLerie’s at home in bed with a sniffle? Lord have mercy on us. I’ll just have to run the damned investigation myself.’

			He scrawls some more instructions, then thinks.

			‘Contact Detective Wager, Mr Halloran. He is excellent, and straight. Tell him I want him to assist me. In utmost secrecy.’

			More scrawl on paper: ‘Tell him to choose three of his finest. And to make sure they’re native born. We’ve got too many Irishmen in the force as it is. If this scoundrel is an Irishman, I don’t want any of his people involved in what we do. Tell Wager to meet me at the gaol with his men, in an hour.

			‘Now, the prince. Where is he being taken, Premier?’

			‘I suppose he will be taken to the infirmary.’

			‘No, no, no. That will never do. That place is still a hellhole. The stink, the rats! The Duke of Edinburgh lying on a dirty barouche in one of those filthy wards? Not if I have anything to do with it. Halloran, have someone on the dock awaiting the prince’s arrival. Go yourself if need be. He is not to be taken to the infirmary. He is to be taken to Government House. Send word to G. H. to expect him, and to prepare an area for treatment. And get word to Matron Osburn. Thank God for Nightingale’s nurses, eh, Premier? She is to proceed at once to Government House, with her team. They must be ready … for anything.

			‘Premier, walk with me. Parliament must be kept informed. There must be a public announcement. The press will be baying at our heels. We must move with haste, and with precision.’

			The door to the anteroom opens, seemingly of its own accord. In that second, sound returns. Parkes hears the mayhem of the street outside, and the consternation of all inside, come back in a single violent rush. It confounds him. As the men walk through the door, everyone in the outer office freezes at their posts. In the hallway, anyone in their path stops, falls silent, lowers their gaze. The premier and the colonial secretary cut a swift path through the mass of people, who part as they approach. On the stairs to the floor below, people press themselves against the wall. An office boy leaps over the bannister rather than block them. Parkes and Martin are oblivious.

			The men step out onto the street. Six officers of the New South Wales Regiment salute, then form a cordon around them. Everyone seems to know the part they are to play in this convoy as they move off up Bridge Street. Then Martin has a thought. ‘Mr Parkes, much depends on what we do in the coming days. What we do, and how we do it.’

			Parkes has had the same thought. ‘Indeed, Premier. The world will be watching.’

			Premier Martin looks up, then points out something to Parkes. There above them, over the windows of the Colonial Secretary’s Office, is a massive transparency of a scene almost biblical in its message. A flock of angels hovers in the sky, as a single angel delivers the newly born Alfred to Queen Victoria.

			‘Yes,’ Martin agrees. ‘The whole world will be watching. Not least that fine young prince’s mother.’

			Henry Parkes feels that wave of nausea again.

			‘Premier, we have our work cut out for us. You and I have had our differences in the past, but in this matter, we must be as one. For what will the queen think of us, if we lose him?’

			The rotund figure and the tall rangy one set off, surrounded by officers in grey, and a crowd whose mood is turning from disbelief to rage.

		


		
			After the Deed, and Before

			On Sydney Harbour, 12 March 1868

			The afternoon sun is dropping behind the distant Blue Mountains. Columns of gold are stretching across the plain beyond the city, and entering it, as the curious band of soldiers and statesmen makes its way towards Macquarie Street. Just a hundred yards to the north of them, the same gold is coating the waters of the harbour. In the south-east, the sky is almost black. A southerly buster is on its way.

			There are boats of every description fanning out across the water, taking passengers from Clontarf back to wharves all around Sydney. There is a sombre air to everything, and everyone. Some are proud of what they have done this day. Others are ashamed. And some are just too drunk to care, either way. Most just want to get home, and forget all they have seen.

			On the roof of the steam yacht Morpeth, a young man, pale-skinned and wide-eyed, is lying on a makeshift stretcher. He has a clipped beard, and an improvised bandage torn from a white damask table-cloth, tied tightly around his chest and stomach. Dark welts of blood show through the fabric. With him are three grave-faced young men and a trio of sailors in the uniform of the Royal Navy. They kneel around him, silent, watching him intently. He stirs slightly, and mumbles something.

			‘What is it, sir?’ says one.

			‘Where am I? I can’t breathe, I can’t breathe.’

			‘You are in good hands, sir. We are with you.’

			‘But there is so much to do. I have so much more I want to do.’

			‘Yes, sir, of course. But you must rest.’

			He looks around him. Recognises some of them now. A sense of calm comes over him.

			Then, quietly, through gritted teeth, ‘I am not going to die. Not today at any rate. And not on this vessel. I am not ready to die, so I will not.’

			The men look to one another, desperate, then peer ahead to the silhouette of Sydney, still distant. They will the boat forward, will it to steam faster. They hope for some kind of miracle. Please God, they think. Not on our watch. Let Prince Alfred not die, here, on our watch.

			***

			Nine miles ahead of them, another steamer, the Paterson, cuts through the swell.

			In the cabin, propped up against the bulkhead, half-lying, half-sitting, is another man. His face is also pale, but swollen. One eye is just a bloodied slit. The other opens now, in a dark hollow of wounded flesh. There are bruises and cuts all over his body. He is almost naked, apart from the tattered remnants of a pair of trousers, and a policeman’s jacket that has been draped over his shoulders. Each time he attempts to move, he feels intense pain. He is almost delirious with it. Several policemen in pith helmets huddle around him. The closest of them is minus his jacket.

			The man mumbles something.

			‘What is it?’ asks the policeman.

			‘What is your name, sir?’

			‘Rawlinson, sir.’

			‘A pleasure. Henry J. O’Farrell,’ he whispers.

			‘Henry, you say? It is a fine name. Or so my father thought, when he chose it for me.’ Rawlinson smiles.

			They shake hands formally … and comically, given that they are handcuffed to one another. 

			‘Thank you for looking after me back there, sergeant.’

			‘I was only doing my job. That lot would have torn you apart.’

			‘They only gave me what I deserved. I’d have done the same thing in their shoes. I expected death.’

			A shudder goes through him. Then, with a great effort of mind and muscle, O’Farrell forms the words he needs to say, slowly and carefully.

			‘Sergeant Rawlinson … I do not care for death.’

			‘You mean you are afraid of it? We all are.’

			‘No. Quite the contrary. I am ready to die.’

			He shifts position slightly and winces.

			‘I have now done what I signed up to do for my country. But I have made a thorough mess of it. And all for … for what? But I cannot help it now. The deed is done.’

			Henry O’Farrell looks through a sliding door to the deck outside, and the view beyond. The last of the sun’s rays is burnishing the roofs of the houses atop Miller’s Point as the boat approaches Circular Quay.

			A final oblong of sunlight hits him now, showing a face battered nearly to the bone. There is congealing blood, and the unmistakable gleam of tears.

			He looks towards the Quay. ‘I have not been here long, but I have come to cherish this place. Look at it.’

			‘It is a handsome city.’

			Another policeman produces a basin of water.

			‘Hold still for a moment. I had better clean you up. It wouldn’t do for a gentleman to be looking like this as he arrives in town, now would it?’ says Rawlinson.

			The sergeant dips his handkerchief in the water and wipes the prisoner’s face. Henry O’Farrell winces with every dab, but acknowledges the other man’s gallantry.

			‘You are very kind, sir. More kind than I deserve, I must say.’

			The officer has a brief, whispered conversation with two of the other policemen. They agree on a course of action.

			‘Now, listen,’ says the officer. ‘We shall do this very carefully. We don’t want to stir up the populace. Well, not any more than they already are.’

			Though it hurts him to do it, Henry O’Farrell smiles.

			The steamer has almost reached the landing.

			‘As soon as we have tied up, you and I will climb down to the wharf, then walk briskly to the nearest hansom. Just like we are a pair of muckers, slightly the worse for wear for the afternoon’s revelries. With a bit of luck, no one in the crowd will put two and two together till we are safely on the road up to Darlinghurst. I think you have sustained enough of a walloping for one day. No need for another round in the ring. I have this for your protection,’ he shows him a pistol ‘… and mine too. My fellow officers will follow in the next cab. They won’t let us out of their sight. Now … one, two, three …’

			‘Jump, sir! Jump!’

			***

			‘Jump, sir! Jump!’

			It is five hours earlier, on the same wharf.

			Henry O’Farrell leaps into the air, over a yard or so of churning water. He is caught for an instant in the astonishing blueness of sky, then lands with elegance on board the ferry as it leaves the dock. It is laden. Its passengers are already in the mood to rollick: overdressed, laughing, and jostling one another. They have paid handsomely to be part of this extravaganza: a pound each for the men, ten shillings each for the ladies. For a good cause, certainly: seamen past their prime need shelter. A home for them will be built with the money raised. But these people, today, intend to get every penny’s worth of pleasure for themselves. They are greedy for it. It is the Sydney way.

			O’Farrell wears a tailored black suit and top-coat and carries his customary cane. He grips his top hat firmly. It wouldn’t do to lose it over the side now. It cost him a guinea, just this morning. The two-bob one just didn’t seem … significant enough for such a day as today. So he dashed back to the hatter’s and paid cash for the superior one. A gentleman needed to look, well, correct on these occasions, he thought. His father always told him that.

			‘Good show, sir!’

			‘It’s Mr Watkins! Well, I am in luck. Do you come here often, sir?’

			A bit of sly humour. Those pale blue eyes of his can’t help themselves. They charm, they laugh, they stab right through to the core. It’s the O’Farrell thing. These eyes have been a blessing and a curse, all my life, he thinks. They have seen much. Sometimes too much. But I wouldn’t have it any other way, he thinks.

			The other man is all youthful vigour. He positively burns with it as he pushes through the crowd on the deck. They shake hands and lean back on the railing, in the sun. Two gentlemen, at their peak, off for a bit of fun.

			They have met several times these last weeks. Have shared a whiskey or two at his hotel, at the bottom end of Hunter Street. Have revelled in the excitement of the prince’s visit. Have bumped into each other, out walking in the Domain, on certain muggy nights when it was difficult to sleep.

			‘Sydney is beyond compare, is it not?’ says Watkins.

			‘Undoubtedly. It is the most beautiful place I have ever lived. Even Paris and Rome never turned this on for me,’ O’Farrell says, extending an arm to embrace the vastness and shield his eyes from the glare of water and sky.

			Sharp glints bounce off glass and sandstone, as they slide past the mansions of Elizabeth Bay. He thinks, not for the first time, that this is a city of palaces. If only I had come here for another reason than this. I could have settled down here. Started a bakehouse, perhaps. Baked bread. Lived a good life. Too late now, though. Everything is in motion. No turning back.

			He has never seen so many boats on one harbour. There are more, even, than for the prince’s arrival. And all of them are waving the rippling colours of Empire. He checks the pockets of his coat again. Yes, all is in order. His stomach starts to clench.

			The ferry rounds Middle Head, and laid before them is a spectacular sight: in precise rows, pressing together, an honour guard of the colony’s most impressive yachts. In the centre, taking the salute, is a young man in naval uniform, on the deck of the steam yacht Fairy. The echo of the last cannon’s boom. A ripple of approval runs through the ferry. Opera glasses are raised. All eyes are on this one man, most of them enchanted. Some women make ribald remarks. From a nearby craft, a boy shouts, ‘Three cheers for Prince Alfred!’ The reply comes from a different boat: ‘Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!’ Then, spreading out across the harbour and engulfing them: ‘God Save the Queen! God Save the Queen! God Save the Queen!’

			In the midst of this storm of excitement, Henry O’Farrell stands, silent.

			‘Where’s your voice, man?’ asks Watkins.

			‘What? Oh, I must have lost it at the Clarendon last night.’ He tries to chuckle. In this moment, he is both somewhere far away and utterly, intensely present.

			They sight Clontarf, nestled below the cliffs. A gleaming beach and jetty. Beyond, the newly completed pleasure grounds. There are pavilions and marquees weighed down with bunting. Golden cupids spurting wine. Liveried waiters darting with purpose, bearing silver trays of oysters. And, wafting from a distant rotunda, the sharp notes of the Galatea’s band mix with the aroma of roasting pork. It’s his favourite dish, but he wonders if he could stomach it today.

			He leans close to the other man. ‘If we get into any bother later, will you stand with me?’

			‘Mr Farrell, am I not a gentleman? I give you my word. I’ll stand with you to the end. To the bitter end, sir!’ They laugh, and allow themselves to be lifted up and swept ashore by the crowd. It is impatient to promenade, to drink, to feast. And to get a good close look at a real prince.

		


		
			The Probing Begins

			Government House, Sydney, 12 March 1868, evening

			‘We have come to see the prince,’ says Henry Parkes. He detects the unmistakable odour of carbolic, and something more delicate: a whiff of Guerlain.

			‘Well, you cannot, sir,’ says the diminutive, raven-haired nurse standing before him. She wears a skirt of brown moire silk that rustled as she approached them, a tiny silver crucifix at her throat, and an expression that says, ‘I am in charge here.’

			‘I beg your pardon, madam? Do you forget who I am? I am the colonial secretary, and this is the colony’s premier. It is we who hired you.’

			‘I know very well who you are, sir,’ she says, in her razor-edged North Country accent. ‘But my first responsibility, as I made clear to you from the beginning, is to my patient. Prince or pauper, it is all the same to me. This man is in a desperate state. Look at him. He is still in shock.’

			She turns and gestures to the small, darkened anteroom behind her. At its centre is a single armchair, upholstered in scarlet. In the chair, under a mohair rug, is a young man, slumped. Even from this distance, they can hear him struggling for breath. It comes in occasional deep, gurgling gulps. He is suffocating, thinks Parkes with alarm. Two nurses in veils are with him. One is arranging vials and instruments on a small table covered in green linen: bottles of morphine and chloroform, a Liston knife in an open black leather case and scalpels and probes of dull silver. The other nurse is sitting close, holding the man’s hand, quietly reciting something. It sounds to James Martin like a favourite poem of his. A rhythmic flow of reassurance.

			‘Mama! Mama!’ the man screams at that moment, as his body jerks in pain.

			Both nurses stand now, mop his brow, manage to calm him again.

			‘Do you not see, gentlemen?’ says Lucy Osburn. ‘He needs complete rest. Tomorrow, with luck, he will be stronger. We can review things then.’

			Parkes wants to argue the point. He sees it as his duty to step in, take charge of things. But at the same time, he is charmed by this boyish, implacable young woman. Implacability always stirs him.

			‘Very well, madam. We bow to your greater wisdom on matters medical. May we at least ask for your assessment of his wounds?’

			Lucy Osburn nods to her nurses, firmly closes the door behind her and ushers Parkes and Martin to a richly brocaded couch in the hallway. They sit, and she leans towards them.

			‘The Duke of Edinburgh, gentlemen, is a lucky, lucky man. Most men would not have survived a bullet fired at such close range. For that, we can thank his youth, and the fact that as a naval man, he possesses the robust constitution of a fine Arab stallion. Dr Watson from HMS Challenger has probed the wound to the depth of an inch and a half, and he and I are in total agreement. The ball could very nearly have severed the spine. If that had happened, I need not tell you, things would be very different. The prince would now be paralysed, or worse. But its progress was impeded by the braces he was wearing, made of sturdy Indian rubber. The ball’s point of entry was the cross at the centre. Double thickness, and a brass buckle. Another miracle of sorts. It may sound rather biblical, but I would say that the prince was saved by that cross.

			‘The ball entered his body precisely here.’ She stands, reaches around her own body and points to a spot on her back, to the right of her spine. Parkes and Martin look on with interest.

			‘It was deflected by the buckle, missed his spine, and then slowed by the braces. That is important. It could have done grave damage if it had not been slowed. As it was, no internal organs were damaged.’ Lucy Osburn is warming to her topic. For a moment, she is back on the accident ward at St Thomas’s in London, discussing a particularly intriguing case.

			‘The ball simply rolled along the ninth rib, through the subcutaneous tissue, just so.’ Her fingers trace a delicate rotating path, starting on the lowest rib under her right armpit, slowly travelling up over her tight bodice and finishing below the flat centre of her cleavage. ‘It reached the front of his body, here, and found its resting place just below the breastbone, between the navel … and the right nipple.’

			They are all silent for a moment.

			‘Extraordinary,’ says Parkes.

			‘Miraculous!’ says the premier.

			‘Indeed,’ says the matron.

			‘Well, I never,’ says Parkes. In the short time it took for the matron to demonstrate a bullet’s progress, he has become rather taken with his newest colonial appointment. ‘Premier, I think we can agree that Matron Osburn’s comprehensive demonstration has allayed some of the fears we may have had about the Duke of Edinburgh’s state of health.’

			Martin agrees. He is still somewhat focused on Lucy Osburn’s breastbone. He can see it, rendered in alabaster, on the statue of a Grecian goddess: Aceso, perhaps.

			‘Madam, we will not take up any more of your precious time. That must go to the prince. We have complete faith in your abilities, so well displayed to us. Shall we speak in the morning?’ says Parkes.

			‘Certainly, sir. After nine, I suggest. If the duke is up to it, he will have breakfasted by then. And Dr Watson will have been. We both agree that we will wait a few days before attempting to extract the bullet. That will give time for the shock to abate. Though we are not out of the woods just yet, I believe the prince will come through this, with our help. And God’s, of course. We are all nothing without Him.’

			‘You are so right, matron. I give thanks to Him for your timely arrival in the colony. Keep up the fine work. You know you have an ally if ever you need one.’

			‘Thank you, sir. I am grateful.’

			‘Now, if you will excuse us, there is much the premier and I need to attend to.’

			‘Of course. Good evening, gentlemen.’

			***

			Matron Osburn watches the premier and the colonial secretary depart. Her slim shoulders relax now. She has cause to give thanks too. For her staunch upbringing in Yorkshire, for her experience travelling the vast world beyond it, and for all that Florence Nightingale imparted. To do your job effectively, you must first demand respect, Nightingale told her. Well, I think Miss Nightingale would be pleased with me tonight, she thinks. She smiles to herself, and returns to her patient.

		


		
			Shock and Indignation

			Towns across Australia, in the days after the attempt

			Even as the two men gazed on the prince, a lone figure in the still, lamp-lit centre of the small dark room at Government House, a strange thing was happening. Miraculous, even. An intricate web was spinning its way out across Sydney – a web of stories, real and fanciful, about that prince and his would-be assassin. They were told by small knots of citizens gathered in the streets, then retold in public houses, at dinner tables, at firesides. These stories were already being written in diaries and letters and editorials. They began with phrases like I can scarce believe what I am about to tell you and What in Heaven’s name are we to do? and Clontarf: What a calamitous day that name brings before our minds.

			Reporters, themselves in shock, sit slumped on ferries steaming back to town, scrawling graphic accounts of all they have seen. These are printed quickly onto small slips of paper, which are scattered in their thousands to anxious readers on the streets. Those who were not at Clontarf add even more colourful details. But this particular story requires very little to make it live. There is drama enough in the deed itself, and in its still likely tragic result.

			Those who were there earlier that day (for it is still only four hours since the event) add vivid details. Emily Nuttall Thorne, aged sixteen, writes in her diary: We heard a sharp noise like a Chinese cracker and, looking towards the place from whence the sound came, I just saw the Prince fall. Then the whole flashed across our minds in a moment and we all exclaimed, ‘The Prince is shot!’ I covered my face with my hands. Emily’s family was standing so close to the prince that her father, George Thorne, had collected the assassin’s second bullet, which shattered his ankle.

			Another young woman, Elizabeth Ricketts-Hall, whose two brothers returned from Clontarf speechless, writes in a letter: All festivity turned to sadness and mourning and anxiety. In some the feelings found relief in tears. For others, like Wes and Hal for instance, it feels too grave even for words. It would be impossible to describe how all felt and looked, and the scene at Clontarf was terrible beyond everything – women and men fainted and sobbed and the criminal was nearly torn to pieces on the spot.

			At the General Post Office, teams of telegraph operators work through the night. With the barest of details, the story is flung across the continent. The operators tap the words in code on their keys, and these pulse as electrical energy along the copper wires that sweep from pole to pole across the land. Handwritten bulletins soon appear in the windows of newspaper offices and government buildings in Bathurst and Tenterfield and Bendigo, Adelaide and Brisbane and Melbourne.

			The citizens of Ballarat, gathered in front of the offices of the Ballarat Star in Sturt Street, read:

			ATTEMPTED ASSASSINATION OF PRINCE ALFRED

			By Electric Telegraph

			Sydney, 12th March, 5 p.m.

			At the Sailors Home Pic-Nic, whilst everything was going on smilingly, a monster in human form shot twice at the Prince.

			One ball lodged in his back. The ruffian was arrested. But before that the sailors of the Galatea would have lynched him, had authorities not prevented it.

			Prisoner declared himself a Dublin man. Believed to be Fenian. Prince bled profusely, and very weak. Profound grief is manifested in all classes of the population.

			Bulletins appear every few hours through the night, and on through the following days. Some of these, detailing the precise condition of the prince, bear the unmistakable tone of Lucy Osburn. Simple, to the point. Neither too optimistic, nor too grim. ‘There is always hope,’ she tells a Government House telegraph operator.

			At 6 p.m. on Friday: The Prince is going on nicely; no pain; breathes freely.

			Outside all public buildings. these telegrams are viewed by crowds of citizens, pale with grief, many openly weeping.

			The editor of the Illustrated Australian News writes: When the news of this atrocious crime reached Melbourne, it sent to all our hearts a thrill of horror. People refused to believe it at first. On reading the announcement posted at our newspaper’s offices, they asked: ‘What horrible hoax is this?’ Then, as incredulity gave way to horror, on finding the intelligence only too true … Calm men were moved to expletives. Men usually quiet were heard lamenting that they were not there, to have trampled the life out of the cowardly assassin.

			Disbelief gives way to shock. Then, fierce anger. Some have never felt such loss in their lives. This fine man, who so lately beguiled them all with his youthful dash, now lies on the threshold of death. All because of a single bullet, fired by another young man, one of their own, for some evil reason they can only guess at.

			Over the coming days, leaders of all faiths announce special services and compose prayers for the recovery of the prince. Rabbi Davis of the York Street Synagogue speaks for most citizens when he writes: Almighty Adonai! No words can express the consternation which has fallen on us … We are paralysed with grief and shame, that so foul a deed should blot the fame of our infant country, humiliated at the thought that one could have been found in our midst, so utterly base and dastardly, as to ignore the claims of a national hospitality towards the illustrious stranger, and seek deliberately to become the murderer of our good and guileless visitor.

			Thus are passions mounting. Colonists everywhere want to do something to express their shock at the act, their love for the prince, their hatred for the perpetrator. The next morning all colonists seem to have had the same thought. They want to gather together to somehow share the pain. The lord mayor requests the attendance of all concerned citizens at such a gathering. In the city, in every shop window, a sign appears:

			This Establishment will be CLOSED after Luncheon Today, in Consequence of the Meeting of Indignation in Hyde Park, at 3 p.m.

			GOD SAVE THE QUEEN

			The place and the time are significant. The meeting will be held in the huge pavilion so recently the scene of revelries the colonists have enjoyed with their prince. It will be exactly twenty-four hours since the assassination attempt on him. As three o’clock approaches, from all parts of town, men converge. It would be unbecoming for any woman to be part of such a gathering, so none are there. The doors are closed when the pavilion is at capacity. There are 20,000 men inside. But still they come, spilling across the newly laid garden beds of the park. It is the largest assembly of individuals since settlement.

			The lord mayor and the leading citizenry put forward motions of concern that are passed by unanimous vote. They allow no impromptu speakers. They feel that sentiments and passions are running too high for that. No churchmen are allowed to speak. Already there is mounting feeling against Irishmen and Catholics. It would be unwise to inflame such feeling by favouring one denomination over another. There are rousing cheers each time the prince and his improving health are mentioned, and loud catcalls and boos whenever the assassin is mentioned. Any colonists who urge restraint, or question the dominance of the English Crown, are accused of being Fenians themselves, and promptly ejected. One unfortunate man, Alfred Shipton, slightly the worse for wear for drink, yells, ‘I do not believe in the English throne! I am glad he is wounded. I hope he dies!’ He is dragged by his hair out of the pavilion and handed to troopers, who march him in handcuffs to the watch house at Darlinghurst. Much jeering sends him on his way. The hubbub of the mob rises above Hyde Park, like a stench, and is carried on gusts of wind all the way up the hill to the gaol. The sound is clearly heard by the prisoner himself, a lone figure in the centre of his small, dark cell in A Wing. For all that he has been through in the last twenty-four hours, he is surprisingly chipper, chatting amiably with the warders who watch over him. Or so it seems to them. That is his art.

		


		
			The Powers That Be

			The streets of Sydney, 12 March 1868, in the evening

			Doctor Carr, renowned mesmerist and seer, was to have appeared tonight, at the School of Arts, in Pitt Street. The event was already sold out. He had planned, in the first half of his presentation, to hold a séance. Recently departed souls might contact their loved ones in the audience, using Carr as a medium. It is a gift he has had since childhood, though some witnesses remain sceptical. During the second half of his performance he focuses on the Science of Phrenology. He summons a dozen audience members to the stage to submit their skulls for his examination. He then assesses their characters, giving details that they usually admit are eerily accurate. Then he takes control of them for a time with his powers of mesmerism. He makes them sing, he makes them dance a Highland fling, he makes them forget their own names. He even sticks large pins in them without their feeling any apparent pain. And all for the amusement of the crowd.

			But Guthrie Carr is exhausted tonight, for he was at Clontarf earlier today. He in fact made a close inspection of Prince Alfred’s cranium, walking past him several times with his plate of oysters, in the lunch tent. Then, soon after, he had witnessed the shocking attack on the prince and had become swept up by the mob. Had almost become a willing participant in the lynching of a man. How could that happen, he thinks now. It had been unsettling, but at the same time strangely thrilling. Surely it was some primeval urge rising within him, he wonders. Was everyone there thus possessed? Or were they all players in some episode of destiny? Such things have happened before, he believes. He is no stranger to the idea that certain mysterious powers control people. He relies on it, in fact.

			But there is another question for him tonight. To perform or not to perform? The answer is simple. First, he doubts he has the energy. Second, tonight is no time for amusement. It would be unseemly, given all that has happened today. Besides, his audience will probably stay away, distracted as everyone is by events. So, sitting at a small table at his lodging-house, he takes up a pen and carefully inscribes a sign. Then he dispatches his personal assistant, Mr Madison, to dash to the School of Arts and have it fixed to the front door:

			Tonight’s Lecture is POSTPONED

			Due to today’s TRAGEDY at CLONTARF

			All tickets will remain valid for DR CARR’s next appearance, to be advised

			Let us PRAY for the PRINCE

			It is the same at all theatres and concert halls in Sydney tonight. All performances are cancelled. Only the public houses remain open. Many need desperately to drink to numb the pain of it all.

			***

			Everyone’s world has changed now. Or so it seems to Henry Parkes as he delivers Premier Martin back to parliament. Both men feel the same. They are living in a city turned upside down. They sense all kinds of dangers swirling around them – all manner of threat to those like themselves in power, to good citizens loyal to the queen, to the very foundations of the colony. Those foundations, so rock-like this morning, seem shaky tonight. And what if this act is no lone attack? What if it is the first action of many? What if, even now, there are other would-be assailants at large? The possibilities are chilling.

			On the ride up from Government House, in the pungent privacy of Parkes’s carriage, the two men discuss all they need to do. Action must be decisive, Parkes tells the premier. The swifter they act, the tougher they seem, the better. They must make strong statements, of condemnation, of regret. Then they must bring down sweeping laws. This will be the premier’s task tonight. Martin will hurry to his office to draft a bill he can put to the House in the coming days, to show the world that his government is in total control. For, truth be known, he only holds power by the slimmest of margins, and that only through an alliance he made last year, with an erstwhile political enemy: the man who now shares his confidences, cigars and carriage: Mr Henry Parkes. Parkes’s task this night is no less demanding. He must interrogate the culprit, trace his movements leading up to the outrage, try to discover the man’s motive. Gather evidence for the inevitable trial. And dampen down hysteria in the populace. All of this will be challenging, but he knows he is up to it. I am quite simply the best man for the job, he thinks.

			As Parkes steps down from his carriage outside the gaol, a woman traipses past him, looks over her shoulder and nods. Even in the gas-lit dimness of Forbes Street, her dress and shawl give off a rich glow that appeals to him.

			‘Well, if it’s not our colonial secretary!’ she says.

			‘It is indeed. Good evening, madam. No time of night for a handsome gentlewoman such as yourself to be abroad alone.’

			‘You are right there, sir. I’ll be on my way soon. But I’m all a fluster tonight, with this that’s happened. Mr Parkes, sir, is it true what they’re saying?’

			‘Yes, madam, it is.’

			‘Is the prince going to die?’

			‘That, no one can say. All we can do is hope and pray.’

			‘We will certainly be doing that, sir.’

			‘Indeed. But here and now, madam, I will make two solemn vows to you.’

			Parkes loves such moments. He summons up the words of the orator, the passions of the romantic. His big hands grip the lapels of his coat.

			‘First, madam, I will see to it that your beloved prince will have the best medical care available to anyone on this earth.’

			‘Oh, bless you, sir. And the other vow?’

			‘I will do everything in my power to see that this rogue, who even now lies in irons behind these walls –’ he gestures grandly to the ramparts of the gaol ‘– suffers the full, merciless force of the law.’

			Parkes bends, takes the woman’s hand and kisses it. She smiles as sweetly as she can without showing the state of her teeth, and places her hand on his arm.

			‘We are in agreement, then, sir. I say, heal our prince –’

			Then, gripping his arm tightly, and suddenly strident: ‘And hang that miserable little Irish wretch!’

			Parkes is taken aback, but reaches into his inside pocket and pulls out a one-pound note. He always keeps one for such situations. Some, he thinks, might judge this woman. But he cannot. He never forgets how harsh this world is, for a woman without support.

			‘Now, go home to your children, madam,’ he says.

			***

			Once inside the prison walls, he feels at home. He is a regular visitor at Darlinghurst. As colonial secretary, he oversees all gaols and asylums in the colony. He steps through these heavy wooden gates at least twice a week and knows most of the warders by name. He considers the gaol’s governor, John Read, a particularly fine man to be running the place, unlike some in the past. He is so proud of this establishment that, only a few weeks ago, he showed the prince and his suite around the cells. They had chatted amiably with some of the inmates. Lord Newry even sketched one man’s portrait. That week it was just too wet for any of the other activities Parkes had planned, in any case. But the prince was very impressed. He said it was the finest gaol he had visited so far on the tour. And so it should be, thinks Parkes. Darlinghurst Gaol is a model penitentiary, inspired by the latest designs from England and America. He gazes around now. The sandstone cellblocks radiate out from a central hub. That hub will soon contain a pepper-pot shaped chapel, with a watchtower in its cupola. Its simple message: God is at the centre of everything, God sees everything.

			As any prisoner comes through these gates, he is faced with a grand illusion. The prison governor’s residence stands before him: a solid, three-storey mansion scaled up to look like a gigantic two-storey one. It looms over him. Makes him feel small. And powerless. At the apex of the building is a huge black clock, with Roman numerals of gold. Every prisoner must understand the meaning of time. He is led under the building into the dankness of the watch house. He signs his name, perhaps for the last time, in the admissions book. All his worldly possessions are taken from him. He is stripped. He is examined. He is washed down. He is issued with rough prison clothes. He is given a blanket, a bowl, a spoon. He is escorted, in chains, along airless tunnels to his cell. Then an iron door closes, and his time begins.

			So it must have been for the little Irish wretch this evening, thinks Parkes.

			In the watch house, Parkes find things in a state of confusion. Police and warders are gathered, as are Detective Wager and his three assistants, and Governor Read. Even the secretary of works, the irascible James Byrnes, is there. All are ready to act, but no one knows quite what to do. They are all aware of the import of this day, this situation. There has never been an attempted political assassination in this colony. That sort of thing happens in Europe. Or America. Not here. Now, they need someone with vision, someone with a plan for how best to proceed.

			Parkes is that man. He takes control.

			‘Is the man in question in his cell?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Then take me to him, at once. Time is of the essence, gentlemen. Come.’

		


		
			The First Meeting

			A tunnel and a cell, Darlinghurst Gaol, 12 March 1868, evening

			The party of men move along in silence, their faces flushed. Strange shadows are cast on the glistening walls of the tunnel by a lantern carried by the warder leading. Parkes has many questions he wants to ask, but somehow it doesn’t seem proper. Besides, he feels faintly trapped down here. A man of his standing is not used to such confined spaces. He must stoop to avoid bumping his huge head and getting his silver mane tangled in cobwebs. The air is so warm and stagnant he can barely breathe. And a single mosquito keeps buzzing near one ear.

			The tunnel winds to the left, then ascends towards A Wing. A rush of air, the clanking of doors, and they are in the central corridor. On either side, in the gloom, are rows of cells with massive stone walls and iron grilles. He looks up. Above him, more stone, more grilles. It is hushed, but he can feel the men in this place. Hundreds of them. Their breathing, their whispering, their tension.

			Tension is rising in him too. He sees two heavy-set warders, standing guard outside a cell at the end of the corridor. That must be his cell, he thinks. What will he be like? Will he be vicious? A raving lunatic? Foul-mouthed? Morose?

			‘Mr Boon, I assume the prisoner is well-restrained. Is it safe for me to enter unescorted?’ says Parkes, as they near the cell.

			‘We’ll be right outside, sir. You’re good as gold.’

			The warder hands Parkes the lantern as one of the guards unlocks the door, a solid lattice of iron.

			‘Good luck, sir,’ whispers Boon. Parkes nods and steps inside.

			There, in the golden light of his lantern, is the man. Oh my Lord, thinks Henry Parkes. This is not quite what I expected.

			Henry O’Farrell is standing before him. Swaying slightly. His body, in the canvas prison garb, glows white in the flickering lamplight. He is thrown into stark relief by his own shadow, which coats the creamy sandstone behind. A twin image of the man, dancing.

			He is tall. Almost as tall as Parkes. Parkes is not used to that. His face is a mass of bruises and cuts, and a single small trickle of dried blood is visible on his brow. One eye is still partially closed. But somehow, perhaps by a supreme effort of will, the prisoner rises above these things. He is emanating … something. What is it? thinks Parkes. Who is this man? He seems … familiar.

			The men stand facing each other. Appraising each other. Waiting.

			Then O’Farrell grins and, under his breath, murmurs, ‘Well, well, well.’

			‘Good evening, Mr … It is O’Farrell, is it not?’

			‘It is indeed. This is a peculiar situation we find ourselves in.’

			‘How so?’

			‘I wager that when you rose this morning, you had no clue you would be in a cell, with a man condemned, before the day was done. That is all.’

			‘You are right there, sir. I wager that no one in the colony is quite the same person they were this morning.’

			‘Oh, come, sir. The core person remains the same, whatever the circumstances. Or so I believe. As long as that core is a solid one. It is just that, in this life, most souls are rarely fully tested.’

			‘An interesting philosophy indeed. I will need to ponder it further.’

			‘Ponder at your leisure, sir. I shall have plenty of time to ponder, in this place. It is a pursuit that always rewards a man. Now, would you like to sit down? I do not have much, but such as I have, I give to you.’

			He makes a simple gesture to his hammock. ‘You are welcome, sir, to join me in my bed. Well, on it, anyway.’ He chuckles. How curious this man is, Henry Parkes thinks.

			They both sit, side by side, staring at the blank wall in silence. The hammock rocks slightly, but is surprisingly comfortable, thinks Parkes.

			‘Now, sir, I must ask you the reason for the heinous deed you perpetrated this day.’

			‘Well, for a start it was not nearly so heinous as any one of the deeds perpetrated on my people over the course of their long and unhappy history.’

			‘By your people, I take it you mean the Irish?’

			‘That is so. I am a proud Irishman, sir, despite spending a good part of my life in these colonies.’

			‘Well, I was born in England, sir. But I have never had cause to use that as an excuse to hate. Much less murder.’

			‘Well, there you have it, Mr Parkes. Name me one culture to have oppressed the English masses, apart from their own privileged classes, that is, and I’ll show you fine cause to hate. Even, yes, to murder. Well, sir? I see you cannot.’

			Parkes is bemused. ‘Well, you have a point, sir. I did once think, in my younger days, that, were I an Irishman, I would needs be a patriot.’

			‘Patriotism is a fine thing, in the contemplation, sir. The reality of it, the mechanics of it, the demands of it, are rather more challenging.’

			‘But you did rise to that challenge, did you not?’

			‘What principled man would not? Yes, I did. I rose to it. I committed myself. I even made an oath. I swore I would do this thing. And for me, that was the end of the matter.’

			He pauses. Tugs for a second on the piece of string that circles his wrist. Then, resolute, he continues. ‘Do or die. Or, in my case, do and die.’

			‘But it was a monstrous thing you aimed to do. You aimed to murder a defenceless young man, son of our much beloved sovereign, and for what? What did you think you could possibly achieve by this deed?’

			‘Oh, come, come, sir. All’s well and you know it. I attempted. I failed. The wound is a shallow one. The prince will survive. And I … I will not.’

			He falters for a second.

			Parkes pulls a small notebook from his coat pocket, and the stub of an old pencil. Relics of his days on the Empire. Get the facts, ’Enry, get the facts, he thinks to himself, echoing his first sub-editor. Hard and fast facts. They will give me something to work with later. Once I’m free of this queer fellow.

			In a brisk voice, he throws questions out:

			‘Where were you born? When did your family come out? Where did they settle? Your father’s name? Did he work? Your mother? What was she like? Did you get a trade? Oh, education? Oh, the church you say? Really. Really. And you travelled? Really. Oh, I see, I see, I see.’

			And so it goes. On and on. The questions, the answers. He asks, he replies. The stub scribbles on. The years pass: 1833, 1840, 1841, 1851, 1854, 1860 … 1868. A life told in pencil jottings. Pages of them.

			‘Henry J.,’ he says. ‘James, is it? Henry James O’Farrell. Good. I think we are done, for the time being. But I suspect there will be reason for us to meet again, in the coming days.’

			‘I will be here, Mr Parkes. You can depend on it.’

			‘Indeed, Mr O’Farrell. Then so will I. Now I will leave you be. Is there anything you need?’

			‘Well, sir, if I could ask a small kindness. There are some books at my hotel. I cherish them. Is there any chance I might have my books?’

			‘Your hotel? You told me it was the Clarendon, in George Street, I think?’

			‘Yes. That is so.’

			‘I will see what I can do.’

			‘And if it’s not asking too much, might I be allowed a lantern to read by? Where, sir, would we be, without a good read each night before we sleep?’

			‘Where indeed,’ says Parkes, then blushes slightly. This man has just named my secret pleasure, he thinks. ‘Good night, Mr O’Farrell.’

			‘Good night, Mr Parkes.’

		


		
			Family Ties

			A large house at Emerald Hill, Melbourne, 12 March 1868, 8 p.m.

			‘Children, children! Are you almost ready for bed?’ calls Caroline Allan from the bottom of the stairs. ‘I’ll be up soon to hear your prayers.’

			‘And another story, Mamma? Before we sleep?’ a child calls.

			‘We’ll see. If you’re good.’

			She walks to the bookcase, takes time to choose carefully, then slides a large book out and places it near the stairs, in preparation. I’ll read Hans Andersen to them, she thinks. They love his tales. They love Dante too. The children often pore over the huge volume of the Inferno their uncle gave them, with its alluring illustrations by Gustave Doré. They are mesmerised by them, they are terrified of them. But Dante’s visions of Hell might give the little ones bad dreams, she thinks. Mr Andersen it is.

			She returns to the dinner table, sits down, has another sip of her coffee. Its warmth on her palms, its sharpness on her palate, its exotic scent that even now fills the room, always manage to cheer her. Not tonight, though.

			Tonight, she feels a strange sense of dread. Has been feeling it for most of the day. She can’t put her finger on where it is coming from. All is well in her world, surely. She wants for nothing. She has a husband and children who adore her, and this fine, comfortable house. Admittedly, it is one they have rented, since the upheaval of leaving Tooram, six years ago. That had been a strain for all of them. But you did what needed to be done, didn’t you? she thought. You cut the cloth to suit the … What was it? The sails?

			She learned that from her parents. You cope. It has been a pattern throughout her life. You move, you settle, you find happiness. Then, one day, without warning, something happens to change things. You’re on the move again. Perhaps from Dublin to Liverpool. Or from the calm of the convent to the hurly-burly of Melbourne in the ’40s, and then to the solitude of Tooram. Now there she had been blissfully happy, with her husband and the children, away from everything and everyone. For almost twenty years. If you needed something, you made it, or you grew it. Or you went without. And you chose your friends, didn’t have them foisted on you. But now here they are back in Melbourne. Each time they moved, she’d made the most of it. Sometimes, there was an element of escape. It reminded her of the biblical stories her mother used to read to them. The children of Moses fleeing their enslavement in Egypt, journeying through the desert, seeking the land they had been promised. Now there was a leap of faith. Or Joseph and Mary, in flight from the murderous Herod, for the sake of their tiny child. She could understand that. She had made many sacrifices for the sake of children, for as long as she could remember. She had fed them, educated them, protected them from harm. Loved them as her own even when they were not. It was just what you did. Or what she did, anyway.

			Family, for her, was more than your immediate blood rela­tives. It was your community. That was a cardinal lesson she had learned as a girl, from the Benedictines at Caverswall. It was a simple matter of giving love. If you had a heart large enough, that love could be limitless.

			She stands now. Paces, still with her coffee cup in her hand. The Jews, she thinks, had the right idea when they donned coats and shoes and took up their walking canes, ready for that first Passover meal. Ready to escape the wrath of a vengeful God. Ready to leave all their worldly possessions and take flight. Yes, that’s it. Perhaps I should put on my riding jacket and boots. I feel … flighty tonight.

			She looks to her piano. In all the chaos of her life, this has been a constant. It has travelled with her, everywhere. Somehow, whatever the situation, however confused things might be, it has stood by her. All she has to do is sit down before it. She pauses for a minute, stretches out her hands, touches the keys, and magic happens. Waves of Bach or Mozart or Mendelssohn flow from somewhere in her memory. Does memory lie in the brain, or in the heart, she wonders now. It must be the heart. Otherwise, why would certain memories cause this heart of mine such pain? Thank heavens for the healing powers of music. Tonight, it is Mr Beethoven who visits with his Fifth Concerto. At the call of her fingertips, the opening notes of the ‘Emperor’ emerge with crystalline clarity from the instrument. They fill the room, and she feels her mood shift. From indecision, sadness, regret even, comes strength. A true transfiguration. What was I thinking? No need for concern. No need to run.

			Of the men in her life, Beethoven is the only one here tonight. But she is grateful for this strength he brings.

			Caroline’s husband, John, is away up country. When the Warrnambool banking firm of Bateman & Co. came crashing down in the late ’50s, it dragged its customers down with it. Including the Allans. They lost all of their savings. They had to sell off their livestock to survive. Then, in late 1861, the Batemans’ creditors took the bulk of the run and put it up for sale. Thirty thousand acres of land, without reserve. Gone in an instant, in the lazy crack of an auctioneer’s gavel. Just like that. The following May, the same thing happened with all the cultivated pasture, the orchard, the arbour she had nurtured for so long, and the house. The finest house in the Western District, people said. Even Allansford, the town they had planned and built themselves. The sawmill, the post office, the church, the little school. All of these things she and John had created. The streets of Allansford, named for each of their children. Maria Street, Agnes Street, Frank Street, Caroline Street, Catherine Street. All of these would be gone from their lives.

			And then came the ultimate blow, the ultimate test. Maria Kate, their first-born, the one who had always been delicate, became desperately ill. Within the week, she was gone. She had lived every day of her young life at Tooram. Pale with grief, they rowed her to the tiny island in the middle of the Hopkins. There, in a grave overhung with tea-tree and wild cherry, and surrounded by soft moss and the brilliant gleaming blue of periwinkle flowers, they buried her. Now, she lay in land that belonged to someone else. That was almost too much pain for their hearts to bear.

			John McMahon Allan was over fifty then. It was late in life to start again. But start again we must, he said.

			The shire council held a special meeting to discuss John’s situation. They recognised all he had done for the district, all the people he had helped over the years. The fact that he and his family would be leaving almost destitute. So they held a testimonial dinner, at which they made gruff speeches of gratitude and presented him with a purse bulging with gold sovereigns. Then the Allan family departed for Melbourne.

			Now John harnesses up the dogcart and heads off for weeks at a time, getting what work he can as a country magistrate and occasional stockman. All of this without complaint. Caroline marvels at all he does, all he puts up with. It can’t be easy for a bushman, cut off from the bush. A squatter taken from his run. It can’t be easy living in town with a coterie of O’Farrell women either. But he ploughs on. He is still beautifully courtly in the way he addresses her and the children, and sees all the upheaval as an essential element in a fortunate life. That’s it, isn’t it, she thinks now. We always tell ourselves that. We are so lucky to have each other, and to appreciate the things this life has brought us. Even the challenges. Perhaps, especially those. His Presbyterian principles and my Catholic ones agree: these challenges only serve to strengthen the bond we have. And along the way, when we are tested, it just shows us how rich our life is.

			At that thought a memory comes to her. The two of them together on the night before they left. Everything had been shipped off in drays, or sold. The children were already in Melbourne, staying with her sister Christina at the Lane family home, in St Kilda. She and John stood on a hillock overlooking the homestead, gazing at the vast Eden that would be theirs no longer. Then John said in his Scottish brogue, ‘You know, Mrs Allan, from this day on, wherever we settle, we will name it Tooram.’ Caroline smiled at him through her tears. ‘That is inspired, Mr Allan. I see it now. We shall always be at Tooram.’

			In that shining moment, they both knew that they could survive anything.

			Then they quietly walked towards the house they had built, raised family in, loved. Empty now. Somehow, that was appropriate. It was just the two of them again, as it was in the beginning. And that suited them this night. Besides, they knew that Tooram was going with them.

			She pauses in her playing, takes a breath. ‘The pauses in music are as important as the notes,’ she says to her children whenever they play. ‘As in life. Sometimes you just need to take a breath.’

			She thinks of the other special men in her life. Frank first. He is eighteen now. Already a footballer and cricketer of renown in town, but still the boy shaped by his days of freedom in the dunes and wild surf and endless woodlands of their run. Spearing eels in the Hopkins, with Wilmot and the other boys of the Girai Wurrung mob. Going bush on horseback with them. Fossicking for gold in the Otways with them. Stripping down, painting up and dancing with them. Now that was something to behold. They accepted him into their world, an act of generosity she still marvelled at to this day. He was so much happier in that world, she thinks. He is never really happy in Melbourne, unless he’s flailing in the mud with a ball. He takes every chance he can to saddle up and ride out. Back to the country around Warrnambool, where those friends of his boyhood are, still. Or to Ballarat, where he always stayed with her brother. Until last year, when things suddenly changed. That week had been awful, for everyone. She shudders now, to think of what they all went through. Especially Henry.

			Sometimes, Frank tells them when he is going. More often, he does not. He just disappears. She and John have always known never to try to stop him, when he needs to take off. He has other strong allegiances. He is his own man now. He will always do things in his own way. It is the way of all the O’Farrell males. She knows them only too well. Her father was like this. Her brothers are, too. They are so charming, so dashing, but they are resolute, she thinks. And sharp, of brain and tongue and eye. God help you, if they get you in their sights. You are done for. She always hears that from Frank’s young sporting mates. They say it is terrifying to face him on the field. ‘He comes on you like some giant spider, all legs and wings,’ his friend Tom Wills told her. I can’t imagine, she thinks now, what it is like to be staring down the wicket, when an O’Farrell man takes aim …

			***

			Caroline closes the book, and leans towards the children.

			‘And so it was that the ugly duckling realised something. All the time he felt so alone, all the time he thought he was so ugly, he had been growing into a handsome, elegant swan. So, children, we don’t need to cry for him anymore. He knows now … that he is beautiful. He was beautiful all along! Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Mamma,’ says Tottie. ‘We love that story. Of all Mr Andersen’s stories, that one is the most special. I love that ugly duckling. I can see myself taking off from the lake, just like him, and soaring over them all. All the ones who had been so unkind. I would be calling to them, “Goodbye, everyone. Fare thee well! I am off to grander adventures than you will ever have. Adieu!”’ She has leapt from her bed, and is sailing from one side of the room to the other, wings outstretched.

			‘Well, we shouldn’t judge those ones either, Tottie. They just don’t know any better. They expect everyone to be just like them. Where’s the fun in that?’ She bends to Tottie’s ear and whispers, ‘You are one of a kind, Tottie. Always remember.’ Then, turning to the others, ‘And now, children, it is time for prayers.’

			They gather around her and softly chant, ‘Gentle Jesus, meek and mild …’

			There is a sudden commotion downstairs: a door thrown open and slammed shut, the chattering of a young woman’s heels on parquet, and a howl of exasperation. Or pain. Or intense sorrow. Caroline recognises these sounds only too well. Agnes is home. Always, such drama. It follows her, surrounds her, everywhere she goes. What is it this time, Caroline wonders. A boy who hasn’t been paying her enough attention? Her shoes are of a colour she no longer likes? Her long auburn hair has come undone, and tangled in the wheel of a hansom cab?

			Caroline puts the book aside and readies herself. Whenever Agnes comes to her, she must be calm, she must listen with patience, she must humour her. Then, in time, Agnes will return to her senses. All the family know this important ritual. Even the youngest children are preparing themselves for what is about to come. They know that Agnes, above any of them, inherited the O’Farrell temperament.

			‘Mamma! Oh, Mamma!’

			Agnes bursts into the children’s room. Her face is flushed and swollen. Her eyes are red from weeping. She throws herself into Caroline’s arms.

			‘Now, Agnes. Calm down, my dear. What is it?’

			Between sobs, and gulps for air, Agnes manages a few words.

			‘It’s the prince. It’s our prince. Our prince has been shot. Someone’s shot our prince, Mamma. He’s going to die. I just know it.’

			‘Oh, Agnes. That can’t be. Just this morning in the Argus there were marvellous reports of the tour. All is well, dear.’

			‘No, Mamma, you don’t understand. These are reports from the electric telegraph, tonight. They have put them up on noticeboards all around town. It just happened this afternoon. A man shot him, at a picnic in Sydney. A madman. The prince is at death’s door. Our play tonight was cancelled. The manager made an announcement. The actors all stood in front of the curtain, crying. Marjorie and I were crying. Everyone was crying. Then someone started to sing the national anthem, very, very quietly. We all joined in. We all sang “God Save the Queen”, very quietly. It was so strange and beautiful. Then we just left. Oh, Mamma, Mamma, what’s going to happen now? What are we to do?’

			Caroline Allan is motionless. She wants to dissolve into tears like her daughter. Or run from the room. Just curl up in her bed, pull the blankets over her head and wake tomorrow to find this is all a dream.

			Oh, she thinks, I understand now. This is why I was feeling such dread all afternoon. I must have known he was in trouble. She remembers the evening of the Fancy Dress Ball, how she had curtsied before him and lowered her eyes. When she stood again, their eyes met. Her heart almost stopped. He was looking at her with such … kindness. As if they had always known each other. It was a moment of true beauty. One she would hold in her heart forever. And now this. This young man, so full of life. The idea that his life could be hanging in the balance now, was unthinkable. The idea that someone should seek to take that life was monstrous. That is it, she thinks now. The man who shot him must be a monster.

			She looks to her children. Those little faces, upturned to her. Those trusting eyes, welling with tears.

			I must be strong, she thinks. I must show them faith, she thinks. It is what I’ve always had to do, so I can do it now. Later, if it comes to that, I can grieve. In private.

			‘Now, children. What do you think the prince would say, if he saw us like this? Well, I shall tell you. He would say, “That is not the Allan family I know! That family would be very brave. That family would show its bravest face to the world. That family would scare off any bad men who might have nasty thoughts or do nasty deeds, to me, or to my fine mother, their queen.”

			‘So, children, that is what we must do. We will be very brave, for His Royal Highness. And we will pray for him. If we can do that with all our hearts, I promise you, he will get well again.’

			The children close their eyes now. They have utter faith that their mother will compose a prayer beautiful enough, powerful enough, to reach Heaven. And that God will work his wonders, and heal their prince. There is only one in the room who doubts. Agnes is a realist. She has seen things. She knows things. She remembers things. At only twenty, she is wise to the ways of the world. As quietly as she can, she leaves them to their prayers. Anyway, after all the excitement, her hair needs a good brushing.

			After the prayers are done, Caroline turns the gaslight down and goes to each of the children, in turn, and kisses them.

			She stands in the doorway for a moment. Then a small but determined voice comes from the darkness. It is Tottie.

			‘Mamma, Uncle Henry is still up in Sydney, isn’t he? I hope he wasn’t at that picnic, to see such a terrible thing. He would be so upset.’

			‘Oh, darling,’ says Caroline. ‘I’m sure Uncle Henry is safely tucked up in his bunk at St John’s. Far away from the picnic. Far away from harm. But before you drift off, send out a prayer for him anyway. A heartfelt prayer never goes astray. Let us pray, all of us, for our prince and for our Henry. Sweet dreams, children.’

			She walks along the hall towards her bedroom and is momentarily grateful for all her children demand of her. It forces me, she thinks, to be strong. I can never dwell on my own worries for very long. They need me.

			Later that night, perhaps hours later, she wakes. She is suddenly, powerfully, completely awake.

			Oh, dear God. It’s Henry, she thinks. The monster is Henry.

		


		
			Style and Intent

			The Clarendon Hotel, George Street, Sydney, 12 March 1868, 11 p.m.

			Henry Parkes, James Byrnes and their party are on a mission. It is late, on the night of the incident at Clontarf. They have left Darlinghurst and taken coaches back to town. Parkes wants to work quickly.

			‘Mr Powel?’ says Parkes to the man who opens the front door of the Clarendon.

			‘Oh, Mr Parkes! I was expecting the police, but … you! It’s about Mr O’Farrell? This business is a rum go, is it not?’ says David Powel, who runs the hotel.

			‘It is, sir. I understand from the man himself that he has been staying within your fine walls for some time?’

			‘He has indeed. This is no doss house, sir. And he is a reputable gentleman. Or was. Quiet in his speech and habits, and well-respected by the other residents. We have men of business, doctors, naval men here. No riff-raff. He certainly gave me no cause for complaint. I last saw him today, at Clontarf. He and I took part in a friendly contest of darts. He’s a fine shot. He would easily have taken out the prize, but for one go, where he missed completely. I suppose it was not the only occasion today when he missed, eh, Mr Parkes?’

			‘Thank God.’

			‘Certainly. But, sir, I can’t credit the fact that the gentleman I know, the man I have shared a bottle of claret with on occasion, was the same man who leapt out of the crowd and attacked the Duke of Edinburgh. That man was …’ He hesitates. ‘That man was a beast, sir.’

			He takes them inside, ducks behind the front desk and riffles through the guest book.

			‘Hmmm, yes. Here he is. H. J. O’Farrell, Market Square, Ballarat. Merchant. He’s been here since … December 22nd last year. Oh, I remember now! He joined us for Christmas dinner, just a few days after he arrived. He had the ladies in stitches with amusing tales of his travels. He’s been everywhere. Done everything. Did you know he trained with the French Army? His things are still in his room as we speak. Would you like to examine them?’

			‘I would indeed, sir. Lead the way,’ says Parkes, quickly noting down French Army.

			***

			The door opens on a large room, with wallpaper of embossed sage green. The room is dark, apart from a warm glow on the ceiling from the lamps of George Street below. There are two single beds, neatly made, a chest of drawers, a cupboard, and a small table and two chairs pushed against the far window. On the table is a candlestick, holding the melted remains of a candle. Powel lights a gas-lamp on the wall as Parkes turns to address his team.

			‘Now, gentlemen, let us pause and reflect for a moment. Over the coming days, you must apply your powers of observation, memory and intuition to the matter at hand. Have your notebooks ready. We must form a notion of this man, always asking ourselves the crucial questions: Who exactly is he? Why did he do this horrible thing? And importantly, were there others? If we can establish that, we may be able to root out this Fenian menace before there is more bloodshed. The people of this colony will reward us with their gratitude. And the secretary of works and I will see that you are rewarded too, won’t we, Byrnes?’

			Byrnes nods.

			‘There you go. There will be a sizeable bounty, gentlemen,’ Parkes says.

			The men look to one another with interest, then back to Parkes, who has started to prowl, peering into the darkness.

			‘Now, get to work. Every item in this room is evidence. Be vigilant. As Monsieur Flaubert would have us believe, God himself is to be found in the detail. Look.’

			He reaches down and picks up a hatbox, lying open with its tissue paper spilling onto the floor. On its lid, an ornate B. M. ‘Benjamin Mountcastle. One of our finest hatters. This man likes his things of quality. He had the cash to splash, and was in a rush to leave today, by the looks of things. Take note of such details.’ He rubs his hands together, then strokes them quickly through his silver hair. His men fan out around the room.

			‘Sir. Look,’ says one of the men. He is delving into the top drawer of the chest. ‘Percussive caps, cartridges and wadding. He’s been loading guns.’

			Parkes examines them, jots down some details. ‘Good work, Sergeant Baikie.’

			‘Sir?’

			Another of the detectives has found a pile of books by the bed. On the top is a small, leather-bound volume, with a cross engraved in gold on its cover.

			Parkes is interested. ‘What is he reading, Cuthbertson?’

			‘Garden of the Soul, sir. It’s a book of meditations. By one Dr Challoner. And there’s a pocket edition of The Divine Comedy, by Dante. And some periodicals. A newspaper from December, in French. The Universe, sir. And a treatise of some sort. Oh, it’s the three who were executed at Manchester. It’s a record of their final statements, from the dock.’

			They all know the case. It was covered in all the local newspapers, and everyone had an opinion about it. Two leaders of the Irish Brotherhood were freed from a police van by their comrades. But the luckless policeman guarding them was shot dead in the process. Allen, Larkin and O’Brien had been in the crowd that day and were placed on trial for his murder. Though the prosecution produced little credible evidence, the men were found guilty, and hanged.

			‘I recall now,’ says Powel, ‘the one thing that seemed to get Mr O’Farrell riled up was when anyone in the hotel mentioned that case. He was adamant those three were innocent.’

			‘There, gentlemen. O’Farrell has taken note of this case, so we must too,’ says Parkes. ‘In our investigations for the trial that is to come, we must find evidence to support a case of conspiracy, if conspiracy there was. There must be no doubt of O’Farrell’s guilt.’

			‘Oh, here’s a Bible, sir. A … Douay Bible. What is that?’

			Byrnes, who has been silent until now, speaks.

			‘It is one of the earliest bibles to be produced in English, Detective Cuthbertson. By the Roman Catholics exiled to France by Henry the Eighth.’

			‘How does it differ from ours?’

			‘Those who know say it preserves the secrets, the mysteries. The translators believed they were guided by God, and that magic lay hidden in the Latin and Aramaic words. So they preserved those words, even at the risk of confounding the lay reader. This book was designed for the priests and the nuns. For the ones who understood the words.’

			Byrnes is suddenly aware that everyone is looking at him. He feels the tightness of his collar around his throat, and an itch of indignation.

			‘I am not an Irishman, gentlemen. I may have been born in Ireland, but I have been in this colony since I was a tot. And I’m not Catholic. I am a staunch Methodist who knows his Bible. That is all.’

			They look back to Parkes. His eyes are gleaming. For him, this room is an Aladdin’s cave. Detective Wager has found a cardboard suitcase at the base of the cupboard. Inside, a meticulously folded pile of clothing.

			‘Tweed trousers, tailor-made. Fashionable bow tie, black. Jacket, tweed. Shirt, linen. Handkerchief, with three large holes. Curious, that. Waistcoat. Pair of drawers. Good cotton ones. Sheer as silk. And commodious, sir. Room for a bloke to breathe I’d say!’ He chuckles at his own joke. ‘Oh, what’s this?’ He pulls out a priest’s cassock.

			‘A handy disguise, I’d say,’ says Baikie.

			‘Or it could work the other way, Detective. Day clothes disguise the religious man, do they not?’ says Parkes.

			‘Indeed, sir,’ says Wager.

			Another detective has been examining the dressing table.

			‘Eau de Cologne, by J. M. Farina, no less. A shaving kit, sterling silver. A bottle of whiskey and one of claret, almost done. Two crystal goblets, a tin of Keiller’s peppermints, and a silver crucifix.’

			Parkes nods. ‘Interesting – ammunition, refinement, devotion. The sacred and the profane, gentlemen. Our man inhabits both worlds with ease.’

			‘Sir, here are some letters, postmarked Melbourne. Addressed care of St John’s College. From a Mrs Allan, Emerald Hill … and a Mrs Lane, St Kilda. And … some papers from P. A. C. O’Farrell, Solicitors, Little Collins Street.’

			‘Note them down, Davis. Those women might help us. And that solicitor must be a relative of the prisoner. We must find him.’

			‘Sir! Look.’

			Wager, who has been looking through the clothing, has pulled several crumpled sheets of lined notepaper from the fob pocket of the waistcoat.

			‘Let’s see what you have got, Detective Wager.’

			The papers pass from Wager to Parkes. Parkes smooths them out. Each page is covered in fine pencil jottings that at first he finds difficult to decipher. He moves towards the table by the window and sits. ‘Mr Powel, would you mind?’

			Powel, who has been standing by the door, comes to light the candle on the table. The candle flickers for a moment, then becomes still. The other men gather around, just beyond the circle of candlelight.

			Parkes pauses for effect, then reads: ‘Noses tell a tale of what they would do for a swinging reward.’

			He looks up from the papers.

			‘Gentlemen, we have struck gold.’

		


		
			The Words

			O’Farrell’s room, the Clarendon Hotel, Sydney, two weeks before, in the early hours of the morning

			Henry O’Farrell wakes. He reaches for his fob watch. He can just make out the time. Three o’clock on the dot. Perfect, he thinks. Always the three. 

			He rises from his bed and walks, is compelled to walk to the table by the window. He is naked. He lights a candle and sits staring at its flame. His eyes are wide, wild. He feels the heat of the night, the humidity rolling off the harbour. There is sweat on his brow, sweat on the nape of his neck, sweat running in silvery trails down his chest and back. His hands shake slightly as they reach for a small notebook and pencil.

			What then must I do, he thinks. You must write, he thinks. All of it. So he does. The words come at a furious pace. They are desperate to come. He has no control over their coming.

			Noses tell a tale of what they would do for a swinging reward and free pardon. I am safe that the glorious nine have gone, and that I should be left behind and for such a purpose. Oh! For a gallant cavalry charge, not such a thing as this. Oh, destiny! It must be done and it must be done, fate, fate: a life in irons in future would I rather have found than this task should have fallen on me: was Washington a criminal for hanging Major André? Was he, seeing he did it in retaliation? He did it for his country, and it checked the cruelty of the English; three since butchered at Manchester. So. Some hundreds of the ’98 Patriots were shot down like dogs in this seething lazar house. God woe to thee England, or rather to your accursed Oligarchy.

			It is well the Saturday Review calls the Nation ‘The O’Dood’ very funny this! But, and before long, its ugly nose will get a tweak it little dreams of now. If I should fail: Quod avertat Deo! I should never forgive myself. Fail! but I cannot. I am alone and scarcely I can trust myself. Oh that the Orangemen would rouse up the apathetic Irish of these parts, one object would follow, in English capitalists losing too heavily by the depreciation of Colonial debentures, and the failures consequent on the Colonies being in a state of anarchy – if I had my will, every ship in these Colonial ports should ere this have been destroyed – shall I write one more time to the dear nine? No. You have written once, and that is once too much. For the P. O. officials are not over scrupulous about opening letters. Be wary, be loyal to them and yourself.

			To think that I have not one relative that knows of my proceedings: what will they say? Threaten to inform against me. I’ll be sworn to go in for the church. The idea disgusts me, that is what they would have me do, and yet I cannot get money unless I lead them to believe I am studying for the church. I did think of doing so once, and it plunged me into fever: the having to decide on loyalty to Church or Country. What sums I have sent home, and now to be so pressed for money. But still I have enough with care and common prudence.

			There is no tædium vitae in me and yet how short a span of life remains to me! I am to die in a few days; let me see: in two weeks from this, and in tolerable company. It will be a fine soul race to somewhere, or more probably to nowhere, to nihil, what nonsense it is to write like this and yet I find a grim satisfaction of thinking of the vengeance, how the nobility(!) of the three countries will curse me, and the toadying lickspittle press hunt the dictionaries over, for terms of abhorrence!

			He pauses, inscribes a phrase, then carefully underlines it.

			But vengeance for Ireland is sweet.

			Woe to you, England when the glorious nine carry out their programme – there was a Judas in the twelve – in our band there was a No. 3 as bad. But his horrible death will I trust be a warning to traitors. Such another I am confident is not among the nine. Oh, that I were with them. After all this thing I have to do for vengeance, and to rouse the Irish here will cost too dear, as I know I could have done so much more in England, but it is my duty to the R. and I will, if able, do it. What is there to prevent me? Fool, suppose the police come suddenly upon you, and, taken unawares, these papers are found upon you? True, but this last six months I have passed through so many changes of the sort that impunity is begetting a kind of fatalism in my own individuality, my own non-affableness, in matters of this description: I shall play the fool like Brutus the simpleton, the ready laugh, act Cavero, show yourself incapable of entertaining serious ideas least of all sentiments patriotic. Be a joker, a jester, a good-natured tender fool and mountebank, do excessively silly things in small matters, shew implicit faith in the words, sayings, doings and actions of all around you, no matter how incredible the story; prove further by great sympathy that you believe – shout for the Police and speak to them of the Fenians as a judge might, in summing up on Burke or Casey – With all these pretensions to be Fenians there are numbers of them seeking to be informers. How is it, that we allow informers to live? In the first place they are contemptible – in the second they do not know anything of us but are paid to convict men of whom the Government is afraid – the poor wretches swear they are

			He stops. His hand has frozen. He feels a jolt of energy in his brain. He blinks, tries to speak, forces his hand to continue its scrawl.

			There are some who remain silent and others who will swear to anything.

			Judges, in esse or in posse, convict people for swearing and cursing and the use of the word ‘Bloody’. Commend me to this Colony.

			Well I am going too far

			Again, the jolt comes. Again, he continues.

			My countrymen here think more of the fleshpots than of the allegiance they owe their country. They talk, and profess, and profess indeed. As far as professions go, they would each out-Emmet Emmet for the Republic.

			He thinks of Robert Emmet now. His sacrifice for the Cause. His simple, brave words before death. Now there is a patriot, he thinks. He trusted, and was betrayed. But he lives, still. Certainly in the hearts of those who matter.

			He writes faster and faster, his handwriting becoming near illegible:

			But I can trust very few …

			There are Nine that have gone their way …

			I dare not trust …

			A more wretched Government …

			A more filthy corrupt system …

			Woe to thee, England!

			Images of his beloved land, his beloved people, flash through his mind. Those poor souls, he thinks. They lost everything. They were betrayed too, by a filthy, corrupt system. This thing I am doing, I do for them.

			He spills out his thoughts onto the page, about all manner of subjects: this convict, then vows …

			Vows! he thinks. So many vows I have made. All my life I have been swearing allegiance to something. But this is the most important one. This is my final vow.

			I make this vow … for Freedom.

			Pure electricity spurts from that word Freedom. A sharp explosion in his head.

			He knows there are more to come. Why is it always like this, he thinks. I can feel it coming, and there is nothing I can do about it. Powerless against a greater power. Interesting, that. Is my brain in conflict with my soul, perhaps? Or is my soul trying to bend this all too human body to its will? And where am I in all of it? Who is the Master? Who the Slave?

			I just know one thing. I must do this. For my people. For all people.

			Now his body starts to twitch. The pencil flies from his hand. He clenches the pages of the notebook and rips them out. He grabs for the tabletop to steady himself, but cannot. His body is thrown into the air and comes crashing down onto the floor, along with the chair he has been sitting on. Note pages flutter down around him. A few more sharp spasms run through him. Then, nihil.

			***

			Daylight has come. Henry O’Farrell is lying in the same spot, but he now lies in a state of bliss. The dreams he’s had have been good ones this time. Family members surrounded him, supported him. Dark-veiled women anointed him, bathed him in love. But where am I now, he thinks, as he opens his eyes. Perhaps in Ballarat. It is certainly warm enough. The sunlight coming through the window tells him it is time for breakfast. I will wake young Kennedy, he thinks. He can fry up some eggs and put the coffee on, while I wash. Then perhaps we could have a brief ride together, up to Buninyong, before we open the store at eight o’clock. Hang on … this cannot be Ballarat. There is no chaff smell. And Mr Kennedy is long gone. A wave of sadness washes over him, then subsides.

			Perhaps I am at Emerald Hill, he thinks. No, that cannot be. It is too quiet. There is no sound of children. There is no music of Mendelssohn! Then where am I?

			He rolls over, realises in that moment the aching he feels in every muscle of his body. Realises, also, his nakedness. He stumbles across the room, pulls his drawers on, returns to the table, picks up the fallen chair and starts to gather the scraps of paper on the floor. He sees the writing on them, so he reads. He is shocked, but he is fascinated. Where did these words come from, he thinks. This man, this writer, knows me so well. Perhaps better than I know myself. These words express … everything. My beliefs, my desires, my plans. Oh yes, now I remember. I am in Sydney, and for such a task as this. These words tell me so. I must use them, he thinks. They will be my guide, my talisman, my protection. From this day … until the day I do this thing.

			He folds the pages into a compact wad and slides it into the fob pocket of his waistcoat. There, he thinks. This will stay with me. Along with the other keepsakes. He touches each of them now. A crucifix, a locket, a loop of string and a packet of words.

			With these things close by, he feels invincible.

		


		
			The Words Shew the Way

			The Colonial Secretary’s Office, Bridge Street, Sydney, 13 March 1868, early morning

			‘These words tell us everything, sir. The man gives us his motive, his beliefs, his inspiration – his timetable, even! Do you see?’

			Henry Parkes holds the scraps of notepaper between thumb and forefinger and gives them a gentle shake. They ruffle like feathers. These feathery pages have not left his sight since last night. He called some members of his staff in early, including a scribe from the outer office. That man, he set up with paper and pen and candle, on the other side of his desk, then watched as he went to work. By his deliberate hand, the spidery pencil jottings of the prisoner were turned to elegant calligraphy, in ink on foolscap. Four pages of it. The Executive now has an official record.

			But the colonial secretary prefers the original pages of pencil-scrawl. They have the curious power of authenticity. He has chosen a small envelope with his own crest on the flap. This is where the pages will live in perpetuity, he thinks. First in my personal files, then, presumably, in the archives of state. In years to come, scholars will gaze at these pages and wonder at the intricacy of it all. The beautiful inevitability. They will recognise the discovery of these pages as the first step of an important investigation, one that brought down a terrorist. And they will marvel at the powers of the investigator, he thinks.

			It is just past dawn. Across the desk from him now sits Premier Martin. The bleary-eyed night watchman at Bridge Street has delivered mugs of tea to the two men.

			‘Fitzgibbons, you are worth your weight in gold,’ says Parkes. He stands, sips his tea, and in a voice powerful and passionate, reads to Martin from the diary pages he discovered in the room at the Clarendon. Henry Parkes becomes, just for a moment, the Patriot.

			‘Oh! For a gallant cavalry charge, not such a thing as this. Oh, destiny! It must be done and it must be done, fate, fate!’ And: ‘Was Washington a criminal for hanging Major André? Was he, seeing he did it in retaliation? He did it for his country, and it checked the cruelty of the English.

			‘He’s right there, isn’t he, sir?’ says Parkes.

			Martin is hesitant.

			The colonial secretary rises to his full height, throws back his head and thunders: ‘If I should fail – quod avertat Deo!’

			He turns again to Martin.

			‘Are these not the words of a reluctant assassin, contemplating the terrible task bequeathed to him by fate, and, at the same time, the musings of a romantic who knows his cause is a lost one?’

			‘There is certainly a grandeur to those words. I grant you that,’ Martin says. ‘They echo my beloved Lord Byron. And in O’Farrell, do we not have Byron’s classic hero? Eloquent, dashing, passionate – but flawed, fatally flawed. This man is anxious, he’s deluded, and he has a heightened belief in his own invincibility. He says it himself: Oh, destiny! Really! He scribbles away to bolster his own self-belief as he prepares for this horrible deed. I find it chilling, sir. Perhaps, rather than the gaol, we should lock him up just across the road, at your Lunatic Receiving House, when it opens,’ says Martin, with a chuckle. The asylum is another of Parkes’s extravagant projects, and he can’t help ribbing him about it.

			Parkes chooses to ignore Martin’s rib. ‘Oh no, Premier. I cannot agree. You have not met the man, as I did last night. I found him good company. If he is a madman, he’s a damned clever one. In person he is calm and logical. He has a mind like a steel trap.’

			Martin is still unconvinced, but Parkes continues.

			‘No, sir, O’Farrell is a cultivated man. He feels acute grievance over the wrongs done to his native Ireland. We must admit, there has been one tragedy after another in that godforsaken place. Otherwise, why would we have had such a flood of shattered souls washing up on our own shores from that land, these last decades.’

			‘There was the famine …?’ ventures Martin.

			‘Of course, sir. Let’s just blame it all on the poor old potatoes and be done with it.’ He laughs. ‘No, the Emerald Isle is in crisis. Its people are suffering. This man feels for those people and wanted to do something about it. Simple as that. It is just that he chose an horrific and violent act to achieve this end. It was doomed from the start. As doomed as he.’

			James Martin thinks of his favourite poet again, and his favourite poem, ‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’.

			‘The hopeless warriors of a willing doom … Oh! who that gallant spirit shall resume? Hmmm. According to your thesis, sir, Byron’s ancient Greece becomes modern-day Ireland! In Ancient Greece, a small band of courageous Greek warriors fought the Persian invaders, though they knew they were outnumbered and faced certain death. In this day and age, Ireland is occupied by … us. And a small band of courageous Irishmen …’ He is silent for a moment.

			‘Precisely,’ says Parkes, who knows the poem well. ‘Who now shall lead thy scattered children forth?’

			‘Well, this O’Farrell believed he might just be Childe Harold – the one to lead his people forth. I see it now,’ Martin says. ‘But even given the persuasion in his words, how will his manifesto help us now?’

			‘Don’t you see, sir? He wrote this diary two weeks ago. He predicted that he would do this monstrous thing. Then he proceeded to carry out his terrible plan at Clontarf yesterday. It seems he intended to kill himself in the process. He talks in these pages of the fine soul race he will have with the prince into the afterlife. But he was thwarted in that aim by a pistol that jammed at the crucial moment, by the actions of the mob, and by the sterling efforts of our police. Had he succeeded in his plan, we would have had no way of knowing what inspired him to this dreadful deed, nor of finding any others involved. And, sir, we would have had the blood of a prince on our hands.’ He shudders. ‘But now that we have his words, we can follow up each seed he has scattered. I believe at least one of those seeds will sprout. We must hunt down these Fenians. We cannot risk further calamity. Our society is fragile enough as it is. With your help, sir, I want to throw all the powers of the colony into this.’

			‘But these words alone tell us next to nothing,’ says the premier.

			‘That is where you are wrong, sir. These words of his lay out a clear path for me. They tell me so much. Remember, we have the man himself at our disposal in his cell.’

			Henry Parkes has been stalking back and forth behind his desk. Now he sits down again, leans forward and confides, ‘Here is my plan. I shall make it my task to interrogate him further. With his own words as my guide. Friendly conversations they’ll be, between two men. Equals. We can range over all kinds of subjects as we chat. You can’t tell me that at some stage in these conversations, the man won’t let slip a clue or two. That is all we need, sir. Detective Wager has chosen an excellent team. They stand ready for my orders. We will find out when O’Farrell arrived in this place, where he has been, who he has spoken to, and what they have spoken about.

			‘You know, Premier, I feel strangely excited by it all. Yesterday, I have to admit, I felt sick to my stomach. But today, I feel buoyant. If we succeed, colonists will sleep easy, the recovered prince will sail on his merry way in safety, and we can bask in the knowledge that it is we who made it so. And perhaps receive … acknowledgement of some kind … from above.’ He looks to the ceiling, then says under his breath, ‘Sir James Martin, Sir Henry Parkes. Yes, those names have a fine ring.’

			Martin chuckles again. ‘Well, I certainly hope we succeed. I stand ready too, sir. First, I will table the Treason Felony Bill next week. That will pacify the populace. Then I’ll take charge of the prosecution, when the time comes. In that, sir, I promise you, I will be relentless.’

			‘Admirable, Premier. Now, with Byrnes’s agreement, I have announced a reward. There will be advertisements in all the newspapers across Australia in the coming days. To anyone with information that leads to the capture of any of O’Farrell’s accomplices, we will pay one thousand pounds.’

			‘Oh, good Lord, sir, that is outstanding. You are a master of the grand gesture.’

			‘No half-measures, Premier. It would take the average working man ten years to earn that kind of coin, short of striking it lucky on the goldfields. No, an offer of that size should flush out even the most loyal Fenian and loosen his tongue. Every man, I believe, has his price.’

			‘Well done, sir. And now, to the arraignment.’

			‘Indeed. I have ordered the upstairs common room of the Debtors’ Prison cleared. The court can be convened there, safely inside the gaol walls. We don’t want to risk a mob of those Fenians descending on the law courts in town and rescuing their man, as they did at Manchester. I could not countenance that. All the witnesses to the outrage have been called to appear before Voss at Darlinghurst. He will run a tight ship.’

			‘Excellent. I shall attend. It will give me a chance to hear all the details of the attack, calmly stated. And I can make my own assessment of this O’Farrell. Put a face to the words.’

		


		
			Nothing More to Say

			A room in the Debtors’ Prison, Darlinghurst Gaol, 13 March 1868, 9.03 a.m.

			The room is packed. It is only just after nine, but the heat of the day already makes the air in here stifling. Faces shine, armpits of blue serge are black with sweat. All seats are taken. Governor Belmore is here, sitting with the prince’s group of friends, Eliot Yorke, Arthur Haig and Oswald Brierly. And Lord Newry, with his sketchbook and quizzical expression. It is his armour.

			All the crucial players of the afternoon before at Clontarf are here too. Knights of the realm, mariners, gentlemen of significance, nobility. And just a handful of men who are truly noble – Newry has quietly met with a guardsman, two policemen and a judge. They are connected now. They know how they acted in the volatility of the moment, when most people lost their heads. It was these five men who formed a ring around Henry O’Farrell at Clontarf and got him safely on board the Paterson, saving him from almost certain lynching.

			Premier Martin has moved around the room, shaking the hand of anyone of note, before taking a prime spot in the front row.

			Everyone else must stand. Against the back walls of the room, jammed together in a mass, are policemen, British soldiers, and members of the press. Even a visiting thespian, looking slightly seedy.

			The clatter of chatter suddenly stops at the crack of the magistrate’s gavel, and the prisoner is ushered in. He moves quietly. His handcuffs and leg-irons barely clink. Everyone leans forward to get a good view of him. There is a gasp, a ripple of excitement that runs through the courtroom.

			The reporter for the Empire writes that the face of the prisoner presented a sickening sight.

			The left side of his face was very much swelled, and the right side cut and bruised in several places, whilst his right eye was black, protruding, and closed, and his left livid with bruises and capable of being only partially opened. The skin down the front of his nose was abraded, and that feature was also considerably swollen. Prisoner is about 5 feet 10 inches in height and strongly built, has straw-coloured hair, and wears all-round whiskers and a medium-sized moustache. He is about thirty-five years of age. Unable to see except with difficulty, yet he was observant of the proceedings …

			Henry O’Farrell stands, swaying, as a Bible is passed to him. He holds it, looks with intensity at the magistrate through one eye, and swears to tell the truth. His voice dares anyone in the court to think he would do otherwise. He asks the magistrate if he might sit, given the pain he feels. The magistrate grants his wish.

			Then it begins. Voss calls the first witness.

			Henry O’Farrell has had plenty of experience of ritual from his time in the church, and after watching his brother Peter defending many an indefensible in Melbourne’s courts. He also has his armour. It is the face of a man without a care in the world. He sits at ease, facing each witness as they testify to all they saw the previous day. Some are distracted by their close proximity to the would-be assassin. Others pitch their statements at a point somewhere above and beyond him. And just one or two brave a friendly glance in his direction.

			The first of the policemen takes the stand. Henry Rawlinson nods to the prisoner. He recalls that O’Farrell thanked him for washing his face, and that he said, ‘I do not care for death – I’m not sorry I missed my aim.’ He also remembers that when he first captured him, the prisoner said, ‘I’m a Fenian. God save Ireland.’

			O’Farrell stands, smiles, and asks him, ‘Did I say to you: “I have made a mess of it, and all for no good?”’

			‘Yes,’ says Rawlinson.

			‘Thank you, Sergeant.’

			Dr Watson, of HMS Challenger: ‘I heard a pistol shot and saw the duke fall. I went to His Royal Highness’s assistance, had him carried to the tent, caused him to be stripped and found he was wounded over the ninth rib …’

			William Bradley, holding a pistol: ‘I am Navigating Lieutenant of HMS Galatea. I received the revolver, open as it now is, from our bandmaster. Two chambers have been fired, one seems to have misfired. Between the two chambers fired, there seem to be three other chambers still loaded …’

			With each witness, a picture grows. The chaotic incident at Clontarf starts to make sense. Order is established. Each person brings his particular memory and experience to illustrate the whole. Through it all, the man who caused the mayhem just a day before remains calm.

			O’Farrell takes careful notes as he listens. Then, with the permission of the judge, he stands to cross-examine each witness. He questions them on small details. Calls their memories into doubt. Corrects them if necessary. And all in an affable way. He is more than happy to implicate himself. By clarifying these points, he seeks to set down for posterity the truth of the matter.

			Richard Musgrove: ‘I am a Senior Sergeant of Police. I saw the prince come out of the luncheon tent. Immediately after, I heard a shot. I ran to the place and found the prisoner down. I seized him by the hair and shoulder. He called out, “I’m a bloody Fenian. I’ll die for my country.” I saw in his coat pocket the muzzle of a pistol protruding. I took it from him. I stuck to him until he was put on the steamer. The pistol I took from him is produced.’ He holds up the pistol to show all in the room. ‘All the chambers are loaded and the nipples capped.’

			O’Farrell: ‘You are wrong on one point, sir.’ He pauses. ‘I would not say the word bloody.’

			Musgrove looks at O’Farrell with undisguised hatred. ‘You did make use of the word bloody.’

			Then comes the most detailed testimony of the day. Mr Vial steps into the witness box.

			‘I am a builder of coaches in this city. I was at the picnic at Clontarf yesterday. I saw a man come towards the prince. He took four or five quick steps in a direction from behind. Before I had time to speak, the man levelled a pistol at the prince’s back, and fired …

			‘I heard the prince call out, “My back is broken,” or something to that effect.

			‘The man called out to Sir William Manning, “Stand back!”, levelled the pistol at him and pulled the trigger, but the pistol did not go off. He then levelled the pistol again at the prince and Sir William Manning.

			‘I rushed upon him, got my arms around him, pinioned his arms … He tried to point the pistol at me … He swore at me … The pistol was discharged again, in a downward direction.’

			All of these details, Vial delivers in a careful, logical monotone. The plainness of his speech somehow makes them all the more shocking. Everyone in the room becomes aware of a critical point. If it had not been for the interventions of this one man, then Prince Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, would now most certainly be dead.

			***

			Proceedings extend into a second day: Monday, March 16.

			Dr Watson from HMS Challenger is called again and can now report that, over the weekend, he successfully removed the bullet from the prince’s chest. He produces a small nub of metal, slightly flattened on one side: demonstration of the opposing forces at play at the moment of entry. He says he believes this to be the bullet fired from the pistol already produced in court.

			Then Sir William Montagu Manning is helped to the stand.

			‘I was with the Duke of Edinburgh in the luncheon tent. When His Royal Highness retired, I retired … He signified he wished me to attend with him … His Royal Highness being in conversation with me at the time, when I heard an explosion, something like that of a cracker or small firework close at hand … I think the Duke fell forward or exclaimed something … I advanced towards a man I noticed behind the Duke, who was quite near to us … he was dressed like a gentleman.’

			Sir William Manning looks at the prisoner now.

			‘He was about two to three paces away. He was in the act of presenting a pistol at me … in line with my head …’

			Again, he stares at Henry O’Farrell, a look of total bewilder­ment.

			‘I lost my balance and I believe I fell. I noticed the pistol snapped. I saw two arms thrown around the man. Almost immediately afterwards, the pistol exploded. I saw a cluster of men on the spot where the man had stood. They were struggling with someone on the ground. Almost at the same instant, I saw some men carrying the Duke of Edinburgh to his pavilion. I then went after the Duke … and did not pay any further attention to the man who fired the pistol, but the prisoner before the court, in figure, in stamp, and general appearance …’ he points one trembling finger towards O’Farrell, ‘… resembles that man.’

			‘Prisoner, have you any questions for Sir William Manning?’ asks the Crown solicitor.

			O’Farrell stands again.

			‘I have not. If Sir William Manning had not rushed at me, the prince would have received a second shot, and I would have shot myself.’

			Again, all in the room imagine the different scene, and its consequences.

			The hearings are almost done. A final witness is called: the young Arthur Balfour Haig. His task is a simple one: to establish the name of the victim.

			‘I am Equerry to the Duke of Edinburgh, whose Christian names are Alfred Ernest Albert.’

			Colonists here are proud to have heard such a fine gentleman speak. To have sat in a small room in Darlinghurst, Sydney, in such close proximity to a member of Queen Victoria’s court. They will tell of this in years to come.

			With this last witness, Magistrate Voss brings the hearings to a close.

			‘Henry James O’Farrell, you stand charged before me, that on the twelfth day of March, instant, at Clontarf, near Sydney, you did unlawfully and feloniously wound, then and thereby, to murder, Alfred Ernest Albert, Duke of Edinburgh.’

			Henry O’Farrell gives the magistrate his polite and acute attention, much as a learned scholar might a visiting lecturer in a subject that interested him.

			‘Having heard the evidence, do you wish to say anything in answer to the charge? You are not obliged to say anything, unless you wish to do so, but whatever you say will be taken down in writing and may be given in evidence against you upon your trial.’

			O’Farrell stands and slowly turns to the left and to the right. He seems to look every person in the room in the eye.

			There is silence, but for the sudden rasping sound of Lord Newry’s pencil, taking flight across a page of his sketchbook to capture the prisoner’s mien.

			In a quiet voice, Henry O’Farrell says calmly and deliberately, ‘I have nothing more to say – the task of executing the prince was sent out and allotted to me.’

			The Crown solicitor wants to make sure he has heard correctly, and wants the words accurately recorded.

			‘I beg your pardon? Say again, sir?’

			O’Farrell, in a loud voice now, says, ‘I have nothing more to say – the task of executing the prince was allotted to me, and I failed, and am not very sorry that I did fail.’

			These words are duly noted, at the bottom of the deposition sheet. The magistrate directs the prisoner to read the words as written, and verify them. This he does, leaning forward and penning a confident H. J. O’Farrell.

			There, he thinks. I have said it, and I have signed it. Whatever the government may say, whatever the church may say, whatever my family may say in future years about my intentions, I have spoken. The Truth. This document will show that.

			Perhaps someday, someone will read this, and understand.

			The prisoner stands. The magistrate announces the trial, to be held ten days from now. The court rises, and Henry O’Farrell is led away.

		


		
			Irish Men, United

			O’Farrell’s cell, Darlinghurst Gaol, 16 March 1868, evening

			‘So, they were my precise words. I said that the task was allotted to me, that I failed, and was not very sorry I failed,’ says Henry O’Farrell. ‘Did I say the right thing?’

			‘You did. That is all anyone could ask of you. The truth, as simply as you can say it. And as much as you can say without hurting others, by implication or betrayal. That is important in all of this,’ says the other man. ‘And remember, someone we both trust once said: “I am the Way, the Truth, the Life.” He valued truth, in all manner of things. He was exalted for it, he was judged for it, and, as we know, he was betrayed for it. In the end, he paid the ultimate price, just for speaking the truth. But we remember his sacrifice to this day.’

			He continues, ‘Think of the wisdom to be found in the Book of Proverbs, chapter twelve, verse nineteen.’

			‘Labium veritatis firmum erit in perpetuum …’ Henry O’Farrell smiles as he remembers. ‘Truthful lips shall be steadfast, forever.’

			‘Absolutely. For ever and ever, Henry. The multitude may not understand now. May even revile you for speaking the truth, and for acting in accordance with your principles. The mob certainly had their way with you at Clontarf last week, I can see that.’

			He places a hand gently, briefly, on Henry O’Farrell’s bruised forehead.

			‘But I promise you, those who speak the truth, from the heart, always win in the end. Certainly in the eyes of their Creator. You will see.’

			It is the evening of March 16th. Henry O’Farrell is back in his cell, and sitting with him, in his hammock, is this new visitor. The visitor wears a black cassock. He is the chaplain at the gaol, and dean of St Mary’s Cathedral in Sydney. He is also Irish. Fiercely so. It is this man’s responsibility to minister to all the prisoners of faith at Darlinghurst. Or anyone who needs him. He is tall, with a genial countenance. Those blue eyes of his shine, laugh, embrace everyone with their warmth. He has a genuine love for his fellow man.

			Many of those fellow men, in this place, have done things judged to be bad. Certainly in the eyes of the world beyond these walls. That is why they now lie in shackles on this side of them. Most of those men are desperate. They contemplate a future that is dire, even hopeless.

			Some prisoners face the prospect of impending death on the gallows, with all the terror that holds. Or the slow, dull throb of years of incarceration, stretching into infinity. Or a proposition as daunting: release. Life out there beyond the regimented order the gaol has served up to them, along with the bowls of hominy. Three different types of Hell, for men accursed. Which to choose, they wonder. Then they remember: there is no choice. That is the prisoner’s lot. All choice has been taken away.

			These desperate men unburden themselves in his reassuring presence. He offers the sort of support a brother might give. He offers pastoral care, if that is what they ask of him. Bread and wine, and a favourite prayer, or a story told in the winding Irish way. He offers an ear unjudging of even their most disturbing admissions. They can tell him anything, everything. And when they need it, he offers a shoulder for those men who just wish to bury their faces and weep. In the confines of the cell, away from the eyes of other men, that is an offering beyond measure.

			In short, in situations of hopelessness, he offers Hope.

			‘You know I will stand with you, Henry O’Farrell. From now … until … whatever comes. That is my promise to you,’ says the priest.

			‘Thank you, Father. Already, that heartens me, more than you may ever know. It is not that I regret what I have done. Far from it. What is done is done. I am glad that I did what I did, and I’m glad I failed at it. Funny thing, that! I screwed my courage to the sticking-place, all right, and I failed. And somehow, that feels like my fated task done. Destiny ruled that I should fail.

			‘I bore the prince no ill-will, despite what my actions might have suggested. It was the symbol I fired on, not the man. Symbols are significant. The Crown, the Cross, the Scales of Justice, even our beloved Shamrock. I seem to have meddled with them all of late. No. Now, if anything, I am keen to face whatever fate awaits me, with whatever courage I have left to summon.’

			‘You have already shown to the world that you have courage in that fine Irish heart of yours, my boy. And I am one who should be able to divine such things. Have you ever heard of one Michael Dwyer?’

			‘The mountain general of Wicklow? Of course. Who has not heard of that splendid patriot of ours? He was friend and ally to Robert Emmet. Any man who aided Emmet, I esteem. I’ve plenty of time. Tell me the story, Father.’

			‘Well, as you know, Michael Dwyer led insurgent forays for the United Irishmen for years, after the failed rebellion of 1798. He did … what needed to be done, for the cause. Sometimes that is called for. Then he joined Emmet for the planned rising of 1803. They very nearly succeeded. If only, if only, if only, eh? How many times in life do we say that? He and his men fought the English fiercely all through the rest of that year. The English were merciless in their treatment of anyone who supported the rebels. Many innocent people were killed in their own country.

			‘Michael Dwyer only surrendered to save his family from torture and imprisonment,’ the priest says. ‘For his family’s sake, he faced all the brutality the British could throw at a revolutionary. That meant years in Kilmainham Gaol with all its horrors, then exile from the land of his birth, the land he loved, forever. They shipped him off to New South Wales.’

			As the priest tells the story, the walls of the cell behind him dissolve away.

			Henry O’Farrell smells crisp mountain air. It is a moonless night above Wicklow. He is there. He knows the occupying army are near. He gathers weapons in the darkness. Dashes along winding tracks with others, feet sliding in the mud. Feels the hammering of his heart. Climbs over railings. Squeezes through an open window. Drops softly down. Spots the yeoman, sleeping. Covers his mouth. Reaches for his knife. Sees the look of terror. Hears the thud of body on stone. Makes a lightning escape. Feels the nervousness, the exhilaration, the relief. Drinks too much. Listens to whispered confidences, warnings, betrayals. Then, soon enough, is engulfed by utter despair.

			Finally, the walls appear again. It is another man’s cell. Then, the bowels of another man’s ship. The clanking of leg-irons, the stink of too many men, too much misery. Then, in the next instant, he is led up on deck again. He is dazzled once more by the blue of the sky, the glint of sunlight on the waters. It is Port Jackson. He has arrived in Sydney Town.

			‘What do you think of that?’ says the priest, with a wink.

			‘You have me, Father. Keep going,’ says Henry O’Farrell.

			‘Well, Michael Dwyer arrived here in 1806. He never chose it, but he came to love this place, too. So much so, he said, “All Irish shall be free in this new country.” It was a simple celebration of the fairness to be found for all, in our land. But no, the powers that be decided those words meant that he was planning to incite revolt.

			‘They tried him for sedition, and he was acquitted. But Captain Bligh – I refuse to call him Governor – ignored the verdict. He was a tyrant. He hated our people. You know that if we simply spoke our language in those times, he punished us with the lash? But even Bligh, and the gaols of Van Diemen’s Land and Norfolk Island, could not break Michael Dwyer. He survived them all. Long enough to make a life for himself, back here, just outside Sydney, and to see his family prosper under the southern sun.’

			‘That is a fine story. Of redemption, really. Courage and redemption. I thank you, sir. His story is an inspiration to me,’ says Henry O’Farrell.

			‘And to me. It always has been. For without Michael Dwyer’s daring, without his passion, without his trials, without his spirit even, I would not be here, telling you his story, Henry.’

			‘How so, Father?’

			‘Well, Michael Dwyer had a son. And he had a son. And I am that son.’

			He stands, his arms slightly spread.

			‘You are looking at the grandson of Michael Dwyer, the fine patriot, Henry. I even bear his name.’

			Henry O’Farrell gasps, then his eyes cloud with tears. He tries to speak but cannot. He stands to face the priest.

			Father Michael John Dwyer whispers, ‘I feel pride in all that he did. The good and the bad. I feel that same pride in all that you have done. Both of you have not lived, will not live, to see the Ireland you have fought for. But it will come. And on that day, believe me, you will both look down on it with the pride that I am feeling now. You will know you both had a hand in its coming. Irishmen everywhere will say your names with that same pride.’

			The two men embrace.

			‘You honour me, sir.’

			‘Only the best, for a brave patriot. Bless you, Henry O’Farrell. The blessings of my father’s father, Michael Dwyer, are with you. He joins a fine band of ancestors who will see you through whatever is ahead. Through the time of trial, and after. As I intend to. You are not alone. Codladh sáhm.’

			‘I will, Father. Buíochas el tú. I have no words …’

			‘Oh, before I leave you my friend, do you know what the date is? What day it will be tomorrow?’

			Henry O’Farrell has to think hard. In this place, already, day and night blend. Numbers, like the days, like thoughts, come and go. Then comes the realisation.

			‘Oh yes, Father. How fitting that is! What a fine day it will be, too. Lá Naomh Pádraig Shona duit.’

			‘And a happy St Patrick’s Day to you too, patriot brave. And true.’

		


		
			The Luck of the Draw

			O’Farrell’s cell, Darlinghurst Gaol, 17 March 1868, 9 a.m.

			‘You can confide in me, sir …’

			Henry O’Farrell has taken his hammock down. His books are stacked in one corner. The height of this cell somehow exaggerates its tight confines. It is a stone box, with walls that press in on you. Walls that bleed dampness and dull light from above. And those metal bars that never let you forget.

			And now, in this one-man prison cell, there are two. The chief warder, Frederick Bernard, has come to visit O’Farrell.

			The prisoner leans nonchalantly at one end, facing the cell door. The warder paces back and forth, sometimes pausing to glance out through the bars, but mostly engaging with warmth, with the other man.

			‘It is most extraordinary, the reports they have circulated about this affair,’ says Bernard. ‘It is said that you had an animosity against the prince, in consequence of an affair with some woman.’

			O’Farrell chuckles. ‘These are the penny-a-line stories. They must make up something. At the Clarendon it was something of a joke. Gentlemen there said I was a regular Joseph.’

			‘Which means …?’

			‘I suppose it describes a man who remains chaste in all his dealings with the fairer sex …’ He smiles.

			‘It is said that the prince seduced some friend of yours, and that this is the retaliation.’

			O’Farrell lets out a gale of laughter. ‘Well, well, well! There was something genial about him.’ He smiles as he thinks of Alfred. Remembers all the times he has shadowed him, these last months. The times, in the streets and salons of Sydney, that he has been near enough to touch him. Even the times he has seen him in a state of undress. How many people in this town, in the world even, could honestly say that, he wonders with a grin.

			‘We shared the same tailor, you know!’ He winks at Bernard. ‘I voted against it, and argued against it.’

			‘The assassination?’

			‘Of course.’

			Then, he remembers. It is that night. He is back in the yellowy dimness of the parlour above the bar on South Head Road. The publican, a countryman, of course, and handsome, keeping watch below, bids the blowsy redhead clonking on the piano to lift her harmonic swell. Anything to discourage eavesdroppers from listening to the goings-on above. But who would suspect that the friendly bunch upstairs, who weekly meet for games of chance, are preparing an act of sedition, using that same game? Ten mates, gathered around a card table. Cash spread on the green baize. Cards fanned out, face down. Murmured discussions. Feigned laughter. A cloud of tension hanging in the room, like the amber smoke circling the single gas- lamp above them. Most of the men sucking on cigarettes. Sucking the life out of them, and spurting more smoke towards the ceiling. A decanter of Madeira is passed around. Nervous hands pour, nervous mouths guzzle. Valour will come soon enough, they all think.

			One of the men is reading from a letter. He reads in Gaelic. Beside him, its envelope, wax seal broken. And another envelope, still sealed. His hands shake. ‘So, brothers, are we all agreed? There are three oaths to be made by us this night.

			‘Listen well. First, we swear to carry out the orders to come. The time and manner of their execution is a matter for the individual concerned. Are we agreed?’

			They stand and extend their right arms towards the centre of the table. Place hands one on another. Each man looks into each other man’s eyes. Irish eyes.

			‘Geallaim,’ they all murmur, in unison. ‘I swear to it.’

			Henry O’Farrell’s eyes, usually a clear light blue, have turned black tonight. This has happened often enough in the past. Always at times like these. When he becomes resolute. When he commits himself to the deed. When he is possessed.

			They sit. The man reads again.

			‘The second oath, as follows: Each man agrees that if he is the individual allotted, he will carry out those orders to the hilt. In the full knowledge that if he fails, he must die.’

			They stand again, more slowly this time. The thought, in many minds: Please God, when the time comes, let it not be me. Let me not be the killer, let me not be the killed.

			Their hands and eyes meet once more, linger longer.

			‘Geallaim,’ they say again. Then again, they sit. Some reach for their goblets and drink. One young man mops his brow with a handkerchief already dripping.

			‘The third oath: That should a member of this circle fail in his allotted task, or in any way risk the other members, or back down from the task, he will be executed forthwith. In that case, the task will be taken up and carried out by others of the circle. Agreed?’

			There is a pause. Each man ponders this last order. Whoever wins this lottery, at least one of their number will, most likely, die. And it could be any one of them.

			Each man weighs this up now. Assesses his chances. Nine to one, against. Not bad.

			Each man has his own reasons for being here. In this country, in this city, in this room. For some it is adventure, for others a chance to belong, for others still, a chance to escape belonging.

			But each man, like Henry O’Farrell, is committed.

			They stand again, hands linked, eyes intent, voices sure. ‘Geallaim.’

			One of the men takes up his glass. ‘Let us drink to Ireland, a nation once again.’

			‘Éire, náisiún aris,’ they all intone, and drink.

			Then Henry O’Farrell raises his glass. ‘And gentlemen, Ár Bráithreachas.’

			They all repeat: ‘To Our Brotherhood.’

			Another man lifts up the second letter, examines the seal, then slices it off with the sharp blade of his penny knife. He slides the parchment out, unfolds it, and reads.

			‘Orders of the Executive Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood, given this day in September 1867, in Manchester.

			‘For the actions of Her Majesty’s Government over recent years in denying the people of Ireland their freedom, and for the centuries of injustice and treachery the Irish people have endured at the hands of the Crown and its agents, we hereby pass, on Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh, son of Her Majesty Queen Victoria … the Sentence of Death.’

			The reader pauses for a moment while they all take this in.

			‘And, on Her Majesty’s newest agent in the colonies, Earl Belmore, the Sentence of Death.

			‘These executions are to be carried out by one member of this circle, chosen by ballot, after the customary oaths are sworn. The action is to be taken, in public, in the course of the royal visit to the Colony of New South Wales, in the year of Our Lord eighteen hundred and sixty-eight.’

			The reader’s voice takes on an added gravity. ‘The English Government must be made to realise that there is no safe place on earth for its representatives. The people of the colonies must be made to feel as unsafe in their streets, and in their beds, as our countrymen have felt in theirs for generations.

			‘Then, perhaps, they will understand the plight of the Irish people.

			‘God grant you success in this task. And may God’s blessings fall on the Republic of Ireland, soon to come.’

			There is silence in the room. The only sound is the tinkling chords of the piano down below, launching into a spirited ‘Come All You Warriors’, followed by a muffled roar of approval.

			The reader puts down the letter. ‘So we have scant weeks to prepare,’ he says. ‘They are both due in January.’

			‘Why them, why now?’ another man asks.

			Henry O’Farrell agrees. ‘If it’s a member of the royal family or English aristocracy they want to bag, why not do it in England?’ he says. ‘In the Mall, or at Ascot. Why do the deed over here?’

			‘That’s the thing, though. No safety, anywhere, for representatives of the Crown. I think it is ingenious,’ another man says.

			‘I agree,’ says yet another. ‘Imagine the furore it will cause here, and imagine the furore in England. I’d like to be a bee buzzing through a window at Windsor when some hapless courtier has to deliver that news to the queen.’

			‘Sorry, Your Majesty. Your son’s dead. No, not the debauched one. The good one.’

			They all laugh.

			‘The Fenians, not such a disorganised rabble as they thought. We can strike to the quick, when pushed to the brink. Anywhere on earth.’

			‘Right then, let’s put this to the vote. Hands in the air, all those in favour of the proposal.’

			Seven hands rise. Henry O’Farrell and two other men are the only dissenters.

			‘So, brothers, we are seven to three in favour. The matter is decided. Are all the orders plain? These words, from this time on, exist only in our minds, and in our hearts, as is our way.’

			They all nod. He takes the parchment and the envelopes, twists them into a kind of taper and sets it on fire. In the low gaslight of the room, the taper burns bright. For a few seconds, all their faces are golden. All their eyes shine, even the fearful ones. Then the light drops. The papers turn to ash. Dimness returns.

			‘Bráthair? Would you summon the young fellow?’ asks the first reader.

			Henry O’Farrell stands and moves towards the door.

			‘Remember, brothers, this is a poker game. Chest your cards,’ he tells them.

			The men take up their hands and place a deck in the centre of the table.

			Henry O’Farrell opens the door, nods to someone outside and returns to his seat.

			A boy comes through the door and closes it quietly behind him. He is tall, with sandy hair. His riding boots click on the floorboards. He is young, but he is steadfast. He looks around the room now, nods to the men at the table and bids them good evening.

			‘Tráthnóna maith, gentlemen.’

			They all nod.

			‘Now, lad, do you know what is required of you?’ asks one.

			‘I do, sir. It has been explained. It is a simple lottery. I am to be the neutral party in it.’

			‘Right enough. You bring us the luck. You have the threads?’

			‘I do, sir. I have prepared them, as I was asked.’

			The young man moves towards the men at the table. He holds his right arm out. From his fist sprouts a cluster of strings, the colour of straw. He goes to each man in turn, and each man takes a length of string. Henry O’Farrell is the last one in the circle to pick.

			‘Thank you, lad. You have done well,’ he says with a grin.

			‘Good luck, gentlemen. I will leave you to it,’ the young man says. ‘Good evening to you now.’

			The door closes. The men’s smiles disappear. Most of them hold their breath.

			One man stands.

			‘Very well, brothers. The draw is done. There are, as we know, nine threads of equal length, and one thread an inch longer. To the holder of that thread falls the task. Shall we bare our hands?’

			He shows his palm, revealing a short length of string. All of them stand, hold their clenched fists out, then open them one by one. Each man looks at his own palm, then to each other man’s palm. Calculating.

			Soon enough, all eyes come to rest on the fist of Henry O’Farrell. He opens it.

			There is an audible gasp of relief from the others in the room.

			His eyes of black gleam now. He takes up the thread, holds it before him at arm’s length, for all to see.

			‘Well, bráthaireacha, it seems I am the joker in the pack. I win.’

			***

			O’Farrell rolls one white canvas sleeve back and displays his wrist to the other man. On it, a single loop of straw-coloured string, firmly tied.

			‘That is most extraordinary.’

			The chief warder now sits, cross-legged, on the floor of the cell. He has been carried away to another place.

			O’Farrell sits cross-legged too. The two men face each other, close, at ease. The story has been a good one, told windingly. He and the chief warder are friends now. Complicit, somehow.

			Bernard leans forward. ‘I must say, I am relieved to know that you bore the prince no ill-will. And that you did not relish the task you were allotted.’

			‘Who would?’

			‘I’ll tell you what seems a puzzle, though. How the deuce did you know that letter was an official document?’ he asks.

			Henry O’Farrell steels himself, aware of the motive behind the warder’s question. ‘I did not get it myself.’

			‘I suppose it came out signed, sealed and delivered, with a big pound of wax on it, and green tape, of course?’ The warder laughs at his own joke.

			Henry O’Farrell is serious. ‘It came to us all. It is … the power of secrecy. And the power of terror.’ He looks over his shoulder, then leans towards the other man and whispers, ‘There is never anything done, but under the influence of fear.’

			Bernard takes this in and makes a mental note to mention it to the colonial secretary. Then he changes tack. ‘You know some are saying that the prince dishonoured a relative of yours? And that that is the reason you resented him?’

			‘I have a sister in Tasmania. She was with Mr Willson at Hobart Town. I think it cannot be that lady.’ O’Farrell hides his amusement. I wonder, he thinks, if the chief warder gets the joke? If he realises why it would be well-nigh impossible for Alfred and my dear sister Kate to be lovers? I wonder does he realise that ‘Mr Willson’ was Tasmania’s bishop, and that Kate is a respected member of the community there?

			‘I have a sister married to a gentleman at St Kilda, too,’ he adds.

			‘What is his name?’

			‘Lane.’

			‘I knew Lane well. He made his fortune in timber, did he not? At Warrnambool?’ says Bernard.

			‘Yes, and as a stock agent, with Mr Wilkes. Another of my sisters married a man named Allan. A one-time Overlander, now an inspector of sheep. I cannot think it would be that lady, would it?’ This joke, he thinks, gets better and better. He sees for a moment a four-poster bed. The prince and these three sisters, Catherine, Christina and Caroline, enjoying a roistering Elizabethan romp together. A candle-lit pillow fight. Feathers flying. Bodices tearing.

			‘The papers are extraordinary with what they get hold of. The things they print,’ says the chief warder.

			‘I would very much like to read the papers,’ O’Farrell says, ‘to see what they are saying. Do you think you could get me the Australasian, when it comes in from Melbourne?’

			‘I usually get it on a Saturday at Gordon and Gotch. You can have it after me, if you’d like …’

			‘I would like that.’

			‘I’ll see what I can do.’

		


		
			Preparing for the Battle

			On a vessel travelling north, 24 March 1868, early morning

			‘I think I see it. Yes, I see it! It must be Eden!’

			‘Yes! How beautiful it looks.’

			They glimpse it. The mist has parted just long enough to reveal the town, on the headland to the right, and on the left, perched on the cliffs, Benjamin Boyd’s Tower, an ivory sandstone folly of massive height, facing Twofold Bay to the north and the ocean to the east. The tower is a godsend for whalers in these parts, in the season. Its ramparts glow crimson with the first light of dawn. Then the fog rolls in again, and it is gone.

			Caroline Allan and Christina Lane stand near the heaving prow of the clipper City of Adelaide, bracing themselves against the wind. They have barely slept, but talked for most of the night. These two sisters, always close, are closer than ever now. They sailed from Port Phillip yesterday. They hope to reach Sydney tomorrow. So here, now, they are in a white-shrouded limbo, between those very different towns, in a realm of time suspended.

			They know that beyond this mist, on one side, lies the endless land of the continent. On the other, the endless sea. And here, in the centre, just the two of them, sailing north, for family.

			The sisters are on a quest. Their brother is in a terrible predicament. He needs them.

			It is not the only time they have dashed to his aid. A year ago, telegrams came, they dressed quickly, had hurried conversations, and shared a train compartment out to Ballarat. They found their brother in a state, distraught and disorientated and near death. It took all their love and all their practical skills to nurse him back to health. It also took several doctors, a priest and a banker. Such was his need.

			But this time it is different. There is so much more at stake. For him, for everyone. And this time, it is all so public. This affair is all anyone is talking about.

			At home, in Melbourne, are their husbands, and the children. It has been agreed that they will stay behind. The children know what has happened. The sisters decided that this thing was of such magnitude, there was only one way to face it. With truth. All of them – the Allans, the Lanes and what is left of the O’Farrell family – desperately need words of truth. But how to say them?

			How do you tell your children that their favourite uncle is the most reviled person in all the colonies? How do you tell them that the gentle soul who took them to concerts and plays and cricket matches is the same man who pulled a gun and shot the prince they adore? How do you prepare a boy of ten and a girl of thirteen, already damaged by their parents’ abandonment of them, for lives that may be tainted by this scandal forever?

			The answer: you just do your best. And that is what you ask of your children.

			They had all gathered in the Lanes’ ballroom at Alma Road. John Allan and William Lane were there to lend support, but this was, essentially, O’Farrell business. At such times, their wives took charge. ‘We must do our best to get through this, to find the strength to endure all that is to come,’ said Caroline. ‘Here, at home, we can speak of him. We will continue to love him. We know that he needs our love more than ever.’

			‘Our Henry is not well, children,’ said Christina. ‘And he is in trouble. Aunt Brigid and I will do all we can, when we are in Sydney, to help him. There are many people already who stand willing to guide us. Clever lawyers, wonderful friends, staunch men and women of the church.

			‘But you will need to be brave. Beyond these walls, there is no telling what people will say. It will happen in town, it will happen at school, it will happen at parties. They may say some very unkind things. About your uncle, about us all. When they do, it is our task to be strong, in whatever way we can. But children, we know one thing. If people are cruel, we will not stoop to their level. We will rise above,’ said Christina. ‘That is what we have always done in this family.’

			Agnes interrupted, with a toss of her head. ‘Well, I won’t hear anything bad said about Uncle Henry. He must have had his reasons for doing what he did. Even if we can’t understand what they were. I will challenge anyone who tells me otherwise.’

			‘I will challenge them too! I will take up arms!’ It was young William, son of Peter O’Farrell. ‘If they say bad things about us, I won’t take it!’

			‘Now, Willie, listen.’ Christina knelt down in front of him and looked into his pale, desperate eyes. ‘When someone says something beastly to you, it is tempting to say something just as beastly back. But you must not. Do not say it. Just walk away. Have no truck with those unkind ones. Give them no target for their nastiness. That, darling, is true victory,’ said Christina. She looked to Caroline.

			Caroline chose careful words.

			‘In the future, each of us will have our time of trial. Just as your uncle is having his now. When that happens, each of us must find something special within ourselves. For some of us it will be our faith. Prayers can help. They shift the burden onto a greater power. For others of us, it will be imagination. You can dive into a book, like Tottie does, and forget your troubles. Georgina, you are like me. We can just go to the piano and play a piece that is so beautiful, it washes away our sadness. No words needed. Frank, if he were here now, would say just jump on your horse and gallop away, or grab a cricket ball and send it flying …

			‘You will all, through this, find out who your friends are. They are the ones who will not judge. The people who will accept you, and us, even accept Uncle Henry, for who we are. They will see beyond what the papers say. And those people, believe me, are the ones whose friendship we should cherish. The others…’ She hesitated. ‘Well, they can just … vanish.’ She waved an imaginary wand.

			‘So, Christina and I will set sail for Sydney tomorrow. We will need all your thoughts each night we are away, to give us strength. And to give Henry strength.

			‘If we can weather this, we can weather anything. One day, we will look back on this and realise just how much it has helped us. It will certainly make us stronger. You will see.’

			As Caroline finished speaking and looked into the faces of the children, she marvelled. Their tears had gone. Some were even smiling. She realised, with amazement, that they had believed everything she and her sister had told them. Where had those stirring words come from, she asked herself. Perhaps it was Mamma speaking through us. Whoever or whatever it was, it had helped them, at least for the moment. It had helped her, too. She felt strengthened. She would draw on that strength through the coming weeks to face the challenges ahead.

			Now, as she and her sister stand together at the prow of the City of Adelaide, they face the biggest challenge of their lives. Up ahead, somewhere beyond this mist, is a city filled with people demanding their brother’s head. But Caroline feels ready to take them on now, with Christina by her side.

			The night before, in a private room off the saloon, they had dined with Thomas Pavey, the family’s solicitor. He had elected to accompany them on the trip, to brief the barristers and fend off any unwanted interest from strangers who might suspect who these two women were. Christina and Caroline are noted on the passenger manifest as his daughters, the Misses Pavey. He hopes this will put reporters off the scent when they berth at King Street.

			With them at dinner was Butler Cole Aspinall, the most renowned barrister in the land. Aspinall had made a passionate defence of the Eureka rebels at their trial after the failed rebellion in Ballarat at the end of 1854. With his help, the men were all acquitted of sedition. They left the courtroom and were carried through the streets of Melbourne by a jubilant crowd. It was a victory for the common man over the ruling elite. Eureka went into the history books as the colony’s first armed rebellion, and as the birth of democracy in Australia. Aspinall’s reputation was made – as an eloquent counsel for the defence, and as a spirited champion of the underdog. He has agreed, now, to lead the defence of Australia’s first potential political assassin. If anyone can save Henry O’Farrell, Aspinall believes he is the one.

			Between courses, he had coached Caroline Allan in what to expect at Darlinghurst.

			‘Mrs Allan, the courtroom can be a daunting place. There will be many important people in that room. Try, if you can, to pay them no heed. If the judge addresses you, engage with him only. If Mr Martin or I address you, do the same with us. You need only answer the question you are asked. Nothing more. A chatty witness can be led into all kinds of trouble by a prosecutor with intent.’

			‘Should we not decide for ourselves the matter of our brother’s innocence, and motives, before I testify?’ Caroline Allan asked.

			‘No, madam, that will not be necessary. In fact, if you try to defend your brother as a patriot, all will be lost. Public sentiment is too much against him, I’m afraid. No, in this case, our only hope is to prove him insane. So, in the little time we have to prepare, we need to consider every example of curious, erratic or intemperate behaviour your brother may have displayed in the course of his life that might point to insanity. These examples we will magnify. That, if I may say so, is the barrister’s art.’

			Outside, the icy wind off the Tasman was starting to howl. But to Caroline in that saloon, it suddenly felt very hot. A rash-like redness started somewhere below the bodice of her gown, rose over her chest and up her neck until her face too was flushed. She reached for a fan, flicked it open, tried to cool herself.

			‘My brother is certainly not insane, sir. He has always seemed to me to be somewhat … eccentric in his habits, and something of a loner. I put that down to the fact that he lost his mother as a boy, and was rather cast adrift by our father, and handed to the church. The church, I’ve come to believe, is no place for a sweet lad of twelve. But he made the best of it. He has lived a good life. He is a thinker, he is a dreamer, he is a principled man. When our other brother, whom you know well, was facing financial ruin, Henry bailed him out again and again, at great cost to himself. At a time when no one stood by Peter, Henry stood by him. He even helped him to flee the colony. In his dealings of late with my family and my sister’s, he has been a generous, loving soul. He would do anything for the children.’

			The wind was roaring. Sea water was surging over the decks and pounding on the portholes. A bottle, somewhere, rolled and smashed. It reminded Caroline, for a moment, of the voyage she and her sister had taken, so long ago, from Liverpool to Melbourne. 

			Even in the plush confines of the dining room, Butler Cole Aspinall had to raise his voice to be heard over the storm. ‘All very well, madam. But those qualities of your brother’s that you mention, as admirable as they are, will not save him from the fate that the prosecution will seek for him. No, as terrible as it may seem, you, Mrs Allan, must paint the most lurid picture you can of your brother’s complete and utter madness. That is our only hope. You are our only hope.’

			Pavey poured him another glass of port. He picked it up, warmed it with his hands, inhaled its peppery scent, then drank.

			Caroline and Christina looked at each other in anguish.

			‘This is all most distressing, Mr Aspinall,’ Caroline said. ‘At a time when my sister and I already have so much to distress us. If you would excuse us, I think we will retire for the night.’

			‘As you wish, Mrs Allan. If I offend you with my honesty, I sincerely apologise. I assure you that my advice, and the advice of my team, when we are all assembled in Sydney, will be just that. Advice. Your family is paying us handsomely for it. Believe me, madam, we all just want the best for your brother, in his rather desperate circumstances. To help us attain that, you may be called upon to say things, in public, that you never in your wildest musings thought you would have to say. You may have to reveal things that, until now, you have kept locked in your heart. So, over the coming days and nights, perhaps muse on this. Are you up to the task? And to what lengths are you prepared to go, to save your brother’s life?’

			Caroline took a slow breath. ‘I already know the answer to those questions, Mr Aspinall. And I believe Mrs Lane will agree with me,’ she said.

			She turned to her sister. ‘N’est-ce pas, ma chère?’

			Christina was pale. Caroline could see that the pressure was taking its toll on her. Her sister had never been robust. But she nodded. ‘Oui, chérie, absolument.’

			‘Then it is agreed, gentlemen. We will go to whatever lengths necessary to save our brother. We will do anything. And I … I will say anything that is required.’

			Aspinall was taken aback by her candour. For a man well known for his way with words, he was lost for them, momentarily.

			But Caroline Allan was resolute. She slapped her fan on the table and stood, planting her feet wide to steady herself against the wild rolling of the ship.

			‘Sir, you may see before you a small woman, arrayed in the frills that Melbourne society expects her to wear, with a genteel countenance to match. But I assure you that beneath these frills, beneath this countenance, beneath this tiny frame, is a backbone of steel. I believe I have just as much fortitude as any of your Eureka men,’ she said, with pride.

			‘Good show, Mrs Allan,’ said Aspinall, rubbing his hands together.

			She was in full sail now. ‘Sir, the woman who will step into the witness box for you in two days’ time is a warrior-woman. She is descended from a long line of heroes and heroines, going back to the days of the Fianna. So too is her brother. Perhaps we can give thanks to the Fianna for what he did. He believed in the cause so strongly, he was prepared to die for it. We O’Farrells are like that. We are fierce in the face of injustice, and in protecting our kin when they are threatened.

			‘In short, Mr Aspinall, you can depend on me. Now, we shall bid you gentlemen good night. It has been a long day. Come, Christina.’

			The sisters picked up their glasses of liqueur and withdrew, arm in arm, to their cabin.

		


		
			A Bit of Banter

			O’Farrell’s cell, Darlinghurst Gaol, 18 March 1868

			Henry O’Farrell is lying in his hammock, reading, after breakfast. He hears the distant sound of … some­thing. Movement in the tunnel that leads to A Wing, perhaps. Then nothing. Then, barely there, but still there, footsteps. Then nothing again. But the feeling that there is a man close by. Just outside his cell. He is not a warder. They have bulk. They jangle and laugh and growl. No, this man is silent. And sly. He is waiting.

			Interesting, O’Farrell thinks. Something is afoot. I must watch myself now. He closes his book. And he waits, too.

			Then, just moments later, footsteps again. But brazen ones. Two of those bulky warders are coming. And with them, another. Funny, how the limited world of a small, dark stone box focuses the senses, he thinks. Your eyes, first, notice the tiniest detail. An ant, entering through the bars, high above. Pausing, thinking better of it, departing. Or a single dark hair, clinging to the coat of a silver-haired visitor. Or the slightest flick of a man’s eyes, telling you something. He could be taken with you. He could be terrified of you. Or, as sometimes happens, both, in the same powerful moment.

			The ears, likewise, become sensitive. The flittering of a moth’s wings, in this small cell, can be loud enough to keep you awake all night. Just as a boy quietly sobbing can, even when he is a dozen walls away. The trouble is that an active mind fills in the missing bits, doesn’t it? In a trice, Henry O’Farrell’s mind can create the kaleidoscopic world of the ant, outside. Can feel the anguish of the boy, inside. Can build a hurried assignation, from that random strand of hair. Can see the small, sly man, huddling in the corridor, pulling the pencil from the pocket of his breeches.

			He read in a treatise once that this talent is provided by the Lobus occipitalis – the lobe at the rear of the brain. A gift from the ancestors of prehistory. It made sense of vision. Even saw, before the eyes saw, what was going to happen. Could warn when danger was near. And all from a little bump on the back of the head. He rubs it now. His is huge.

			He lies back in his hammock and waits. He knows that a powerful man is about to come through that door, with a greeting of forced cheeriness. The keys jangle. The door opens.

			‘How are you this morning?’ says Henry Parkes, his face stretching into a smile.

			‘Pretty well. Do you often come this way?’ Henry O’Farrell asks him.

			‘I do not often come into the gaol.’

			‘Do you not, indeed.’ The sharp retort. Always useful, he thinks, to pull a man of exaggerated self-import down a notch or two.

			Then follows the game, much like their last meeting. Each man this time is more prepared. But still challenged. If only, one man thinks, I had learned to fence in my youth. I am glad, the other man thinks, that I did.

			Henry O’Farrell stands.

			‘En garde,’ he murmurs.

			‘You came here in September, I think?’ says Parkes, advancing.

			‘About that,’ says O’Farrell.

			‘You did not come here with the intention of attacking the prince, did you?’

			‘Oh no, it came on by chance.’

			‘Oh, you –’

			‘It came on by a strange concurrence of circumstances,’ says O’Farrell, suddenly expansive. If this man only knew, he thinks, how my entire life has been a strange concurrence of circumstances. I have learned to trust those strange concurrences, even obey them. Even when, as now, they have led me to dark places.

			‘You had no design to kill the prince when you left Melbourne?’

			‘No, I had not the slightest thought of it.’ A quick feint.

			‘You simply joined the organisation … for the redress of the wrongs of Ireland, as you put it?’

			‘Yes … It is the same organisation as the American. I think the prince will encounter more danger in New Zealand than here.’

			Parkes listens keenly. ‘You think he will encounter more danger?’

			‘In fact I would like to say it, in the dock. I would like to beg them not to molest him. He has sustained so much injury.’

			‘You would not wish it.’

			‘I could not possibly write to them, because whatever I write, the government sees. I could only say it, and it would be reported in the papers. The only time I could say it would be when the judge asks me if I have anything to say …’

			He thinks now of that powerful moment at the arraignment. He used that moment. And well. Just a handful of words, spoken with truth. Proof for the future.

			‘Our impression is that he will not be subject to any danger in New Zealand …’ says Parkes, leading.

			‘He will chance what I call running the gauntlet,’ says O’Farrell, then retreats a step. ‘That may be. I cannot say. After this, they might think of the anxiety of his mother. They might think that to shoot at a man who has been shot at once would look cowardly. I thought of what you said afterwards …’

			The matter of my hesitation, he thinks. Why did I hesitate? He revisits the moment in his head. Yet again. There was the prince, precisely as he had imagined, just a step or two away. He had the two pistols aimed. He fired once. Why did he not fire the other pistol then? Two bullets would surely have done the job. Then a third, for himself, and the soul race could have begun.

			‘It was a staggerer. I remember well the pause, the irresolution that came over me, when he was down, when Sir William Manning came rushing up. He went running off with his hands like this …’

			Henry O’Farrell acts out the scene of the elderly knight, arms waving, befuddled and distraught, falling on his face in the sand. It would bring the house down, he thinks, in a Christmas panto. But in the drama that was Clontarf, the clown jumping in had wrecked everything. Changed the course of everything.

			‘Then was the time I would have shot him, but Sir William Manning prevented it. There was a feeling of … irresolution, as though I would not like to shoot a man when he’s down.’

			Parkes: ‘But you felt compelled by the instruction from the Fenian government.’

			Oh, interesting, thinks O’Farrell. I never really thought of them as a government. But it’s certainly true. So I gave my all for one government, and now I’m to give my all for another. And both of them, ultimately, care not a jot for my life. But the point of this is, neither do I. Now.

			‘But you swore to effect the Duke’s death? And you also swore that if the person to whom it was allotted to do it, did not do it, you would shoot him?’ asks Parkes.

			‘That he should die,’ says O’Farrell. ‘We did not say how.’

			A vision comes to his mind, of that young man lying in Riley Street, his neck broken. The growing circle of bystanders. Those hands, still shaking slightly, holding the crucifix. The words of that particular benediction, whispered in the man’s ear. The power of secrecy, indeed.

			Parkes is appalled. ‘That is a terrible oath. Did you like taking such an oath as that?’

			O’Farrell is candid now. ‘I did not, to tell you the truth. Still, we were very much exasperated at the time, about certain things at home.’

			Parkes sees an opportunity. ‘And the ballot took place in Sydney.’

			‘Yes,’ says O’Farrell. We are fencing again, he thinks.

			‘At a public house?’

			‘I would not say.’

			‘Oh, I would not think of asking you to say where it was.’

			‘I beg pardon. I would not say,’ says O’Farrell.

			Lunge, parry, lunge, parry.

			‘And the ballot was conducted by a boy?’

			‘Yes. He has gone home now. He is related to one of them. He did not know the secret. There was money on the table.’

			‘For the purpose of deluding the boy?’

			‘Just so.’ Touché.

			‘You say you took a room at Lloyd’s public house, for the purposes of shooting the Duke, on the day he landed?’ says Parkes, trying another angle.

			‘Yes. The Customs House Hotel. It was the room next to the Exchange.’

			Henry O’Farrell returns to that morning, experiences again the moment that he decided against the deed – when his better side won out.

			‘The girl, a little inquisitive, saw the butt end of the gun. A portion of the cover came off the brass end, and the girl cried out, “There’s a gun!”’

			‘A little girl at the house.’

			‘Yes, it excited my suspicions. I thought the information might be communicated to a detective.’

			‘You had the prince covered, you say?’

			‘Yes. It would have struck him here.’ O’Farrell mimes the bullet hitting the prince’s head. ‘It was a No. 3 wire cartridge. I said to myself at the time, “What is the use? They are prepared for all the sports in Sydney – let them enjoy themselves.”’

			Parkes is incredulous. ‘You thought you would let them enjoy themselves first?’

			‘Yes, it would have spoilt everything. I intended to enjoy myself. The time was not specified. It was coming to a conclusion, but I had no stomach for the work.’

			‘I should think you are sorry now?’ says Henry Parkes.

			‘I am delighted that he is recovering, because I did my best, and I’m not sorry that I failed. It was just. Just retaliation for what had been done, at Manchester and elsewhere.’

			O’Farrell feels a strange glow of pride. Here I am, he thinks, telling my story to this exalted man. All kinds of details, all manner of situations. And he is fascinated. Under other circumstances, this man would perhaps not give me the time of day. But because I have done this monstrous thing, he hangs on my every word. Perhaps even pictures himself in my shoes. How weird life is, he thinks, weird and wonderful.

			Parkes appraises him now. They stand facing one another, as they did on that first night in this same small cell. ‘It is a thousand pities, to see a man like you in the prime of life in such a place as this. A man …’ Parkes hesitates a moment, ‘of more than average intelligence.’

			There, I was right, thinks O’Farrell. He is taken with me. But he can’t quite get my measure.

			‘We must all die once,’ he says.

			Then the duel begins again.

			‘I think you have been told the prince is recovering?’ says Parkes.

			‘You told me so. I am very glad of that.’

			‘I believe he has never said a word about you, except once.’

			‘I believe he never saw me,’ says O’Farrell.

			‘But as the person that shot him. The only thing he ever said, as I have been informed, was on one occasion, when in great pain, “He must have been a brute, to do this!”’

			‘I should have thought he would say, “For what reason could he have done this: I never injured any person,”’ says O’Farrell. It has always perplexed him that people rarely look beyond their own self-interest. In anything. Rarely look to the causes. Just see the consequences, and react to them in indignation.

			‘It is incomprehensible to me how a number of men could organise themselves for such a purpose,’ says Parkes, with just a whiff of that indignation.

			‘We were all infatuated about the Old Country.’

			‘But you never were in the Old Country.’

			‘Yes, I was, as an adult for a month or a month and a half, and as a baby, with my father and mother. We get more from our parents than by our experience, and by reading the ideas are inculcated.’

			And so it goes. To and fro. From this topic to that. On each topic, Henry Parkes probes, and Henry O’Farrell replies. With as much truth as he dares. And with little details, faithfully rendered.

			Parkes: ‘I thought I understood you to say you were engaged at St John’s College?’

			O’Farrell: ‘No, I wished to live quiet and retired. I could have had the use there of the library.’ Surely everyone needs a library, he thinks.

			‘But you applied there, for employment?’

			‘Yes, but that was on account of my sisters. They wished me to study for the church. I deceived them, and told them I was going to do so, and I wrote several letters.’

			‘You got a letter at St John’s College on the morning this attack was made,’ says Parkes.

			‘Yes, it was a letter from Melbourne with some money. And the idea was that I was going on to join the bishop of Goulburn. It was a system of deception. My sister wrote to me. She is the last one who would approve of anything of this sort,’ says O’Farrell.

			‘That is Mrs Allan?’

			‘No, Mrs Lane. They are all the same, having no idea of this sort of thing. This will come like a crash upon them. They will not understand it. They will say, “It must be some other person.” These sorts of things are just done to deceive the detectives: the whole thing looks so improbable, and action is taken by men who are not dreamt of as participating in things of this sort.’ The priest, the trusted grain merchant and the aesthete are just some of my personalities, he thinks. I was the perfect recruit.

			‘You were pleased with Sydney?’ asks Henry Parkes.

			‘Yes, I have not seen anything like it.’

			‘There was a gentleman of the name of Watkins went down in the boat with you …’

			‘Yes. I met with him frequently.’

			‘We were going to arrest Watkins.’

			‘Watkins was very much incensed at the ladies not having seats while some of the men were seated. He said, “Let us pull them out.” I said, “If you want a row, come with me.”’ He laughs.

			‘Did you not ask him if he would stand by you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘He was heard to say he would stand by you, and for that reason he was sought out to be arrested.’

			‘He was not, was he?’

			‘No,’ says Parkes, searching O’Farrell’s face for any sign of duplicity.

			‘He must have been horrified. Fancy Watkins, arrested! Then there was young Cunningham in the Post Office. He was there with us. He was just a casual acquaintance.’

			He thinks of young Cunningham now. The many amusing times they have had, in Macquarie Place at dusk, or at the Clarendon. A lager or two, and a bit of friendly horseplay. Nothing much more.

			Parkes is intrigued. ‘You seem to have had a good many casual acquaintances.’

			Henry O’Farrell gives him a look that says, ‘And what of it?’ or perhaps, ‘And you, sir, do not?’ or perhaps just, ‘That is altogether my own affair.’

			Then they get back to business – the business of how the colony is run.

			‘I look upon the government here as the best you could possibly have,’ O’Farrell says.

			Parkes is rather pleased to hear this.

			‘Think on it, sir. It is republican, in every sense of the word. You elect your own members and make your own laws. A man can select his own land. I don’t see what people can desire more than they already have. They have not to maintain a standing army. They depend upon England to defend them.’

			Parkes is flummoxed. This man’s view of the world makes perfect sense to me, he thinks. ‘You would not like to tell me who the Fenians are in this city?’ he asks.

			O’Farrell laughs. ‘Well, there is one named Mr Martin, and there is one, the doctor of this gaol. They are the head centres. One is of the medical world, the other of the political.’

			Parkes laughs too. ‘You never heard that I was a Fenian, I suppose?’

			‘That might leak out indirectly. I will try experiments, in a few days, sir, to see what the next world is like.’ Watch out, Colonial Secretary, he thinks. You may soon have a persistent ghost to contend with.

			‘Is the prince lying down?’

			‘No, he is sitting up.’

			‘Is it not strange that the ball ran around his body?’ says O’Farrell. Of all the miracles he has known in his life, this is one of the most astounding.

			‘The ball struck his rib in the thick part where it joins the spine and is quite flattened. It followed the course of the rib to the front of the body,’ says Parkes, in measured, patient tones. As if this occurrence seems quite a common one, to him.

			‘It must have pained him fully,’ says O’Farrell, concerned. ‘It is said to be two inches from the breastbone. I knew from the place where I shot him that it was mortal if it had gone through.’

			‘Why did you not shoot him when you met him once or twice on the ground?’ asks Parkes.

			‘I met him dozens of times in the streets. He had enjoyed himself so well.’

			He thinks now of his own ideal death. He had considered it all his life. It was all in the timing, wasn’t it? Live a good life. Make a few other people’s lives better, perhaps. Create some fine memories. Make peace with your Creator, then just … be gone.

			‘He’d had a good dinner, and would just pass off to the next world. The death least expected would have happened. I fancy that Sir William Manning didn’t know what he was doing. He rushed right at me, between the two of them, and I let down the hammer at him. The second trigger would have gone off if I had pulled it rightly, but I let it down with my thumb. The prince was down, and then there was this terrible irresolution.’ O’Farrell still cannot quite believe this. ‘The poor young fellow was down. I felt I was to do it, but the disinclination was so awful. It looked as if he was already killed.’ What gentleman would put another bullet into a dead man? he thinks. ‘At that time, the man seized me by the arms from behind.’

			‘You never contemplated the attack made on you by the populace?’ asks Parkes.

			‘I calculated that I would have been dead before anything took place. I know what I would have done myself in the same case, Fenian or not Fenian. I would have done just what they did.’

			It had always been a tenet he obeyed. You defend someone who is under attack. You certainly stand up for the underdog in any threatening situation. In this one, the prince had been an unarmed man, set upon by a man with two weapons. Faced with a similar scenario, O’Farrell would have leapt on the attacker, and probably broken his neck.

			‘But I expected to be dead,’ he says. ‘I had two plans. One, to fire into my mouth – that is very certain. The other, to fire just above the ear.’

			‘That was in destroying yourself?’

			‘Yes, this is very awful. Very … unchristian.’ Another important principle, drummed into him since the beginning. Life is sacrosanct. To take your own is a mortal sin. Such was his commitment to this particular deed, to this particular cause.

			‘Do you feel at all cheerful now?’

			‘Oh, yes.’

			‘You seem so.’

			‘Oh, yes,’ he says. There is one thing I will never do, he thinks. I will never let this man know my true feelings about the matters closest to my heart. But in all else, I shall be an open book.

			‘I think you said you got your clothes …?’

			‘No, the governor does not like to give them. I rather see myself in silver tweed, in the court.’ He smiles as he pictures it. ‘I asked him repeatedly for even a pair of boots, but he will not give them. I suppose it will take place next Thursday week?’

			‘Your trial will come on tomorrow week. Yes.’

			‘It will just be over in a quarter of an hour.’ The trial, he thinks, and then … the other thing. The sooner the better, the quicker the better.

			‘I hope the judge will not take too long lecturing. He is likely to, just for the purpose of being heard. The fervent need he will doubtless feel to explain the enormity of it all,’ says O’Farrell.

			Parkes looks at his fob watch and feigns surprise. ‘I think we have had a very long conversation,’ he says, suddenly restless.

			O’Farrell agrees. ‘We will know each other quite well now, Mr Parkes.’

			He watches from his hammock as Parkes calls the warders to unlock the cell door and let him out. Parkes leaves without another word. Without a backward glance even. Funny, thinks O’Farrell, how ungracious the most gracious people are, when they’re done with you.

			***

			In the watch house, five minutes later, the colonial secretary waits expectantly.

			The small man appears. There are patches of sweat soaking through the armpits of his shirt. Parkes can’t help noticing he reeks.

			‘Did you get it down?’

			‘Practically every word, sir. Look.’ He wipes the perspiration from his brow and shows Parkes a notebook with tiny jots of graphite on page after page. Parkes is rather mesmerised by them.

			‘You are a marvel, sir. To think that in these pages lurk the details of a spirited conversation, just waiting, like the hieroglyphs of the ancient world, for translation.’

			‘Translation and transcription, sir. I’m your man. A summary will be on your desk before the day is done. I will fashion something more enduring for you by next week.’

			‘Good man. And Mr Cook?’

			‘Yes, sir?’

			‘Have a bath. You deserve it.’

		


		
			Catching the Mail

			Four desks in Sydney, 27 March 1868, evening

			The young man takes up his pen.

			My dearest Mama,

			I am sure it will reassure you after the shock you must have received hearing of the attack made upon my life & the wound I received to get a letter written by myself, which I hope to follow personally very shortly after you receive it.

			I need not give any description of the occurrence as you will get much better ones than I could write. I will only remark how strong my feeling of thankfulness is to the Almighty for my marvellous escape. No man who saw it could have believed that I had the slightest chance of escape.

			This remains a source of great wonderment to him.

			I suffered a great deal of pain the first few days, first from not being able to breathe & then from sympathetic pains in the back & the right leg. I never suffered from the wounds themselves, except when the ball was cut out. I am now walking, about nearly as strongly as usual although much reduced in strength generally.

			He pauses, shakes his hand, rubs his arm and continues.

			My writing is rather difficult this evening as I have rheumatism in the right arm this afternoon owing to the very damp day.

			I cannot tell you how much I thought of you during my illness, as well as at the time …

			Remarkable how inspiring the image of his mother has been throughout, he thinks. Her solidity, her very staunchness, like a talisman. He thinks now of the many times she has faced assassins and survived. If she can get through such things, if she can endure, so can I. So will I.

			***

			Not far away, the colonial secretary contemplates the ever-growing mountain of paperwork on his desk. Somewhere in all these scraps of paper lies the key to it all, he thinks. A chance remark, a carelessly uttered name even, might be enough to crack the case. Off to one side, under a silver paperweight, is a small stack of letters from Clarinda Parkes, out at Werrington. One arrives each day. The simple message: Keep going. You have survived so much. You will survive this. We are proud of you.

			He is taking notes from a book. It is one of three heavy volumes delivered to him yesterday by the chief reporter of the Herald himself. The man couldn’t contain his glee. The buff calfskin covers were engraved in gold. Each page was rendered in ink, in Cook’s slanting cursive strokes and loops. Cook had stayed long enough to witness the first scanning of his efforts by the colonial secretary. Long enough to see a look of glee similar to his own. Long enough to garner a bit of praise.

			‘This is gold. You have excelled, sir,’ said Parkes. And at least he smells better today, he thought.

			‘I was merely the scribe, sir. You must take credit for the sheer volume of detail you exacted from the scoundrel.’

			‘He is clever, isn’t he? But I believe we got the better of him. I’m certain he had no clue that you were there, sir. Otherwise, how could we have elicited such a candid response? I commend you for this rather extraordinary work.’

			He tapped his fingers on the leather cover of one of the volumes with a pleasant, drum-like thrupp.

			‘I can’t think of any time in history that such recordings as these have been made. Think on it: we have read accounts of men’s actions. We have read the thoughts of men as they have written them. We have read the speeches of men as they have been recorded. But never, sir, have we read the candid conversations of men taken word for word and preserved. Certainly not of the leading players in a saga such as this. Imagine if we could examine the musings of a Brutus, a Sophocles, a Marco Polo? Or know the whisperings of a late-night visit of Queen Elizabeth to Mary Stuart in the condemned cell at Fotheringhay? Imagine! The words in this book will last, sir, well beyond our time here on earth. And it is you and I who have made it so,’ said Parkes.

			‘I am happy that I have been able to assist, sir. And happy that the Herald has a jump on the other papers, with a few choice titbits from these pages,’ said the scribe.

			Parkes touched his nose. ‘Sub rosa, Mr Cook, sub rosa. But you and I couldn’t call ourselves reporters if we didn’t make use of those tasty morsels and scatter them to the hungry, now could we? We just know to conceal our sources. And give nothing of importance to the defence team, eh?’

			They laughed, in the easy way they usually only laughed after a boozy lunch at the Australian Club.

			Before him now, in a small clearing in the mountain on his desktop, is a block of fresh pages of parchment, adorned with the crest of the Colonial Secretary’s Office. He feels excitement with a tinge of trepidation. What he is about to write will bring the news of what has transpired these last weeks to England. On these words, his government will be judged. He will be judged.

			He picks up his pen.

			Confidential: Enclosure to Earl Belmore’s Private Letter

			Minute of the Colonial Secretary

			I submit to your Excellency copies of reports of three conversations with the prisoner Henry James O’Farrell.

			***

			A five-minute buggy ride away, at a rather more ordered desk overlooking the harbour, sits the Earl of Belmore, Somerset Lowry-Corry, also writing. This month of March has been a bugger, he thinks. These last three weeks, he and his young wife have been assailed, each day, with battering rains or blistering sun. There has been no middle ground. It seems the nature of this colony. It tests their English sensibilities, tests Honoria’s delicate complexion. Many of her gowns, in the latest slim styles from London, have been ruined. Everything they touch now has a kind of clamminess to it. Everything smells of mould, or, when an easterly is blowing, the sewage that pours into the harbour from Potts’ Point. There is the constant drone of mosquitoes by night, and blowflies by day. And then, there are the crowds. No middle ground there either. First, they were screaming to get at the prince, now they are moaning in sorrow for him. Either way, there is an element of madness to it all. Curious, he thinks, that one of the least mad people is the would-be assassin. O’Farrell makes little fuss, by all accounts, and takes full responsibility for his actions.

			Earl Belmore is working on the private letter he has put off till now. London must be told. So he must write to Richard Plantagenet Campbell Temple-Nugent-Brydges-Chandos-Grenville, secretary of state for the colonies.

			Belmore takes up his pen and, in his clipped Etonian hand, writes:

			My dear Duke of Buckingham, I am about sending you a telegram to inform you of an attempt made to murder the Duke of Edinburgh.

			He pauses. He has no cypher, and such a message cannot be sent openly. After a moment’s thought, he decides to telegraph his uncle and ask him to send a cypher. His uncle, Henry Lowry-Corry, is First Lord of the Admiralty. It was he who, on the queen’s request, commissioned HMS Galatea. It was he who authorised the extraordinary voyage that brought the prince to these shores. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Uncle Henry commissioning that ship, he thinks, we might not be in this fine how-d’you-do now.

			The day after O’Farrell was arrested, he made a statement, which I enclose. That portion of it which relates to the drawing of lots, I believe to be true, although at present, I have no proof of it, beyond the man’s own assertion.

			I also hope to enclose some memoranda of statements made by O’Farrell on one or two occasions to Mr Parkes. Of course, they must be taken for what they are worth. I rather question the propriety of these conversations, but still I think it right to put you in possession of whatever may be material. The principal point is that the prisoner anticipates a repetition of the attack in New Zealand. With regard to that his statement has received some slight appearance of confirmation.

			***

			At the same moment, in Bridge Street, Henry Parkes realises he must choose his words carefully. In describing the investigation, he is describing his central part in it all. London will know all he has done. All his actions, all his words. He is staking all on a successful resolution of this crisis.

			On the day of the attack on the life of His Royal Highness I visited the prisoner at Darlinghurst Gaol soon after he had been lodged there. It was from the admissions voluntarily made by the prisoner himself that I obtained a knowledge of the House where he had stayed the previous night, and of other facts in connexion with him which have since been established. By taking Police and driving at once to the house named by the prisoner (The Clarendon Hotel) we were enabled to take possession of his personal effects.

			I saw the prisoner once or twice after this, and some features in his character, as it presented itself to me on these occasions – his openness on the general subject of his crime, his apparent regard for truth, and his cheerful collectedness – combined with certain memorandums, in the form of detached journal entries, found among the prisoner’s effects, led me to think that, though it was quite improbable that he would make any declaration directly implicating others, he might make some chance reference or drop some word which would afford a clue to the discovery of accomplices.

			With this view, I engaged the services of Mr Samuel Cook, a phonetic shorthand writer, who is in charge of the reporting staff of the Sydney Morning Herald, to write down whatever might be said in future conversations.

			Whitehall will surely be impressed by my ingenuity, he thinks.

			Mr Cook was placed just outside the cell, where he couldn’t be observed by the prisoner, who had no knowledge of his presence. The asterisks in a few places in the Reports represent passages where the words did not reach the reporter’s ears. With these few exceptions, every word in the several conversations is reported.

			Every word, he thinks. Now that is the tricky part. They will be reading every word. I can’t have them think I’m being too chummy with the scoundrel who tried to murder the prince. That I was beguiled by him. Any chumminess, I must make clear, was part of my ruse.

			In many instances, the expressions used by myself were purposely abrupt, or frivolous, or even vague or irrelevant, in consideration of the prisoner’s manner, which was that of a man naturally communicative, and fond of conversation, but fully aware of his position, and constantly on his guard against making any admissions that would be dangerous to his accomplices.

			It is necessary to make these explanations, he writes, in order that the important parts may be readily separated from the unimportant.

			That O’Farrell had accomplices in this crime, I think is beyond doubt. My impression is that he is a man not only perfectly sane, but of active intellect, though of an unhappy organisation and with some mental defect such as we sometimes see in men who work themselves into desperate decisions, by looking at things from a single point of view, and blindly resisting the reasonings of other people.

			I am inclined to believe his statements as to the attempt on the life of the Duke of Edinburgh being the result of an organised plan put in motion by Fenian agents in the United Kingdom, and also his declaration that he entertained no personal ill-feeling towards His Royal Highness.

			Somehow, he thinks, it all seems more honourable when you know the assassin bore his prey no ill-will.

			***

			It is the same night, in the same city. Just a different room, a different desk, a different writer.

			My Dear Sisters,

			Christina and I have settled. The voyage up was a turbulent one, in the conditions we met; HUGE swell, drenching rain, howling winds; and of course in the emotions we were feeling. But it was strangely apposite to the task we face. The gentlemen, Mr Pavey and Mr Aspinall, were just that. They watched over us, took their meals with us, and gave us much worthwhile advice, for all we have to do. Mr Aspinall has a way of brightening things with his anecdotes.

			We have fallen on our feet here. Mona House is a smart private hotel in Wynyard Square, run by a fine woman, Mrs Therry. Already, I feel we are old friends. In no time at all, she told us her story. She’s Irish, of course. She came out from Waterford just six years ago with her husband and their eight children. They settled on a farm they called Mona Vale. But from the first day, ill-fortune visited them. First, their cattle disappeared, one by one. In desperation, they finally followed the tracks, which led all the way to a neighbour’s run. There, on his fence, hanging, were all the skins of those poor beasts! Then, not long after, in the dead of night, they woke to find their house ablaze around them. They managed to escape with their lives and a few treasured possessions. But all else burnt to the ground. All evidence pointed to that same neighbour, a maleficent man indeed. The Therrys persevered, living in tents and hovels on their run. Mrs Therry said she had to cook meals in the hearth of the burnt-out building, to feed her family – even as that same neighbour continued to threaten them with their very lives if they stayed. Then the youngest boy, Gerald, fell ill early last year, and died. He had just turned nine. That did it. They left the run and came to town.

			Mrs Therry started a grocery business in William Street, while Mr Therry went away to try his luck on the goldfields. There, in the squalor of the diggings, just before Christmas, he died, quite alone. Imagine the family’s sorrow! All their Christmases will forever be sad. Now it is just Mrs Therry, the nanny, and seven children. But she is wonderful and witty and her faith is like a rock. I know she will be the right person to help us through all of this. As will Mr Dalley, the barrister who is assisting Mr Aspinall. We met him today, and he is such a genuine fellow, much respected by all in this town. They say he has a persuasive way with words, at the Bar. He feels for our brother’s plight. I believe we are in the best hands possible, under these terrible circumstances.

			Tonight there is a fine rain falling, but it is warm and still. The calm before the storm, I suppose. I must try to be Mr Aesop’s little reed, mustn’t I? – for on Monday we are in court. Today, Mr Aspinall asked the Judge for an adjournment, to try to gather witnesses from Ballarat, willing to testify to our brother’s character, and his challenges in life. We need the doctors to come! Thus far, they cannot. Or they will not. It is exasperating. If no one can be found, I will be the only real witness for the defence. What, in Heaven’s name, will I say?

			As for the Colonial Secretary – he is a tyrant. Not only is he running this investigation, but also the government, the courts, the gaols, the hospitals, the Press, everything. Under his ‘Special Orders’, no one is allowed to visit our brother apart from gaol warders, the chaplain and the lawyers. Christina and I could not see him yet anyway: our presence in Sydney is still a secret. We are ‘confined to Barracks’ by our barristers, until my appearance in court.

			By the time this reaches you all, it will be over. For good or ill. Miracles do happen, do they not? Our brother has certainly always believed in them. The alternative, I’m afraid, is just too horrible. But at such times, Mamma would place everything in the hands of a power so much greater, wouldn’t she? ‘Your will, not mine,’ I hear her say.

			Much love to you all from us both, here in this beautiful, but terrible place.

			Brigid

			She puts down the pen and takes up from her pencil set a soft grey pencil, then an inky violet, and finally a vibrant green. In a few strokes, she creates the elements of a gathering storm, a single blade of marsh grass at its centre.

			Beneath it she writes:

			The little reed, bending to the force of the wind, soon stood upright again, when the storm was over. xxx

			She blows lightly, sending tiny shavings of colour dancing across the paper, then stares out of the window towards the harbour, thinking. Picking up her favourite paperweight, she holds it up to the gaslight, looks into the green bubbles that hover in the glass. She has often pondered them. Wondered at the glassblower, a Venetian, who created them with his lungs, so long ago. What a perfect kind of immortality is his, she thinks. Decades after he breathed his last, perhaps, his breath remains, lustrous.

			***

			Looking through other glass, at the same harbour, the young man can see the lights of his own ship, blinking gold through the flurries of rain. He thinks of his reunion just days ago with his crew. He had not been prepared for the depth of emotion he felt.

			I shall never forget when I went on board my ship for the first time after being laid up, three days ago, the manner in which I was spontaneously cheered by the whole squadron, especially by my own ship’s company & the manner they received me on board.

			I was very much overcome by it and had to go to my cabin & remain there for some time to compose myself.

			I think it was the proudest moment of my life, to find that the nearly 600 men I command really loved me; they wrote me such a beautiful letter signed by all the petty officers which I will show you when I get home.

			The excitement here is very great about the trial. I myself have no doubt that O’Farrell was a ‘Fenian emissary’ especially chosen with the duty of murdering me to frighten all at home by showing how widely spread the conspiracy is. It can have no hold out here, though, I should say.

			I must now end my letter hoping very soon to be with you & all my brothers and sisters at home.

			With sincerest love and devotion,

			I remain,

			Your dutiful and affectionate son,

			Alfred

			Just as he is about to seal the envelope, he has a sudden thought. He takes out the letter, and adds:

			I forgot to mention I have been nursed all the while by two of the nurses trained by Miss Nightingale, who arrived here a few days before the occurrence for the Govt Hospital & I was their first patient. I cannot sufficiently express the comfort they have been to me, or how mankind ought to thank Miss Nightingale.

		


		
			To Veil or to Reveal?

			A room at Mona House, Wynyard Square, 29 March 1868, evening

			It is Sunday night. Tomorrow the trial is to begin.

			‘What in Heaven’s name will I say?’ she asks, yet again.

			‘The words will come, Mrs Allan. I promise you, they will come,’ says Mrs Therry.

			The three women stand before an ornate gilded mirror, in the sisters’ bedroom in this private hotel. The gas jets of the chandelier above them give their faces an ethereal glow. Their fragility is somehow emphasised, caught in the enormous mirror. What if I never escape this looking glass? Caroline thinks. Will I be peered at, commented on, judged for the rest of eternity? She shakes the thought from her head. Concentrate, Brigid, she tells herself.

			A trunk is open behind her, and from it, Christina plucks one gown after another. Each is swathed in tissue paper. She peels the tissue away to reveal dresses of every style and colour, then fans them carefully out on the bed.

			The women appraise the dresses. Caroline picks each one up and holds it in front of herself as they all gaze into the mirror.

			‘You must look the part – that is half the battle. Your dress will be your armour for that battle, Mrs Allan.’

			‘Yes, it is not just my brother who is being judged, is it? It is his family, it is his church, it is his heritage. When they see me, every person in that courtroom must understand. We are not criminals. Our family is quality. And in our family, whatever the cost, we stand by each other.’

			Christina looks pale and tired. She has barely slept these last few nights. But she smiles a wan smile now.

			‘We are asking rather a lot of a frock, aren’t we?’

			They all laugh.

			‘But we will find the perfect one, ma sœur. And it will play its part, I feel sure.’

			Christina looks anything but sure.

			‘Most certainly it will, my dear,’ says Mrs Therry, patting her on the arm. Then she turns to her sister. ‘Remember, Mrs Allan, there is only one judgement that truly matters, and it is not made in any earthly court. Not even one as grand as the one at Darlinghurst. Bear that in mind as you step into the witness stand.’

			Mrs Therry pauses to pour some port from a decanter into three glasses. She passes one to Caroline and the other to her sister.

			‘Take this, and drink it,’ she says. She takes the dress Caroline is holding and puts it back on the bed. ‘This black is beautiful, but too funereal for the courtroom, I think. And you might need it …’ she searches for the word: ‘… later.’

			That word hangs in the air.

			Mrs Therry places the dress on the bed, chooses another and turns back to the sisters. She stands behind Caroline Allan, her arms embracing her with brilliant swathes of emerald silk. Their eyes connect in the glass of the mirror, and they smile. This woman is wonderful, they both think.

			‘I do so love this green dupioni silk,’ Caroline says. ‘But they will find political connotations surely? They will think I’m a Fenian too. Heaven forbid! It’s a perilous point we are at now, isn’t it? But it was ever thus. We have had a lifetime of …’

			She looks to her sister for help, but it doesn’t come.

			‘… well, a kind of subterfuge really, Mrs Therry. For so many others, Christina and I did so much, hid so much. For our father, our brothers, the sisters, the children. All of them. Even when things were going so well, there was the sense that somehow it couldn’t last. That we would be found out. That one day everything would come crashing down.’

			Memories ripple through her mind now, of their lives. Together and apart. In Ireland, in England, in France, in the Confederate States, in the colonies. Siblings scattered to the four winds.

			‘So many secrets we swore we would keep, forever. For family. And tomorrow, I must swear on the Bible to tell the truth. In all the harshness of the public gaze. Perhaps it will save him, and perhaps it will not. And then …?’

			‘Listen to me.’ Mrs Therry’s voice lowers almost to a whisper. ‘Not long ago, I was called to the witness stand, as you have been. The truth, I realised, would help no one. I resolved to exact justice for all that my family had endured. Sometimes in life that is necessary. So I found a way to tell … what had to be told. There were details I decided could remain veiled. Other details, I could exaggerate a trifle. It is like a meticulously made garment. It displays when necessary, it hides when necessary. That is its genius!

			‘You believe in a loving God, don’t you?’ she asks Caroline. ‘He tests us, certainly. But without such tests, how would we ever prove our worth? In these last years, I have lost my home, my husband, my little lad. All three! My God is surely testing me, isn’t he?’ She lets out a wry laugh. ‘So how do I go on? The truth is I simply must. And that is why I believe He understands the times when, for our family’s sake, we need to veil the truth. There is so much unfairness in our world, why should we not, at such trying times, be allowed to do that?

			‘You both know that your brother is a good man. He has simply deviated from … the usual path. But he has done what he has done for a noble reason. Any Irishman would agree! When the time comes, he will face his Creator and be judged fairly for what he has done. For all of it! Not only for this single terrible act. But for his entire life: how he has responded to all the challenges that have been tossed his way. All of the other trials.’

			The three women look to one another now, in the mirror.

			‘In this earth-bound court, the odds are weighted heavily against your brother. But he does have a chance.’ She turns to Caroline. ‘And that chance is you, my dear. God has given you your quick wit and your capable tongue, and your … charms … to draw upon, at such times.’

			She looks towards the bed.

			‘And if I’m not mistaken, I think I spy the suit of armour!’

		


		
			The Trial

			The courthouse, Darlinghurst, 30 March 1868

			The Central Criminal Court, at Darlinghurst, is majestic. Its fluted columns of golden stone give passers-by a hint of the glories of the ancient world. If the towering walls of the gaol behind it speak of the brutality of the law, this building, in its elegance, speaks of law’s grandeur, its civility. Though the two institutions are separate in the sunlit world above, they are ingeniously connected in the dark world beneath. The same maze of hand-hewn tunnels that leads the prisoner from watch house to cell also delivers him to court. So it is, on this warm morning in late March, that Prisoner O’Farrell has been led in irons through those tunnels, then locked in a holding cell directly under the courtroom. He wears a newly tailored suit of silver tweed, a linen shirt, a black bow tie. They please him. If he looks right, he feels right.

			The citizens of Sydney have been clamouring for this day. When the doors opened, on the dot of nine o’clock, there was an unseemly rush. Men of standing who should have known better shoved and pushed each other in their haste to grab a good position in the stalls. Many more were disappointed. Those hordes are forced now to press against the cast-iron railings that form a semi-circle in front of the courthouse and wait for reports to be relayed out. Phrases will be lobbed from man to man over the next two days. Short phrases like ‘The blighter’s in the dock,’ and ‘Jury’s gone out,’ and ‘He’s sure to hang!’ These are followed by raucous cheers that become more raucous as the day wears on and the drinking begins.

			Today, many familiar faces of the last weeks will appear again. All the witnesses who gave testimony at the arraignment will be back to repeat their stories. The scene at Clontarf will be daubed in lurid colours. The bullet will be fired again and again in the courtroom, as one witness after another recalls his memory of that instant.

			As attorney-general, James Martin leads the prosecution. He and the solicitor-general, Robert Isaacs, both in wigs and gowns, are in an anteroom, addressing the witnesses they have picked.

			‘Gentlemen. Thank you for your contribution to this historic case. Yes, you will be written into the history books, make no mistake,’ says Isaacs. He’s known to enjoy a bit of embellishment, when the occasion permits. He sees his name on the pages of those same history books, in capitals.

			‘Today, as you choose your words, remember this,’ says Martin. ‘We want the jury to see what a normal man this O’Farrell is. That, even as he prepared for this heinous act, he was in full control of his faculties. Any instances you can recall that illustrate that fact, you must describe to the court. That is all. Now good luck, gentlemen. Remain calm, speak clearly. Let us show the world that we in New South Wales are a civilised populace, even in the face of a barbaric crime.’

			The men mumble a proud hear, hear, as parliamentarians might when roused to it and pleased with themselves, as these men are.

			Across the hallway, behind another door, the defence team are huddled. A different mood exists here. Butler Cole Aspinall is eminent, and skilled, as is his associate in this case, the dapper William Bede Dalley. Dalley has chosen his favourite gold tie pin for today, and wears a fresh white rose in his lapel. They have only a cluster of witnesses, a few citizens of country Victoria. No one of note, no one with professional clout. These men are the best they could muster in the short time they had. Aspinall was hired by the Lane and Allan families less than a week ago. He will be paid a hundred guineas a day, and Dalley fifty guineas a day, whatever the outcome. The men exude confidence, but even the casual observer might detect a whiff of bluff to it. ‘It is a damned shame that not one of the doctors would come,’ says Dalley. ‘They pleaded duty to their patients, but I can’t help thinking they are more concerned about their own reputations being sullied by speaking up for our fellow.’

			‘Indeed. All we really need some physician to do is step into the stand and say, “He is mad!” But we can’t compel them to appear. They are in Victoria, we are in New South Wales. So that leaves us with this lot,’ Aspinall says under his breath. He gestures to the band of men gathered in the other corner, the dust of the journey north still clinging to their clothes and faces. ‘And our main witness,’ he adds. ‘Thank God no one knows yet that we have that witness. Not the defence, not the judge, not even Parkes.’

			In the courtroom, a tipstaff has called for silence. The silence that comes hums with tension. Impatient men scan the faces of other impatient men. Samuel Cook is there, in his capacity as court reporter for the Herald. His pad is open, his pencil is already busy. Little do any of these people here know, he thinks, the part my pencil and I have played in all of this.

			He notes down the men he thinks are important, amongst them a foreign consul or two, leading members of the legal, military and business worlds, and the prince’s suite: Newry, Yorke, Haig and Brierly. When the judge appears, these four will sit at the bench alongside him. It is the first time in the colony’s history that such a courtesy has been offered to anyone. It may be the last. But these four are special guests of the colony, and are as close as anyone could be to the Crown, so no one thinks to question it.

			Samuel Cook does not notice, or neglects to mention, three other men in the courtroom. Each has, in his own way, made his mark in the lime-lit world of theatre.

			William Dind is here. He has the soft, full lips of a man who delights in every pleasure of life, and eyes that still sparkle with the memory of those pleasures. He was once a performer of note. His rich baritone rang out from stages across the continent, and audiences flocked to see him. When they no longer flocked, he dusted himself off and took to theatrical production. As impresario, he was responsible for some of the greatest stage presentations in anyone’s memory. For decades, he managed Sydney’s finest theatres, the Victoria and the Prince of Wales. Now, he rests comfortably on his laurels, tending bar at the gem-like hotel that adorns Milson’s Point and bears his name. At Dind’s, he entertains artists, fast gentlemen, ageing courtesans and ingenues of style, wide-eyed young military officers on furlough, boys fresh from the bush, world-weary poets and anyone of difference. He has done this since the ’40s. At Dind’s, people like Henry O’Farrell fit in, for its owner never judges. He embraces everyone who crosses his threshold, as long as they are pretty, or amusing, or can spin a good yarn, or carry a tune. And as long as they connect.

			Bill Dind had felt quiet regard for the sometimes controlled, sometimes fervid Irishman who so regularly visited him, when he heard what he had done at Clontarf. Many would-be rebels had voiced such intentions after a whiskey or two at Bill’s bar, but to carry out the act took true courage, he thought. So he’d caught an early ferry today to the Quay and a hansom up to Darlinghurst. He wants to see that O’Farrell gets a fair hearing, and perhaps be a friendly face for him amongst the seething multitude.

			Beside Dind stretches the languid figure of Mr Walter Montgomery, an American stage actor of international renown. He has played to packed houses in his homeland and across Europe, but has come to roost in the colonies. They have proved to be a fine source of appreciation, both critical and financial. He is now rich. Montgomery is acknowledged as a great tragedian, and is one of an elite circle of men given entree to the Duke of Edinburgh’s private domain. He has performed at the prince’s command at suppers on board Galatea and in exclusive salons, away from the hoi polloi. Guards are relaxed there.

			Montgomery’s style has been admired and debated everywhere he plays. He brings a new naturalism to his roles. He inhabits his characters with a power not seen before on the stage anywhere on earth. Anyone who witnesses his Shylock or his Hamlet comes away deeply moved. But the intensity he brings to every performance takes a visible toll on him. He staggers off the stage each night drowning in sweat, shaking uncontrollably, delirious. His friends are starting to wonder if the actor is displaying some latent lunacy of his own.

			Today, Walter Montgomery wants to observe the demeanour of an accused man facing a sentence of death. He wants to observe the behaviour of other men thirsty for that man’s blood. And he wants to understand the delicate divide between sanity and insanity.

			Most importantly, he wants to support Henry O’Farrell in some tacit way. For at Dind’s, one night this last summer, the two men met. It proved to be a rich hunting ground for them, for feasting and tomfoolery, and a welcome refuge from the heat and torpor of the town just across the water. They supped at William Dind’s table, entertained his other guests with stories and soliloquy and, after too many ales, stumbled down to the moonlit oyster grounds together, to delight in all they had to offer, and to bare their souls.

			The third in this stage trio is Dr Guthrie Carr, the phrenologist. Ever since that day at Clontarf, he has felt in some way part of this affair. As though a swirling vortex in history has sucked him in, coat-tails flapping. Now, whether he likes it or not, he must see this thing through to its finale. He will bear witness to it all. He will, like Montgomery, wonder at the human drives and passions at play. For with the powers he possesses, he believes he could unlock the secrets of this mysterious man in a way the judge and jury might not. Whatever the outcome of this trial, he is desperate to get his hands on Henry O’Farrell’s head.

			Suddenly, all eyes are drawn to a lacquered wooden box in the centre of the room, surrounded by upright spears of black iron. From the box, seeming to rise from the ground below, a man in silver appears. A gasp ripples through the court.

			Even the men of the theatre are awed.

			‘What a sublime piece of stagecraft!’ whispers Montgomery to Dind.

			I might just use that in my act, thinks Carr.

			No warders are visible, no chains. Just an elegantly clad gentleman. He is clean-shaven. His ginger hair shines. He now takes his seat, well above everyone else in the room. A brief intake of breath. Here we go, he thinks. A quick glance towards the ceiling. Your will, not mine, he thinks.

			‘All rise!’ calls the bailiff. So they do.

			Justice Alfred Cheeke, resplendent in scarlet robe and full wig, and a white beard that radiates grandly from his face, steps from a door behind his bench. He bows to the court, beckons the prince’s suite to join him, then sits.

			Thus, it all begins.

		


		
			In the Dock

			The courtroom, 30 March 1868, midday

			Your will, not mine, I thought.

			And thus, it all began.

			It is a challenge for me, hour after hour, sitting up there on display. But I am entertained too. I have the best seat in the house. Almost like a box at the Victoria, catching Mr Montgomery in his latest tragedy. Only in this case, I am the audience and the tragedy. But unlike the actor, I don’t have to remember any lines. Except, in answer to the judge’s question, a simple ‘Not guilty.’

			I am almost on a par with Justice Cheeke. I can catch his eye – and do! Could catch the eye of whoever I please, or whoever pleases me. Lord Newry, of course, has a ready, rather winning smile. He visited me in my cell after the arraignment. That visit gave me a chance to thank him for saving my life when all hell broke loose at Clontarf. Ironic that, don’t you think? He saved it, so that I may lose it again at Her Majesty’s pleasure. We had a fine, spirited chat as he sketched my portrait. I stood framed in the iron grille of my cell door. If you ever get to see the sketch, it will tell you something. There is a warder on either side of me. At first glance, they seem brutal. (Those rods could knock your eyes out!) But look more closely. Behind their swagger, you will see their good humour, and their humanity. Warders on the whole are a decent lot. There is generally more goodwill towards men within the walls of a gaol than in the world beyond them. Outside, there are so many distractions. Inside, you must be yourself, whatever that is. Every other man must be himself. There is very little opportunity, very little need for artifice. So many in there have faced their mortality. That has a way of ordering one’s priorities, I find. Perhaps that was what drew the lord to my cell. He just needed a bit of honesty, after all the pomp.

			His likeness of me is an honest one, but flattering too. This despite the fact that I’d attempted to execute his dearest friend just a day or so before. In it, I am standing there looking rather relaxed. I am not resigned to my fate exactly, but certainly accepting of it. He has caught a look of profound sadness on my face. Sadness I thought I was hiding. Sadness that, if truth be known, was what lay behind all of this. But I’m digressing. I have that tendency, you know. One of the witnesses, Mr Lewis, the baker, said exactly that, in court.

			‘He made a remark to me: “What a fine, strapping young man the prince is,” and I assented to the remark. He then turned off the subject in a rather abrupt manner, and began to allude to what he had seen in France, and other places where he had travelled. He frequently used to talk in that sort of way. He would begin a topic, and before he was done with the subject so introduced, he would pass on to speak of something else; he used to break off suddenly when he had begun to speak.’

			Dear, loyal Lewis! In detailing my rather scattered conver­sational style, he’s trying to save me from the noose, isn’t he? He’s trying to find a germ of lunacy in me. And there lies the paradox in all of this. Those who support me must show that I am a lunatic. Those who wish to condemn me must show me to be an intelligent man. A sane man. And therefore deserving of a guilty verdict, deserving of execution.

			Lewis is right, you know. And the others are right. They are all endeavouring to get to the truth of the matter, the truth of me. But there is no single truth, is there? To any of us. In my case, I deserve to hang. I did this deed. No doubt about that. I had my reasons, though, and not the ones people believe. I wager that those true reasons will not be broached in this trial. The few souls who could broach them are either in the other realms or would not come to this court. Anyway, if they were broached, it would come as a great shock. My shame would be complete. Better to hang than to have one’s inmost being pulled out, hung out for all to see, like a favourite undergarment that you have somehow defiled.

			All morning, I’ve heard accounts of every possible detail of that day at Clontarf. From the ferry I caught at the Quay to what I was wearing (the twelve-noon, slightly late, black suit and topper). What I looked like (tall, gentlemanly, like one of the Duke’s entourage, then a good deal knocked about). How I moved (leisurely, then hastily, then plunging and flailing). My aim (deliberate, of course, then hesitating, then thwarted). The sound my pistol made, its brand and provenance (like a Chinese cracker, a Colt’s, Challenor’s of Sydney), and all the things I cried out, amongst them ‘I’m a bloody Fenian,’ (I quibble with that) and ‘God save Ireland,’ (who could quibble with that?) and ‘I will die for my country.’ Well, that is probably true.

			It is now lunchtime. I am in the holding cell beneath the court. They have given me a sandwich. It is my first since that eventful day. It tastes, I must say, like ambrosia. I will savour every skerrick. The prosecution witnesses are done. I can’t imagine who else the defence have found to speak up for me. An acquaintance or two from my last few months in Sydney, perhaps. Or someone from my life in business in Ballarat. Certainly no members of the Victorian clergy. Who of them would have the mettle? They would be crucified. And what Christian churchman ever submits to that? There will be no one from my family, either. It is enough that they have stumped up the considerable funds for the defence. For that I am grateful, even as I believe they are wasting their money. But I do feel quite honoured, as I sit in my courtroom, to see four of the leading barristers in the land, ducking and weaving. Tussling, in the most gentlemanly manner, over my soul.

			So far, I have acquitted myself quite well. I have remained collected and calm. Have focused my attention on each speaker and on the proceedings in general. I am courteous to the judge, who is remarkably courteous to me, and to all the barristers. I intend to get through each day in precisely that way. There will be no outward displays of emotion from me, no sudden outbursts. If it’s a sane man they want, it’s a sane man they shall get. So help me God.

		


		
			In the Stand

			The courthouse, later that day

			The case for the prosecution has been concluded. The defence barristers, Aspinall and Dalley, have asked the judge for a short break, which he has agreed to. Dalley has sent his brougham to Wynyard Square, and it has returned to Darlinghurst bearing their key witness, her sister, and the family lawyer, Thomas Pavey. The three managed to get from the coach without attracting too much attention. It is an achievement, given the fervour of the crowd outside.

			Now they are in the corridor outside the courtroom.

			‘Are you ready, Mrs Allan?’

			‘As ready as I’ll be, Mr Dalley,’ says Caroline, with a shake of her head.

			‘You look perfect, ma chérie,’ says Christina. ‘Breathtaking! Just remember all that Mrs Therry told us.’

			‘I will indeed. Do you really think I can do it, ma sœur?’ asks Caroline Allan.

			Christina leans close to her sister’s ear and whispers, ‘If not you, who? Do it for Mamma. Do it for all of us.’

			The sisters embrace.

			***

			In the courtroom, Aspinall says, ‘Your Honour, the defence would like to call a final witness.’

			There is quiet in the court. All men there lean forward. A door opens.

			The natty William Dalley appears, takes a few steps, turns, holds one hand out, smiles from the heart. In the silence that follows, just the rustling of silk can be heard, and the tick tick tick sound of Parisian shoes on polished floorboards. In the ticking, there is resolve.

			Caroline Allan steps slowly, purposely into the room, takes Dalley’s hand and approaches the stand. If she smiles, if she grits her teeth, if she trembles even, no one can see. She wears a veil that surrounds her face like a cloud of light. Her frock is silver-white, sewn with seed pearls. On its taut bodice she has pinned a brooch. An emerald shield, with rampant lion. It is the O’Farrell coat of arms. It is solid gold. It was a gift from her father, just days before his death. She has never worn it. She always thought it ostentatious. Always thought it an apology of sorts, for so much. It has lain hidden, unwanted, in her jewellery box, from that day to this one. But today, this brooch is perfect. Our lion will protect me, our shield will protect me, she thinks.

			She looks up at Justice Cheeke, is blinded by the afternoon sun which bursts through the curious box-like skylight in the ceiling above her. In that instant, she and her brother are illumined by the same shafting light. Two figures bright and silvery, in the dull grey-brown surroundings. Everyone notices it. Then Caroline sees the same lion she wears, installed above the judge’s bench, in the royal seal. Its scrolling motto, Dieu et mon droit, is etched in gilt just below. Ah, the ancestors are here, she thinks. They are at my right in this, at our right. Whatever happens now will be as it should be.

			At the bailiff’s signal, she places one gloved hand on the Bible.

			‘Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?’ he asks.

			‘I do. So help me God,’ she says, quietly.

			She repeats it in her head: So help me God.

			‘Would you mind speaking up, madam?’ asks Justice Cheeke.

			‘Not at all, sir. I merely said, “So help me God.”’

			‘Will you state your name, your occupation, your domicile, and your connection with the prisoner in the dock, please?’ instructs Dalley, then grasps the wings of his gown and turns away to observe the response in the room.

			‘My name is Mrs Caroline Allan. I am the wife of an officer of the Victorian government. I reside near Emerald Hill. I am … related to the prisoner.’

			She chooses this moment to lift her veil and look to the jury.

			‘I am his sister.’

			In these words there is the pain of years, but there is strength.

			There, she thinks. I have said it. I feel strong now. So proud to stand with my brother in his time of trial. And without even looking at him, I know he feels it too.

			A rush of energy circles the room. Aspinall and Dalley turn to one another and can barely disguise their relief. Perhaps, just perhaps, they both think, we have a chance to win this thing.

		


		
			Choosing the Words

			The courtroom

			‘I am his sister,’ she says.

			She lets that sink in, for the jury, for the judge, for every man in the room. Sister is a powerful word, she thinks, however you say it. Whatever language. She learned that early on. She had sisters who would do anything for her. Who taught her all there was to know, about life, about love. About selflessness. About sacrifice. About survival.

			‘I am older than the prisoner. He was under my observation for twelve or thirteen years. He was about ten years of age when he left home permanently. We were residing in Melbourne, with my father and mother. I was not married then. He went to England …’

			She will tell enough, but not too much. In this case, she will play down Ireland. England sounds better in these surroundings. She will play down the Catholic Church too. No mention of the convent, or his tight bond with the fiercely political Irish bishop. And the dates will slide here and there. To protect some from the past, some from the future.

			‘He was in Melbourne part of the time, not at home, and studying for the law. I was up country. I include in that period of fourteen or fifteen years his residence in Melbourne and in Europe. I am quite sure my calculations of time are correct,’ she says, daring anyone to question.

			Still she avoids looking at her brother. If she can manage that, she can maintain her composure. Perhaps he is doing the same thing, she thinks.

			She takes the jury back to the early days in Victoria. The sunny days. Their parents standing side by side, watching over them all with pride. Remarkable the power of omission, the power of fantasy in all of this, she thinks, even as the words tumble from her mouth. In this version of mine, our mother thrives in the new land, our father is the gentlest of gentlemen, and every one of us lives a carefree life.

			Then the time comes to broach her brother’s troubles.

			‘It was about four years ago that I first saw him after his return from Europe. The first time I saw him in Melbourne, I noticed he was very restless, very excitable, and seemed always to like to talk on one subject. He had a brother residing in Melbourne …’

			I must not mention Peter’s name, she thinks. He is loathed by other lawyers, and infamous in Melbourne society. He burned every bridge there was to burn there, then simply bolted, leaving all of us to rake through the ashes and salvage what we could. Children included. Mentioning his name now would not help our case at all, she thinks.

			‘What do you mean, madam?’ asks Dalley.

			‘I mean he was continually talking on one subject alone. It was in reference to that one subject that I noticed particularly his restlessness, uneasiness and excitability.’

			That is it she thinks. A reasonable man, pushed by circumstances to his limit. Giving all, losing all. Surely everyone here will understand what that does to a man.

			‘He had sustained some pecuniary losses, by the departure of his brother. He seemed to feel it very much. I next saw him at St Kilda. He had the same restless manner as before and could not sit still. His mind and conversation were directed at the same subject.

			‘For a period of six months after that, I did not see him or hear anything of him. This would bring me up to January 1867, up to which time, I heard nothing of him.’

			Heard nothing of him, saw nothing of him. That was the deal we made, she thinks. No contact. He was in Ballarat, I was at Tooram, Christina was in Melbourne. We could raise the children better that way. That was Father’s plan, and we stuck to it. He dealt with all of us that way. Even from the grave he exerted his power. He rewarded us, he terrified us.

			Dalley: ‘What did you then hear of the prisoner?’

			She hesitates, takes a breath. ‘That he was different. That he was, like other males in our family, somewhat peculiar. There was talk about them.’ She looks to Justice Cheeke, who has raised an eyebrow. ‘People talk, you know.’ He nods. He is no stranger to that phenomenon.

			She turns to the jury. ‘Even within the family. There were in-laws of mine, and my sister’s, who referred to our brothers as the mad O’Farrells.’

			The attorney-general jumps to his feet. ‘We object to that particular statement, Your Honour, on the grounds that it is pure hearsay.’

			Dalley responds, ‘Your Honour, when the plea of insanity is set up, we are not bound by those rules of evidence that apply in other matters. We are entitled, as far as we possibly can, to get in evidence of the whole life of the person whose insanity is in issue before the court, in any way we can obtain it.’

			There follows a lively discussion of the case of Regina v. Oxford. One summer evening in 1840, a young man raised two pistols and fired on Queen Victoria as she rode with the prince consort in an open phaeton near Buckingham Palace. It was the first of many assassination attempts on her. Edward Oxford yelled, ‘It was I! It was me that did it!’ as he was dragged away. He was charged with treason. At his trial, relatives testified to his madness, and the madness of his forebears. This evidence was accepted. He was acquitted of the crime and committed to the Bethlem Royal Hospital for the insane, known as Bedlam.

			The attorney-general: ‘Your Honour, in the case referred to, the prisoner’s mother was allowed to give evidence of the condition of her husband’s mind, and of the state of the ancestors. There is a wide distinction between a witness saying what she knew herself and what she has heard from others. If this witness now before the court knows of her own knowledge anything of the prisoner’s ancestors, I do not object to it being given in evidence. But I do object to her stating what she heard from other persons.’

			Caroline Allan waits, as the arrows of debate fly around her, bemused that there is suddenly such passionate discussion of the ancestors.

			Justice Cheeke: ‘I consider the evidence given in the last statement inadmissible. Continue please, Counsel.’

			Dalley lets out a short sigh of exasperation, then looks back to his witness. His voice is gentle. ‘Will you tell the court, madam, how you first came to visit the prisoner in Ballarat?’

			Oh, Ballarat, she thinks. This is where it becomes delicate. I am sorry, dear brother. This is the moment I must unlock some of our secrets. Please understand. It is for you I do this.

			The words follow each other in a monotone: ‘In consequence of a letter I saw, I went from Melbourne to Ballarat, in company of my sister, Mrs Lane. I first saw two doctors and a chemist, and afterwards my brother, in his house attached to the store. It was a grain and corn store. They said it was once the most thriving business in that thriving town.’ There is regret in every word she utters. She is too concentrated on the task now to notice the effect she is having on the men in the room, but they are enthralled.

			In her mind, she returns to that day, that dark and airless room. Sees him, immobile, pale, thin, wide-eyed, uncomprehending. Smells the rankness of his surroundings. Feels the dampness of his brow. He radiates heat and confusion.

			‘He did not know me at first. He was awake. It was about twelve o’clock in the day. My sister and I entered the room together. He was in bed at the time. Two doctors were there. He did not recognise us at first. His non … reconnaissance of us lasted for a few minutes, then he …’

			Her eyes dart from jury to judge, and back to jury.

			‘He cried very much.’

			She cannot avoid her brother’s gaze anymore. She dares a look in his direction. It is the first time in half a year that they have looked into each other’s eyes. He looks wiser, certainly, she thinks. But younger too. This horrible deed of his has strengthened him, even freed him of care. Perhaps that is the power of stepping over the threshold and committing oneself. Once you do that, all else is in the hands of the angels.

			But beside that, there is something other that passes between them: pure wonderment at the courage they have both displayed. In this moment, both of them see their mother’s face, hear her voice, smell her calming smell.

			‘Madam, this must be difficult, but please continue,’ says Justice Cheeke kindly. He is committed to the story she tells now, too. Feels he is there in the room in Ballarat, mopping Henry O’Farrell’s brow with a cool, damp wash-cloth. Willing him to get better.

			‘Thank you, sir. Well, he was very neglected, and had refused admission to everybody for a week. He said he had been poisoned by the doctors. The doctors had only been attending him for a short time, I believe.’

			‘Do you know that of your own knowledge?’ asks Dalley.

			‘No, I don’t know that of my own knowledge. He told me he’d been poisoned, in the presence of the doctors who were in the room with him. He said that they went to Mr Usher the chemist, and mixed up medicine out of all the bottles he had, and gave it to him. The doctors said he ought to have a straitjacket at once. We did not like to do what the doctors advised us to do, but we got a man to attend him in his own house. I forget the name of the man.

			‘We remained in Ballarat about a fortnight. My sister was there all the time. The prisoner told me once that the man we had hired to watch him would come to his bed, and that he would sleep outside, and in the morning he came in shivering all over with an opossum rug on, and said he had been sleeping outside. He was very bad after it, and we thought he would die. This was about a week after we went to him. He was not incoherent in his conversation, but used to speak properly – you would not think there was anything the matter with him.’

			She looks imploringly at the jury members.

			‘He took an unaccountable dislike to my sister, who was very kind to him, and could not bear her near him. He used to cover his head with the bedclothes or his handkerchief, or anything he had, when she came near him. My sister was a little older than he was, and he had never manifested any dislike of her before.

			‘I saw him looking at some pistols one day, and he said he would shoot himself …’ She remembers how shocked she had been to see such an array of weaponry: daggers, swords, needle-like stilettos, revolvers, ropes. To see him so at ease with them. And to hear him speak of killing himself. In the light of all that has happened since then, she thinks, that end might have been something of a blessing, for him, for us all.

			‘A banker visited him at about this time. The banker’s name was Mr Jones. I believe he was the manager of the Union Bank. I think he called about an advance of money. After he had been with the prisoner a little while, the manager rushed out, shaking and exclaiming, “Oh, he’s mad, he’s mad!”

			‘I saw the prisoner just afterwards. He was very much excited. He told us that an old woman in an oyster saloon had poisoned him, and that she used to come outside his room each night and call him. He said she came to his window and called him by his name, and that he would like to kill her if he could see her, but he could not.’

			She steels herself now. Knows she must use a particular word that the O’Farrell family have always avoided, in public at least. It is the sort of word that, once uttered, can never be taken back.

			‘He had an epileptic fit one afternoon.’

			All eyes in the room are fixed on her, but now they flick to her brother. He shows no sign of reaction. Vigilant observers might detect just the slightest clenching of the muscles of his jaw. Nothing more. The silence in the room is powerful. Caroline Allan is aware that Justice Cheeke and the prosecution and defence teams are all scribbling something in their notebooks. Undoubtedly, it is the word Epileptic. Perhaps that is a good thing, she thinks.

			‘He was sitting taking some beef tea and talking to me when it seized him. He was very bad, and suffered a great deal. He had another fit at about seven o’clock the same evening. They were both very violent. He got quite black about the chest. We got a Dr Icely, who lived nearby, to attend him. The doctor quite gave him up.’ She remembers now the effort it took for the three of them to restrain him. This emaciated, skeletal man, when roused, had the power of a stallion yet to be broken in. He kicked, he bucked, he scratched, he bit them. Then he became docile and, soon enough, fell into a fitful sleep.

			‘He received the last sacrament of the church that night.’

			Caroline Allan is drained now, just as she was then. She had expended every ounce of energy, physical and emotional. She had prepared herself for his death that night, as painful as that was. It was she who had summoned the priest. She realises something now: the sacraments had been given and received that night. So, in the eyes of the church, in her own eyes, and in her brother’s, he had already begun the journey from life to death, to a life beyond death. He really had no further need of this world, she thinks.

			The rest of the afternoon passes for her as a dream, or a dream-like story she might tell her children. Only this story she tells the court begins with joy and ends in the darkest despair. She takes her audience back in time to his charmed early years, then forward to his recent ones. She describes his quiet times staying with her family. ‘He was always very kind and affectionate,’ she says. ‘He used to take the children out every day. He was very fond of children and music.’ She describes how they used to go to the theatre, to the Intercolonial Exhibition, to the cricket together. But even then, he is constantly restless, and suddenly, without warning, he returns to Ballarat.

			Then, as happened before in this tale, messages arrive. There are three telegrams in one day: two from friends, one from the police. Her initial anguish at what she reads turns to an ironclad determination. She sets off immediately, again with her sister. They catch the last train to Ballarat and arrive just before midnight. They go straight to their brother’s house. They find him sleeping. When he wakes, he screams at them to leave him. Says everyone has tried to poison him. He will not see them, he will not see the doctors they summon. But Frank is there. Young Frank, his nephew, he trusts. Somehow Frank manages to calm him. Four days later, he has another epileptic fit. A terrible one. The doctors recommend a lunatic asylum, but instead she has him taken to the Ballarat Miners’ Hospital. There, they treat him for delirium tremens. She and her sister and her son visit him every day. The whole time he is there, she says, he is in entire oblivion as to where he is, believes he has been kidnapped at the corner of Elizabeth Street in Melbourne. Believes he is now staying at an opulent hotel. Just can’t understand why there is so much noise in such a place.

			After two weeks, the doctors pronounce him cured and release him. He returns to Melbourne. He lodges at a small hotel in Emerald Hill near where she lives and takes his meals with her. He now has no memory of anything that happened in the previous six weeks. The doctors tell her the epilepsy has caused a softening of his brain. She never trusts him with the children after that. She considers him to be unsound of intellect, believes him to be mad. Then, about September of 1867, without taking leave of her, he simply disappears.

			Her story is reaching its end. She says the only contact she had with him after that was in the form of letters that arrived from time to time. There was one from Rockhampton, and nine or so postmarked Sydney. Each letter was a kind letter, she says, always with a simple request for money. She wrote back with remittances, then destroyed his letters.

			‘I supplied him with money for the cost of his living. I did so repeatedly.’

			She looks at Dalley and Aspinall.

			‘And I am now providing for his defence.’

			In telling the tale of these last years, she has lived each moment all over again. Has felt every emotion. It has all been strangely heightened by her surroundings. By her brother’s presence here, gazing into her eyes as she relates his story. By the presence of every other man, some of them compassionate, some of them hostile. But all of them hungry for every word she utters.

			William Dalley helps her, almost lifts her small frame from the stand, and guides her towards the door. He leans to her ear and whispers, ‘Mrs Allan, before you leave the court, pause a moment, look around and take it all in. Every detail.’

			She does that, then turns and steps through the door.

			Once outside, she turns to him and smiles. ‘Thank you, Mr Dalley. I know exactly why you suggested that, just now.’

			‘Why do you think, madam?’ he asks.

			‘Because, in the future, perhaps every day for the rest of my life, I will return to that room. In waking moments, in dreams, in my prayers. It will help to know every detail, if I am to be there, again and again and again. Never quite knowing. Always wondering, could I have said more, could I have done more.’

			William Dalley takes both of her hands in his.

			‘Listen to me, Mrs Allan. Your words were perfectly chosen. He could not have asked for more. You have … well, you have given your all for him.’

			She smiles again.

			‘I have to, Mr Dalley. I am his sister.’

		


		
			The Mark of Lunacy

			The same courtroom, on the following day, 31 March 1868, after a long lunch recess

			Butler Cole Aspinall is in his element. Being a radical and a sensualist, he loves to give voice to his passions – on newsprint, in parliament, at rallies, and in muggy courtrooms such as this one. He has teetered on the brink of some momen­tous verdicts in his time, but never has there been so much anticipation of a result. A thrilling thought occurs to him now. Should he get the verdict he seeks this day, this career of his might rise to even headier heights, or come to an end. This life of his too. He has received letters in which intricate descriptions are given of the ways he will be slaughtered, should the prisoner O’Farrell walk free. The same mob that once carried Aspinall shoulder high through the streets might today tear him apart.

			Let the right words come, let the right words come, let the right words come, he always thinks. And thus far, they always have.

			He stands and approaches the jury, giving each man in turn the incandescent smile that is his hallmark. His face, which is always rosy, is even rosier now. He sways slightly too. He drank rather too freely at lunch. But this will just give him the necessary bluster, he thinks. He holds a single sheet of vellum in front of him, his customary aide memoire. He will glance at it, read from it, flurry it in the air if necessary, throughout the coming hour or so. An hour that may save his man, or see him consigned to the scaffold.

			‘Gentlemen of the jury: in obedience to duty, my learned friend Mr Dalley and I are here to defend the prisoner. We are here to discharge a duty which could not be offensive to the most loyal of Her Majesty’s subjects. There is of course not the slightest justification for such an outrage as has been committed. Whilst it is our duty to defend the prisoner, it is not our duty to defend the crime – if crime it was – for that depends upon the responsibility of the actor.’ As he mentions that word, he can’t help a quick glance in Walter Montgomery’s direction. They are firm friends. The actor gives the slightest bow of his head. Then Aspinall catches Henry O’Farrell’s eye. O’Farrell is motionless, expressionless, and certainly wordless. But not powerless now.

			‘If a criminal deed is done by a responsible agent, he is liable for the full penalty of the offence,’ Aspinall says.

			‘When you recollect how Prince Alfred won for himself our goodwill and our love, it must have struck all our minds, when we heard of any outrage upon him, let alone the heinous one in question, that none but a madman could have committed it.

			‘Come then to consider the probability of a sane man ever dreaming of such an outrage. Look at its atrocity. Where a prince is so much beloved, and has so many claims to the goodwill of the community, what probable incitement could there be in the mind of any sane individual to revenge, or to treat him as O’Farrell did? Having regarded it so, then we found the prisoner said he was a Fenian.’

			I have to lead them, he thinks, to discover the idea that O’Farrell is a text-book case of mania as if it were their very own.

			He becomes conciliatory now, a gentle lecturer in human psychology before an attentive group of students.

			‘Whenever a person’s brain is affected, sooner or later he turns out to be a lunatic, approaching from time to time, little by little, till the culminating point is reached – and he is always, always, full of whatever the leading topic of the hour may be. When a great crime is committed, there are in the world persons who give themselves up as the offenders, their minds when disorganised being engrossed with the idea of the strange fame to be thus gained.

			‘You the jury have heard evidence that must have brought tears to your eyes, from the prisoner’s sister …’ He pauses, lets them remember Caroline Allan’s account of the agonising days spent with her tormented brother.

			‘And you have heard from almost every witness for the Crown that he was suspected of being a member of an organised assassination club, against society, whilst you were also told of his gentlemanly and, what is more, his gentle disposition, his kindness and his intelligence. Take the prisoner to be kind and gentle to his sisters … then, trace him to Clontarf!’

			Again, Aspinall lets those images linger in the air. First, the urbane, softly-spoken gentleman, then the crazed assassin, plunging and roaring and screaming profanities.

			‘Then what would you say, if you had never heard of Fenianism at all? You would find how his brain had been disorganised long since, and that he had received the last sacraments of his church after an attack described as absolute lunacy. Here is a man attacked again and again by epileptic fits, and they not tending most assuredly to anything but insanity.

			‘You were then told of drunkenness and delirium tremens being the consequences of a man’s own acts, of his folly and wickedness, and as making no excuse for crime. True, that is. But if a man is permitted by the Almighty to fall into absolute insanity, though it be the result of his ill-behaviour, though it be the result of intoxication, when it becomes of such a character as that, his mind is considered to be unbalanced and unhinged, and no longer under his controlling power.

			‘An authority of insanity has said …’ He looks to the sheet of vellum in his hand, and reads with fervour. ‘We submit that every man is presumed to be sane and responsible, until the contrary is shewn to the satisfaction of the jury, and that this insanity and irresponsibility must be proved by those who set up his defence. The question for the jury is whether they are satisfied that he had not such a degree of reason as to know that he was doing wrong.’

			Only Henry O’Farrell can see, from his vantage point high in the dock, that the paper Aspinall reads from is blank.

			Aspinall looks up and smiles at the closest of the jury members, a man, who, he has noted, was visibly moved by Caroline Allan’s testimony. Focusing the full force of his charm on that one man, he leans close, becomes solicitous. Becomes for a moment Walter Montgomery in Measure for Measure. Measures, indeed, every phrase carefully for its dramatic intent.

			‘In the case of the prisoner, the act is admitted, is it not?’

			Pause, questioning look.

			‘Then what state of mind was he in?’

			Longer pause, then quick range around the court.

			‘Of course, no man would be safe pleading insanity, if you pretend to say that proof must be given that, at the precise moment of the act, his mind was affected.’

			Short pause, then concentrate on that one man again, for the conclusion.

			‘That would be calling on the lunatic … to prove his lunacy!’

			The jury member gives an uncomfortable laugh. Aspinall turns suddenly away, holds the sheet of paper in front of him, and slaps it with his hand.

			‘Why, the affidavit presented to the court shows that, but for the intervention of his unhappy sisters, he would never have made any defence at all. It might be supposed that, except for affection, no defence would have been made – that he was as conscious of his crime as when, at Clontarf, he declared so by his very language.

			‘With your permission, Your Honour, may I quote the prisoner?’

			Justice Cheeke nods.

			Aspinall stands in the centre of the courtroom, mimes O’Farrell’s stance with pistols aloft, and then, at the top of his voice, screams, ‘I’ve made a bloody mess of it, and what for? I’m a bloody Fenian!’

			There is uproar in the court. The prisoner himself shudders at the use of the word he abhors, twice. The judge brings his gavel down with a thud. ‘Order! Order! Proceed, sir. And no more histrionics. Let us leave those to our friend Mr Montgomery.’

			‘Thank you, of course, Your Honour. So, you the jury must see that when insanity is to be proved, you must look gently, charitably and not scrutinisingly at the evidence brought before you.’

			He gestures elegantly to O’Farrell. ‘The prisoner comes before you due to a train of circumstances that invite your most merciful consideration. You have been told that he was educated, what his manner was, and what his sister disclosed of him. You can trace the solitude and misery of his lot. Conducing circumstances arise in part from mining speculations, and drinking, leading anyone to think that his mode of life is one that would not unnaturally end in the unhinging of his mind. You observe that, whilst in these colonies, he is devout and pious, and you would perceive that he has truthful relatives about him. Brought up genteelly amongst them, he is sent to France, takes a religious vow there, but whether owing to an unbalanced mind or other causes, he is not admitted to the priesthood. He returns to the world without the high and holy object with which he took this vow, and becomes neither a layman nor a churchman. He is banished from the priesthood, and he banishes himself from the world.’

			Aspinall pauses. He looks to Henry O’Farrell, then to Justice Cheeke, then to James Martin. All three are carried away by the potent image of the holy man casting himself out into the wilderness. I’ve got these three transfixed, he thinks. Not to mention the jury.

			‘There, in his solitude, he gives himself up to the refining influence of music, and to the society … of children. He gets away from women, but with men, we see how courteous he is. He is a most hard-working man, and steadily attends to business.

			‘At Ballarat, one might learn how he comes to take to drink, how he is robbed in mining speculations, and how, in the whirl of excitement, his mind gets worse. Latent insanity develops quietly … until it leads him to the point when this attack on the prince’s life occurs. If this be taken to be true – for he has had no perceptible intention to do the deed, except for some two or three months before it – then it is surely insanity and not sanity.

			‘Could not the fact that he talks coolly and reasonably, and showed no symptoms of excitement up to within a few minutes of his committing the act, be a proof of his insanity? Would you say, gentlemen, from your own experience, would any sane man be likely to act so?

			‘If this man was a person who had control over his actions, would there have been no trepidation about him, up to the time he committed the deed?’

			He points to O’Farrell, who looks, it might be said, remarkably free of trepidation. 

			‘The absence of trepidation, his coolness under the circumstances, is the very mark of lunacy. How could any sane man going to commit such an act – an act which must result in his own seizure and death – think of anything else in the short interval before he committed this crime?

			‘No, gentlemen, a man with madness in his brain seized on the prominent idea that presented itself, and imagined himself to be the agent for carrying it out. There were no associates in this case. There is no proof, though we have had newspaper paragraphs about the matter day after day, that the man had any associate in the wide world.

			‘If you the jury give a verdict of guilty, you will be branding us all with the taint of Fenianism, and conveying the embarrassing intelligence to the British government that no matter where the prince or powers of that British government might go, there will be a secret assassin, in the confluence of a conclave of secret assassins, waiting to strike his blow in New York or Dublin or elsewhere. You will convey that intelligence on the evidence against this prisoner – evidence which did not prove his sanity, and which did not show that he was seen with any persons who had a design against the English throne or government. There is not a shadow of proof that he associated with any persons of that kind. Where are the proofs of such things? Where? Large rewards have been offered to any persons who will come and give information of this kind of thing to the government. But has one such person appeared?

			‘This deed, gentlemen of the jury, if it had been done to a private individual, and the question of Fenianism was disconnected from it, we would regard as that of a madman. When, however, the deed is done to a person in the prince’s distinguished position, and the Irish Brotherhood is mentioned by the prisoner – a clue that is in the topmost part of his brain, but which is really no clue at all – a train of evidence is made by which the colony already convicts him.’

			He pauses now. Here comes the challenging point of my task, he thinks. Each man here must picture himself becoming the prisoner. On this hangs the success of our case. If they can somehow feel what he felt, they will understand what he did.

			He becomes stony-faced.

			‘It is the most terrible issue that a jury should have to try. Because you must, by means of such evidence as is brought before you, pass into another man’s brain … and find out the condition of his mind at the time he did such an act.’

			He pauses again. Tries to judge whether he is succeeding. But he cannot. These men are utterly unreadable, he thinks. As unreadable as the opaque Mr O’Farrell.

			‘A terrible act, gentlemen of the jury, has been committed. But thank God it has been followed by no terrible results. On the contrary, we must congratulate ourselves on the fact that His Royal Highness has not only escaped the danger by which his life was threatened, but also that the duration and happiness of that valuable life is not likely to be lessened by this most lamentable event.’

			He walks towards O’Farrell, looks up at him. Engages him for a moment, sadly, eye to eye. Then he turns back to the jury.

			‘It remains then, for you to say whether this man is to die a felon’s death, or to be treated as he actually is: a man whose intellect was in such a state that he could not be held to be responsible for his actions. Believing him to be a man who, in his right senses, was utterly incapable of the heinous crime with which he is charged, I call upon you to give the case your most patient and dispassionate consideration – and not to find him guilty of this terrible crime.’

			His face is redder than ever now. He can feel a terrible itch in his scalp. Long rivulets of sweat start to run from somewhere under his wig, down either side of his face, on down his neck, and finally disappear beneath the splayed white collar of his gown. This is not a good sign, he thinks. Dalley quietly slides a silk handkerchief in his direction. He seizes it and quickly dabs his forehead and neck. Definitely not a good sign, he thinks.

			‘Amidst the terror, the anguish and the all-pervading excitement of the time, this unhappy prisoner now stands before you, to receive at your hands a verdict which will have the effect of either consigning him to an ignominious death, or to a doom still more appalling: the dread solitude of a lunatic asylum.’ Again, he has summoned up two potent images. In one, a proud man walks to the gallows. In the other, he cowers, restrained, in a padded cell. Which of these two fates would I choose, he wonders.

			‘Upon you, gentlemen, the law – sublime in its conception of your duty as it is inexorable in the enforcement of your obligations – demands that you should preserve the calm, the peace, the grand indifference of justice.

			‘Let me, gentlemen, in conclusion, humbly supplicate Almighty God to strengthen, to illuminate, and to support you in the discharge of your arduous duty.’

			He bows grandly to the jury, and to the judge, then returns to the counsel table and sits. Or rather, deflates. Dalley cannot look at him, but stares at a small dark splotch on the paintwork of the wall opposite.

			Oh, damn, damn, damn, Aspinall thinks. I lost them. Somewhere back there, I lost them. I had them, but I lost them. None of them are looking at me now. Their minds are made up.

			He’s going to hang, and my illustrious career is done.

		


		
			Lex Talionis

			The thoughts of a condemned man, after judgement

			I am one who, as you know, has had a dramatic life. But even by my dramatic standards, these last two days have been rather … challenging. I was certain I could maintain my dignity, my composure, my mask. Sitting up there in the dock, all I had to do was conjure up a rousing memory or two of the Venetian Carnevale (I always embodied that shameless trickster, Harlequin, in my nocturnal missions) or take myself away to other favourite places and times, to Rome, to Paris, even to Ballarat when things were good, and I was sure I’d be all serene. After all, in my mind (a mind which was much discussed today) this trial was a simple formality. There would be a bit of necessary testimony from the prosecution witnesses, to establish that I was in fact the villain of the piece. Guilty as charged. There would be some countering bombast from the defence, vis-à-vis my state of mind. But they would fail to gain much traction in the face of the magnitude of my crime and the force of outrage in the community. Any attempt to prove or disprove the Fenian conspiracy would fail: for, as we know, when the cells of a body are well enough organised, they can appear and disappear at will. An Irishman who has sworn to keep the secret will do just that, no matter what. That is one of the many ironies of all of this: the conspiracy was so superlative in its execution, it looked for all the world like no conspiracy at all.

			I was certain that, my credentials of villainy being established, the jury members would retire for a cup of tea and a Thin Captain biscuit, perhaps, then return and solemnly state their verdict. The judge would don his little square of black Tudor velvet, look me very sternly in the eye, and … judge. This judgement would be the one that everyone, within and without the court, including myself, was wishing for. I would be bundled down the tunnels to this cell of mine, where I might spend a leisurely week or two reading and praying and meditating on my life, before that life was … snuffed out. Finis.

			That was the chain of events I was anticipating. But of course, this life has its own particular timetable, does it not? And a surprise or two to liven things along the way. To warn you not to get too cocksure. To show you who truly reigns.

			The first surprise I received in these last days was, of course, the arrival in the courtroom of the main witness for the defence. An advent really. It quite knocked the wind out of my sails. You feel you have control of all the elements of this production: the plot, the players, the dialogue and your own central role in it all. Then an otherworldly being materialises who casts it all in the air. Loosens your mask. Shakes your carefully crafted resolve. Is the connection, a thread of the finest gold, to all that was significant in your life, from the Beginning. Has the keys to many of your most privately held secrets, and is ready to use them. And there she is, standing before you, radiating love and light, prepared to sacrifice everything for you. Dear saintly Brigid, my sister. Ready to give her all, ready to tell all, to save me.

			But here’s the rub. I am past saving. Have been for a long time now. Faced that fact, and determined to do something of significance to give this rather chaotic, rather damaged life of mine some meaning, some value in its vital final act. But how was she to know that? How was anyone? The person who has the most idea, perhaps, is Mr Parkes. Another of the ironies, eh? My supposed nemesis is in complete awe of me! I can sit here in the gloom of my cell and, if I put my mind to it, can see him just a mile or two from here, sitting at that monumental desk in the dark of his office, thinking of me. Trying to make sense of me, trying to make the pieces of this puzzle that is me, fit. Knowing that he has the most pieces of anyone. Is the only man with the drive, the obsession, the resources even, to solve it. Has the pages of my diary, has the endless investigative snippets, has those infernal clandestine gaol-cell transcripts. (As if I didn’t know!) He wants me gone. Needs me gone as soon as possible, for his legislative survival. But he knows that when I do go, as I must, I will continue to haunt him. I have already told him so! And I have deliberately scattered some choice extra pieces for him to find and ponder in future. But, I wonder, will he twig?

			A funny thing: today Mr Aspinall, in his rather too ripe, rather too wordy summing-up on my behalf, exhorted the jury members to enter my brain. As if I would consent to such a thing! And as if anyone in their right mind would want to. Mr Parkes, on the other hand, is different. I see him as a worthy parasite, and he, I wager, would be up to the challenge of climbing in. I would happily let him in, and I would happily climb into his. Think on it: two Henrys slide together, feed off each other’s skills, ideas, brilliance. Bring strengths to each other’s weaknesses. Become one supreme Henry, ruling everything. Imagine – he might gain my knowledge of how to keep a meticulous ledger in business and apply that to the running of the colony: the New South Wales budget would be balanced at long last, and its colonial secretary would have reliable funds for his endless schemes. I, in my turn, could plunge back into the Irish Brotherhood, with Parkes’s knowledge of all kinds of key details of state security. Look out Victoria Regina, here I come, mad, bad and dangerously well-armed.

			But there I go again: letting this mind of mine get away from me. In truth, the plan would never work. I would not have the patience for the constant jockeying and toadying required of a man in politics. And Mr Parkes would discover too much within me that would terrify him. A blackness beggaring description. I have an image of him cracking open my inmost core, only to release a colony of tightly coiled vipers from their slumbers. They have lain there in the dark pit of my heart since childhood, I suppose. Waiting, waiting, waiting. They would emerge from me with eyes glowing white hot, fangs poised, venom squirting, and tails ready to strangle if necessary, just for me. Their intent? Revenge, for all the wrongs perpetrated … on a pure-of-heart, defenceless little boy.

			There. There, I have finally said it. Sometimes in life, we just need to say the words.

			***

			‘No, sir, I have nothing to say,’ I said to the judge.

			I won’t mention the many little details of the proceedings before that. Of the jury filing out and filing in, for instance. Or of me descending to my subterranean lair while those twelve agonised over their verdict. Or agonised not a jot. Down there, I could have pondered the darkness of my past, and the bleakness of my future, but all I could think about was the most perfect pair of boots. For there I was, immaculately dressed, from head to ankle. The silvery tweed, the feather-fine cream shirt, the snappy bow tie, but no footwear. Where’s a fellow to go without something on his feet? The gaol governor promises and promises and promises – but as yet, nothing. And, let’s face it, time is running out for those boots of mine.

			The men crowding the courtroom above me were left for almost an hour in a kind of stunned silence. Looking at one another. Doing their own summings-up, perhaps. Then I appeared in the dock again, the judge appeared, the jury appeared. A predictable order to things. The reliable clockwork of justice, whirring. I don’t need to tell you the verdict. That, you have to agree, was predictable too.

			‘Henry James O’Farrell, do you wish to say anything?’ the judge asked quietly, after. Everyone in the courtroom was waiting in that moment, for me. For my words.

			When I opted, as I have done so often in my life, to say nothing, the judge looked at me with an expression of such surprising gentleness, such surprising grace. He gave me his humanity, and I received it. In that moment, I knew we had connected. That the thing he had to do weighed heavy on him. That, even as he donned the cap and gloves of black, and spoke those words of apparent heartlessness, in his true heart, he felt for me.

			Here is what he said, as well as I can remember. ‘Except for the evidence presented, I know nothing about your previous life. Nor can I know anything. I only see before me a man in health, strength and vigour …’

			He paused, and took in my rather proud bearing, in the way he might appraise one of his own thoroughbreds. The spirited Clove, perhaps, who won the 1865 Derby at Randwick. The judge may not be an Irishman, but he still knows a bit of well-bred horseflesh when he sees it.

			‘… who has deliberately tried to take the life of a fond and youthful son of our fine and revered queen.’

			He continued, choosing expressions that might seem quite brutal. Expressions like ‘your murderous design’ and ‘your evil heart’ and ‘your cruel hand’. But amidst the brutality, in the tiny gaps between the deathly rhetoric, there were glimpses of his compassion. In the tremor of his voice, in the sadness of his eyes. Like the glints of light you might spy shining fleetingly between the high, hard slats of a timber fence. A sense of something else, beautiful, beyond all this. It quite shook my resolve. I had to clench the muscles of my jaw (an old trick) to maintain my air of devil-may-care. And once, in the course of his address, I felt a strange welling-up of emotion. It emerged from my lungs as a profound exhalation, as if I had been holding that breath all my life.

			‘Before I pass the sentence of the court, let me beseech you, by every remembrance of whatever has been virtuous or good in your past life, let me entreat you by any, the faintest trace, of religion which may now be in your heart, to reflect upon the wide amount of sorrow and suffering which your cruel hand would have caused, if your murderous design had been successful.’

			At that biblical word beseech, I was struck by something. It was late summer, yet Justice Cheeke’s skin had a curious, not unappealing pallor – it was almost as white as his wig, and the beard that streamed to his chest. He looked like a picture I pored over in my favourite storybook before I could even read its words. I realised now that I was looking into the kindly eyes of God. Whatever judgement he had for me, I would accept.

			‘Consider what unutterable horror and shame would have fallen on this colony if the providential care of Almighty God had not defeated your attempt. Contemplate the awful anguish of the queen if one of her beloved and innocent children (innocent of even any thought against you or any other human being) had been thus torn by your ruthless hand from her widowed heart.’

			Suddenly, I remembered an anguished woman, back home in Ireland. Her children were as beloved, were they not? As innocent, were they not? Their lives, though unroyal, were as precious, were they not? And yet they had still been torn from her, in a way she would never understand. Ever. Who could? In my head, this one woman became every grieving mother who had ever been. And somewhere deep within me, I wept for them all.

			‘Let me implore you to employ the short period of your remaining life in such reflections as I have suggested, and especially in subduing that callous insensibility of heart which must originally have led you to your crime.’

			I would happily have argued the toss of whether I possess a callous heart, or a compassionate one. But this was neither the place, nor the time. When a judge of Cheeke’s standing is in full flight, you clench your jaw, you hold your tongue.

			‘Although happily your murderous intent was not accomplished, I hold out to you not the least hope of remission from the sentence of death. For not only am I unable to discover any, even the slightest, circumstance upon which I could recommend any remission, but it must also be manifest to the whole world that all men like you, whose evil hearts may now be harbouring and nurturing similar murderous intentions and similar traitorous designs, should be taught by your sad fate how swift, unerring and stern is the punishment which all civilised nations must inflict upon such a terrible crime as yours.

			‘Let me again exhort you to make the best use of the short time that may remain to you in life, and at once apply to those ministers of religion who may willingly assist you in your sorrowful meditations …’

			If he only knew, I thought at that moment, that it was those very ministers of religion who first planted the stories of our troubled and powerless people in my fledgling heart. And those same ministers of religion who had so willingly ‘assisted me in my meditations’, whether I wanted that or not. Frequently, I did not, but how was one as troubled and powerless as I was then to resist them? By their ministrations, they instilled in me the necessary lasting malignancy to make me aim a pistol one fine Sydney day many years later and shoot a man of power. The son, no less, of the most powerful person on earth. That’s the nub of it all.

			There’s a short Latin phrase that I cannot seem to remember, however hard I try. It describes exactly this. It dates back to the time of the Babylonians. They asserted that the punishment should equal the crime. We might call it an eye for an eye. In this case, the judge was, in his own mind, exacting the right punishment for the shooting of an innocent young prince. But who, I wonder, was I really aiming my pistol at, that day at Clontarf? And was I not just obeying the same law? The very potent, quite intoxicating law of vengeance?

			These realisations all flooded my mind as I sat up there in the dock, receiving the Sentence of Death. But, perhaps surprisingly, I felt no self-pity. The person I felt pity for was the man gazing at me from the Bench. The poor soul who had to deliver that sentence. I thought of Justice Cheeke’s future (not long, not bright, I predict). How does a man live with that burden in later years? What gymnastics of mind are needed, to justify the deliberate taking of another man’s life? But, hold on, I have on occasion performed those very same gymnastics – and then quickly and efficiently done what was required of me. So who am I to question? Who am I, indeed, to judge?

			It was at that moment that the cap and gloves went on, and the little curtains on either side of the bench were drawn in.

			‘Henry James O’Farrell …’

			I get a burst of pride every time I hear my name said in that way. Pride at each one of those names, linked. Especially at such a time as this. I feel less … alone. 

			Then, with that tremor in his voice again, he uttered a strange, blank verse of sixty-nine words. It begins with the sentence and ends with your soul. And it has a beautiful … inevitability to it. Put yourself in my seat, and listen with all your heart.

			‘The sentence of this court is that you will be taken from here to the place from whence you came and there be kept in close confinement until the date named by the Executive Council of this colony, and upon that day that you be taken to the place of execution and there hanged by the neck until you are dead. And may God have mercy upon your soul.’

			A strangely muted ‘Amen’ was first intoned by the ashen-faced men of the prince’s suite and then repeated by the entire congregation. In the quiet moment immediately after, they all heard me exhale my second long, relieved breath.

			Another barrier cleared, I thought. The finish post is just around the next turn. I am almost ready.

		


		
			Heartfelt

			Mrs Allan’s room at Mona House, and a small anteroom at Government House, 1 April 1868

			Caroline Allan cannot sleep. It is late. It is stiflingly hot. Her thoughts tumble over one another. Time is moving so slowly, so quickly. A single tear of perspiration forms behind one ear and edges down her neck. Wafting on a salt-breeze from the window – that is really no breeze at all – comes the slow, grinding sound of the wheels of a hansom cab in the square below. Its driver coaxes his horse to keep moving. 

			That horse and his cabman sound as weary as I feel, Caroline thinks. We all know we just have to keep going, no matter what. More distant, she hears the horn of a steamer. This harbour never rests either, she thinks. Does our brother, where he is, hear that same mournful sound? Is he lying awake as I am? Brooding, as I am? Is his mind, like mine, caught in a shadowy catacomb? Running down passage after passage, searching for a way out of this mess? Looking for some sort of magic trapdoor? I am quite sure there is one, somewhere. If I could only find it, and wrench it open. There, above, would be an ancient sunlit garden. I would call to him. He would run to me. We would embrace, help each other up, then escape to the safety of that warm, fragrant garden, on the other side.

			Today, she and her barristers drafted a petition calling for an end to the death penalty. Many leading men of the law, business and medicine have already signed, and it will appear in all the papers by week’s end. She has written to the Executive Council, hoping for a stay of execution. She has written to the colonial secretary himself, even though she knows how unyielding he is, how resistant to her pleas. She received no response from him. Such rudeness! She suspects he feels threatened by her: that she doesn’t quite fit his image of the sister of an assassin. Too noble, perhaps. He has stated publicly that the government will permit no appeal. That execution is inevitable. Well, not if I can help it, she thinks.

			She also wrote a short letter to another man, and sent it off with a messenger. But now, as she lies sleepless in her bed, she feels that its tone was all wrong. It was somehow too formal, too legal, too cold. I must appeal to his heart, she thinks. I know he has a generous heart. I felt it the night we met. Perhaps he remembers that moment too. If he does, I have a chance.

			She rises from her bed, moves to the lamp on the wall, turns it up, sits down at the table below. She is exhausted and distraught, but she is determined. She opens her green leather writing case, embossed with the gold fleur-de-lis that she has always loved. Our family does value such little details, she thinks. They exist like a code, written into our very souls. She picks a pen, dips it in the inkwell, hesitates. This feels like the moment I was about to walk into that courtroom, she thinks. So much depends on me, yet again. So much depends on the words I choose. If I can somehow choose the right words … my brother might yet live.

			Perhaps this, she thinks, will be the magic trapdoor.

			Mona House

			Wynyard Square, Sydney

			1st April 1868

			Your Royal Highness, sir,

			I feel sure from your known kindness of heart that you will excuse me for again writing on behalf of my poor unfortunate brother. I would not do so were I not thoroughly convinced that he is unsound of mind, and has been so for some time past.

			I earnestly beg and beseech of you, Royal Highness, to intercede and secure a commutation of sentence for my poor insane brother. I feel confident if the case were tried in England, Your Royal Mother the Queen with her usual clemency would pardon him, although he attempted the life of her beloved son.

			If the trial could have taken place at Ballarat, sufficient evidence could have been brought forward to prove my brother’s insanity. I again beseech Your Royal Highness to intercede on behalf of my poor brother for the sake of his unhappy relatives than whom Her Majesty the Queen has not more loyal subjects. I would be most grateful should Your Royal Highness grant me an interview …

			***

			‘… as there are many little details I would like to relate to you. With fervent congratulations on your recovery. I remain, Caroline Allan.’

			Haig finishes reading and looks up from the letter.

			Prince Alfred has been listening intently as he dresses. He is enchanted. ‘Mrs Allan! That marvellous woman! We must see her, Arthur. I feel so moved by her plight. She is in such distress. She feels for her brother, doesn’t she? I can hear it in every word.’

			‘She does, sir. If you could have been there in the courtroom to see her, to hear her. She spoke from the heart.’ The equerry hands the prince his dark military trousers. Beside the men is a mahogany wash-stand, and on it a silver tray, with an array of decorations, a blue silk sash, two heavy gold epaulets and the prince’s ceremonial sword. These all gleam in the morning sun that floods the prince’s bedchamber at Government House.

			‘Then we must do all we can for her. It’s delicate, though. No one must know. Certainly not Belmore. And not Mr Parkes. He would have a fit. But we must do it. We have so little time left before we sail. Free up the time, Arthur, and a place. It cannot be here, or at her digs. The club, perhaps?’

			‘Perfect, sir.’

			‘The people at the Union seem quite canny at slipping casual acquaintances in and out of the side garden, when the need arises,’ the prince says with a wink. Then, becoming the conspirator, he whispers: ‘Besonders in den Stunden der Faulheit nach dem Mittagessen, nicht wahr?’ and laughs. He loves the German language at such times. Loves its precision, even in describing a languid afternoon’s diversions. It reminds him of his father. He would approve of this plan, he thinks. It is compassionate – and it is mischievous.

			Arthur Haig laughs. He likes the plan too. ‘Tatsächlich! Your words, not mine, sir. But, yes. They are admirably discreet there. I shall let them know you’ll need your quarters prepared for tomorrow afternoon and won’t wish to be disturbed. Mr Bently can be relied upon to stay stumm.’

			‘He can indeed. He’s been through enough scandal himself to know the value of circumspection. He’s our man! Perhaps send your friend Corporal Dalton to Mona House after dinner tonight. He must see Mrs Allan in person, issue our invitation sotto voce. We shan’t put anything in writing. He can ask her to be ready tomorrow afternoon. She must come alone. Even Mr Aspinall need not know, yet. All in good time. The club might send their carriage for her, before three. Dalton can be her personal escort there and back.’

			He slips his naval jacket on, wincing as it slides over the region of the wound.

			‘How can we not help the spirited sister of the spirited fellow who gave me this fine souvenir? He may be out of his mind, but that is all the more reason to help. It is a simple matter of doing what is right. And it will be fun. They are surely the best two reasons to do anything in life!’

			His equerry agrees.

			‘Now, help me get these boots on, there’s a good chap. Then we shall see about this portrait. Where is Monty?’

			‘He’s downstairs with oils and brushes standing by, sir. He has the most colossal canvas. He has chosen the anteroom.’

			‘Interesting …’

			***

			Eugene Montagu Scott comes from a proud family of English portrait artists. At twenty, as the youngest son and an adventurer, he left Liverpool and sailed to the colonies. He tried his luck at the diggings in Victoria first, with limited success. It was only when he docked in Sydney and gambled all his funds on that newly developed marvel, the plate camera, that he really struck gold. He is now the most sought-after photographer in Sydney. His studio has a glass roof that lets sunlight pour in, softened by draped white muslin. He poses his subject against an artful background, exposes the camera’s plate, develops it, and soon enough, they have their image on a carte de visite – the small calling card that is so popular in the colony. Everyone can afford these portraits, which offer a way to tell friends and family in distant places that all is well.

			Back in February, Prince Alfred dropped in to the studio on George Street more than once. Scott created four photographic portraits that delighted the prince. One in particular is now the prince’s favourite. Scott seemed to catch something in that one that other photographers had never caught, the prince told his friends. His joie de vivre, certainly. But his humanity too. In this portrait, he is nattily dressed, with a striped bow tie and an exotic white flower in his buttonhole. He is like any modern young man. He looks directly into the lens. That look, he realises, will connect with anyone who sees the photograph, down the years. So it is that photograph he allows Montagu Scott to sell to the public. And besides that, the prince likes the photographer. He makes him part of his entourage. Wherever Affie goes, Monty goes.

			Scott is now official photographer, by appointment, to the Duke of Edinburgh. In the last few days, there has been a procession of mariners of all ranks to his studio. At the prince’s request, he has taken group portraits of the Galatea’s men. All four hundred and forty of them. These will be assembled into one huge portrait, with the prince at its centre. Alfred is proud of his crew. There have been times at sea when each man has depended on all the others for his very life. He knows also the value of a portrait, whether in oils or on a small albumen card, to capture the essence of a man, and to last beyond that man’s life on earth. It is another gift from his father, who frequented one of the first photographic studios in England: Mr Constable’s, in Brighton. It was just a short stroll from the Pavilion, where the royal family were spending their summer. He had many portraits taken, became a keen photographer himself, and he lives on now in ethereal images that the prince treasures, seven years after Albert’s death.

			When Prince Alfred found out that Henry Parkes wished to commission a huge portrait of him to hang in parliament, he was more than happy to sit for it, and he knew just the artist to paint it.

			***

			‘Monty, you are a genius!’ says the prince, looking into the artist’s eyes. They stand so close their noses almost touch. ‘To choose this room, of all rooms. You know me so well. You know the things that really matter to me.’

			‘Well, you know me, sir. You know to look me in the eyes when you speak – to speak with clarity and with volume! Most people have yet to cotton to it. These damned ears of mine are almost useless to me now.’

			‘Any deficiency you may have in the hearing, old fellow, you more than make up for in the seeing. In fact, that is precisely why you have such an excellent – and thoughtful – eye. As one sense has diminished, the other has intensified. How miraculous is nature! I have always thought it so. You see things in a scene and in a soul that others do not. It is a beautiful quality, Monty. Now just tell me, so I can be sure of my surmisings, why you chose this particular place to immortalise my rather unremarkable mug?’ He chuckles. ‘It’s surely the smallest room in Government House.’

			Scott chuckles too. ‘I wager that you know already, sir. But, if I must, I will tell you. It was to this very room that you were carried by your friends after the terrible calamity at Clontarf, was it not?’

			The prince focuses intensely on Scott, smiling. ‘It was, sir.’

			‘And it was in this very chair that you lay, night and day, as Miss Osburn and the Nightingale nurses restored you to health – perhaps even brought you back from the dead.’

			The prince smiles again, and nods. ‘That is true, sir. They did.’

			‘And it was through this very window, when you first opened your eyes, that you saw your beloved Galatea at anchor in Farm Cove, just as she is today. Look! What a sight is she? She was bereft then, as her men were, at your suffering. They worried for you, prayed for your recovery, and are now cock-a-hoop that the miracle has taken place, and their captain lives. I know that, for I have spoken to all of your men over the last days. They love you, sir. They want you back at the helm now. They just want to weigh anchor and sail home.’

			‘Well, well, well! You are brilliant, Monty. It is as I thought.’

			‘So, sir, whether anyone ever knows it, this will be a portrait of Lazarus himself. A man of the people, newly restored by the thoughts and prayers of those people to life. No one will know the significance of the armchair at his left, or the window at his back. But they will most certainly be there, sir. And you and I will know their meaning. All I ask of you, as you sit to me today, is to ponder all these things in your very heart, and it will surely appear on the canvas.’

			‘Bless you, Monty …’ The prince picks up his ceremonial sword, and touches the artist lightly on each shoulder. ‘This is the first of many accolades for you and our painting, old boy!’ Then he returns to his allotted spot, checks that he is correctly dressed, and takes up his pose, bicorn hat in one hand, sword in the other.

			The sitting takes place in silence, apart from the occasional cackle of delight from a single white cockatoo, high in branches beyond the window, and murmurings of concentration from the artist. He is enjoying himself, as is his subject. It provides a welcome hour of calm. This morning, the prince drove out from Government House with Newry and Yorke in a phaeton drawn by four greys. They made a wide circle of the city, at a gallop, Alfred at the reins. Everywhere they went, as if by magic, crowds appeared. Their cheers were almost deafening. A veritable roar of release, from all of Sydney. He was quite overwhelmed. He realises now that he much prefers the honest outpourings of emotion from the crowds to the officious posturings of men of note in the colony.

			Tonight there will be a farewell dinner, which he knows will be as awash with endless platitudes as with Clicquot’s champagne. The one at least makes the other bearable, he thinks. His trick now is simple: arrive late, leave early – and resist any invitation to speak, which only prolongs the agony. If the party is good, he just returns in disguise. He and Lord Newry have had fiendish fun doing this on many occasions on this tour. The robes and hoods of Benedictine monks have been the perfect foil at the many fancy-dress balls they have attended, allowing them to dance with whomever they chose, and do whatever they chose to do. To truly experience things, and then simply disappear again. And few ever knew.

			‘That should do us for today, sir. Could we meet for an hour or so tomorrow? I’m keen to render the little details of your uniform faithfully,’ says Scott, as he wipes his brushes and shucks off his smock.

			‘Oh, Monty, I hoped we could. But I have an appointment of import in the afternoon. I tell you what – feel free to take my uniform and decorations back to your studio. You can work with them at your leisure. Just have them back to Lieutenant Haig by Monday, before we sail.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’

			‘And Monty – while I have been standing here, musing on the skill of your eye and the quality of your heart, and all that a fine portrait does for a man, I’ve had a thought. There is someone I know who deserves your attention.’

			‘Really, sir?’

			‘Yes. I hear he’s fine company too.’

			‘Actually, sir, if it’s the gentleman I think you’re meaning, he and I have already met. The deed is done! I breached the walls at Darlinghurst quite brazenly, on the day of the trial. I set up my camera and a simple canvas backdrop in the press room, and with the approval of the authorities and the assent of the prisoner himself, I managed a brief sitting before he was led underground to the courtroom. He still bore the marks he had received from the mob, and he was girding himself for the task he was to face that day. I could see it in the first image I captured. His knuckles were white! His face wore an expression of fierce resolve. I slid another plate into the camera and bade him show me his other profile. “You mean you wish me to turn the other cheek, Mr Scott?” he said. “How can I refuse you?” I could see he was starting to lower his shield. So, just as I was about to expose the plate, I took a chance.’

			The prince is fascinated. ‘And that was …?’

			‘I simply asked him to think of the one he most cared about, in all the world. Sir … he was transformed! His fierce expression dissolved. For the twenty seconds or so it took to expose the plate, his face was utterly clear of care.’

			‘Miraculous.’

			‘So, sir, in two images, taken but a few moments apart, we see the most resolute of assassins, and the joyous soul that lies within, perhaps.’

			‘Well done, sir. With your help, my plan now has a chance of success. If I’m to be immortal, so must he!’

		


		
			What Is Right

			The Colonial Secretary’s Office, Bridge Street, Sydney, 6 April 1868, 11 p.m.

			Thank God he’s gone. We’ve finally got rid of him. Good riddance, I say! His presence here was starting to threaten everything. All the good work I have done these last weeks to deal with the Fenian menace and keep the Colony on an even keel. Even though, I grant you, he beguiled me at first. I believed everything he told me. I found myself offering to do all manner of things for him, just to humour him. I found myself fascinated by the tiniest details of his life. That ability must surely be an innate gift for a man: the very handy gift of being able to charm another man. He certainly possesses that gift. Although, I will admit to you alone, I did hope to get something in return.

			The colonial secretary puts his pen down and scans what he has written. He is taken aback to realise a curious parallel there. Will my wife see it too? he wonders. And if so, will she understand? He stands and walks to the window. Peers into the blackness. No fireworks on the harbour now. The bonfires on the Heads have been extinguished. The crowds have gone. All is calm. And as hard as he might look, he can see no trace of the lanterns on the stern of Galatea. Our sailor prince has at last departed, he thinks. Things will be so much easier now, without him.

			On his huge desktop, the mountains of paper continue to rise. But where would I be without this chaos? he thinks. Yes, as in life, so in brain. As in brain, so on desk. He laughs aloud, then muses on all the complex connections that lie before him. I am the only soul who can begin to make sense of it all, he thinks.

			Now, to consider the last weeks. What better way than to write this letter to Clarinda, at home in Werrington? It will not be one of his short All is well notes, but a rambling, all-telling epistle. It might take all night. But it will enlighten me as much as her, he thinks. As I write it, I might discover what has happened, since that moment I was sitting at exactly this spot, some twenty-five days ago. When all the world turned upside down, and anarchy almost came to those peaceful streets outside. But for me. By my actions, I have averted calamity. I know it. I have barely stopped. I’ve dashed from my desk to the streets, to the prison cell, to the parliament, to Government House, even to the royal frigate. Wherever I was needed, I went. Then, back to my desk, to my desk, to my desk, he thinks. Here there is order. I’ve managed to juggle my usual array of responsibilities with a raft of new ones. And all on account of one event – an event that he himself has described in newspapers as the new kind of crime.

			He picks up his pen and continues his scrawl. He tells Clarinda of his doubts and his challenges these last eventful weeks. Then he describes a highlight or two. One of them, just two days ago. There was a ceremony to lay the foundation stone of a new town hall. It was the Duke of Edinburgh’s first public engagement since the catastrophe at Clontarf, and his last before departing the colony. It was supposed to be a quiet gathering, but word got out, as is the Sydney way. By the time the dignitaries arrived, there was a crowd two thousand strong. They cheered from the moment Prince Alfred entered (late) till the moment he exited (early). He scooped some cement into a hole with a solid gold trowel – which the city fathers then gave to him. He banged the stone into the hole with a mallet, intricately carved for the occasion – and they gave that to him too. And the people just kept cheering. The noise was fierce and it never let up. It seems to Parkes now as he writes that the people were sending two eloquent messages with their cheers. They were expressing profound relief at the prince’s miraculous recovery, but the cheers were for him too.

			The people were telling me that they know I have done what is right. I of course believe it to be so. But just sometimes, it is gratifying to receive validation. And this, importantly, from the common man in the street! Those cheers still sound in my ears, and encourage me to go on.

			For go on, he must. There is still so much to be done. New South Wales is now all but under martial law, after the Treason Felony Act was passed in a late-night sitting in Macquarie Street. Only two members voted against it. The bill was drafted by Premier Martin but had the name Henry Parkes writ large on its cover, and his imprint on every word. That pleases him. It is a sweeping gesture of loyalty to the Crown at a time when the Crown is under threat. It will dampen republican sentiments, it will allay the fears of royalists. It may even bring the Catholic educators to heel. Any gatherings of Irishmen will be visible, will be reported and will be quickly quelled. Any man who voices thoughts critical of the Crown will simply be imprisoned without trial.

			One thing still niggles at him, though. After all that he has done for the Crown, and for the Duke personally, Alfred seems to look down on him. Not as an enlightened monarch might his loyal subject, but as a man. During the last few days of his visit, the prince barely spoke to him, unless it was to ask for something. He rebuffed his invitations to dine together too. On Saturday, after the ceremony at the Town Hall site, everyone repaired to Ballamac, the palatial home of Lord Mayor Charles Moore, overlooking the ocean at Coogee. It would have been the most splendid farewell for the Duke – as sumptuous as any party thrown for him, anytime, anywhere. There were courses of every kind of bird and beast and fish the colony could produce, myriad champagnes and rosés on ice, wines and liqueurs, jellies and mousses and gateaux galore. Every prominent gentleman of Sydney was there. They all made a merry afternoon of it. But where was he? Someone said he had offered a muttered excuse of feeling queasy and departed almost before things began. But if that were the case, how was it that he was seen jaunting to his club in the afternoon? And how was it that he’d had the energy for dinner the night before at Government House? And who was on the guest list there? Other English nobles, of course, and naval brass, and his coterie of chums. Even that jester of the court, Walter Montgomery, declaiming Othello no doubt. Those men have had a fine old time here, writes Parkes, but who provided the coin for all the partying, the pageantry, the portraiture even? It was I. And was I included in that particular tête-à-tête?

			Then came the final slap in the face, just today.

			We had a marvellous levee for HRH. Our speeches of loyalty seemed to move him – he was on the edge of tears. Champagne flowed. After that, he rode his launch out to Galatea. Just a chosen few joined him there, in the mid-afternoon. I was among them. A sort of final royal farewell to the Colony. And what do you think he served up to us, at this final farewell? After all our generosity to him? Grog and biscuits!

			For a man of such height, Parkes has been made to feel, well, small. But aside from these personal slights, he feels something more insidious. He feels that the Duke of Edinburgh is subtly undermining his authority by interfering in the O’Farrell case. That to Parkes is unconscionable. All very well for him to put in his two bob’s worth, he writes to his wife. Then he just sails away. We have to live with the consequences of it all. I will be judged, whatever happens. And as always, people who judge rarely know the full story.

			The Prince has barely left these shores, but a letter from him, addressed to Lord B., was delivered this evening – just as the Executive was meeting at G. H. to discuss O’Farrell’s fate. Another arrived from the prisoner’s sister, also addressed to Belmore. Totally bypassing me. Both letters argued for clemency. His mentioned her, hers mentioned him. Both made my blood fairly boil! Then – would you believe the gall of it – the Duke requested that, should his request not be granted, his letter be made public! I will NEVER allow that. Thank God there is no one on the Executive who shares the Prince’s humanitarian slant. Not even Belmore. He is quite clear-eyed about the whole thing. Harbours no feelings of compassion for O’Farrell, or for his sister. He was candid: he thinks she is a total striver, and her brother – well, he must simply be made an example of. In his estimation, the sooner we’re done with him the better we’ll be.

			The meeting convened. Alfred Cheeke gave a brief summary of his judgement in the case, then withdrew. I gave my assessment of the prisoner, based on his diary notes and our gaol conversations, and all I have gleaned so far in the investigation. We all agreed that he is sane, and on the balance of probability, an Irish Republican agent, as he has claimed from the beginning. We just need to find more evidence. I know, with time, I can do it. Then we voted on execution. Every man there threw his hand up in an instant. It was a stirring moment, I must say. Unanimous. He’s to hang. It just remains for the man himself to be told. The meeting was over in twenty minutes (one of our briefest!), so we all adjourned for a fine dinner. And here I am now, back at my old desk. It is just past midnight.

			My dear, I will admit to you, I am spent. Normally the busier I am, the more I like it, as you know. But this particular affair, coming as it did at the end of the royal tour, and while I was juggling a knife-edge parliament (only united it seems by the horror of a near regicide), has quite tested me. I look forward to a weekend when I can come home and put my feet up with you all. Feed the chooks, ramble, hunt even (without the feeling of being hunted!). No press, parliament, prince, or prisoner to contend with. That day, as far as I’m concerned, cannot come soon enough.

			Love ever,

			to Menie and Bob and Polly, and the little ones – and to you of course, as you know. Where would I be, I wonder …?

			He adds an effortless H beneath, then turns to the next item on his agenda.

			Col Sec’s Office

			7th April 1868

			My dear Mr Sheriff,

			The case of the unhappy man H. J. O’Farrell was considered yesterday by the Executive Council and it was determined to carry the law into effect.

			Up to this time no person outside the Council knows of this decision, Mr Sheriff, but it is desirable that the unhappy prisoner himself should be informed without delay. In conveying this knowledge to him, it is the Government’s hope …

			He stops. No, he thinks, hope is not the right word here. He draws a line through hope.

			… it is the wish of this Government that you should do it in such a manner as will not allow the fact to be known to other persons in your office during today. It will be your duty to impress upon the prisoner that he must not entertain the slightest hope of mercy.

			x

			I am, my dear sir,

			Yours truly,

			Henry Parkes

			Oh, I almost forgot, he thinks. He adds an arrow back to the last line of the note.

			xThe day of execution is fixed for Tuesday the 21st instant.

		


		
			The Union (Hand, Mouth, Deed and Life)

			A gentleman’s club in Sydney, 4 April 1868, 3.30 p.m.

			‘Welcome to the Union, madam. You are expected. Your host will be here soon,’ the secretary says warmly.

			She is grateful.

			She has left the humid fragrance of the garden and her young military escort. She feels a frisson of risk as she follows the secretary through the coolness of the club breezeways. No one knows I am doing this, and no one ever will, she thinks. The green silk of her dress swirls around her as she moves.

			A door closes and the secretary is gone.

			She stands in the middle of an airy drawing room. The floors are highly polished kauri. All things above are reflected in gold below. Here and there, a deep carpet. She sinks into an armchair, then quickly stands again and roams the room, taking each detail in. Not touching, but being touched. On the sideboard, a bottle and two glasses, gleaming in the shuttered light of afternoon. A small salver of biscuits. In the air, a whiff of eau de Cologne and Parisian cigarettes. The combination is intoxicating, and oddly familiar. A door, slightly ajar. Beyond, a bed, simply made. A neat stack of books, a cluster of small, silver-framed photographs beside it. She hears the slow ticking of a clock somewhere in the hallway, and a sudden burst of male laughter, several rooms away. Well, this is one of the more extraordinary moments of this life of mine, she thinks. Out of utter despair may come some hope.

			Then she sees the piano. I wonder if I dare, she thinks. Without being aware of walking to it, she is sitting before it, hands poised.

			But what to play?

			Her fingers begin to move over the keys. Oh, she realises with astonishment, it is Mr Mendelssohn. How perfect! Joyous and sad in equal measure. How miraculous are his pieces, she thinks. They have the ability to express all we wish to say but cannot. They also manage, somehow, to slow the passing of time. When all else seems out of our control, they offer the chance to pause, and then perhaps, in that pause, something comes.

			‘Well, this is a surprise …’ he says, in a whisper, almost to himself. She has been so transported, she failed to hear him open the door, stand there a moment and close it behind him. 

			She stops playing. ‘Oh … sir … I’m sorry. The piano was here, and …’

			‘Please don’t stop. And do not apologise, madam. Certainly not to me. I have the same response to any beautiful instrument, and this is one of Herr Blüthner’s. All the way from Leipzig! It has braved the oceans to be here with us. How can we not play it? How can we not test ourselves, to see if we are up to its demands, its quality? To see if we can do it justice?’

			He is moving towards the piano, towards her, smiling.

			‘As long as we approach with an open heart, and humility, the instrument knows, and will give of its best. If you expect something of it, you must be prepared to give something to it. That is what I believe, anyway.’

			‘I believe that too, sir. Is not life itself exactly that? A chance for us to show what we are made of? Especially at the times when we feel most tested. Then we must summon up the abilities we know are within, and do whatever is demanded of us.’

			I have been doing that since the day I was born, she thinks.

			He sits beside her now and plays. Their hands move in unison. A wave of Mendelssohn surges through the room.

			As the piece comes to an end, they rest for a moment, both appreciating the silence.

			‘Wonderful. Music never fails us, does it?’ he says.

			‘Never, sir,’ she says.

			He stands, makes a tentative bow, goes to the sideboard, turns to her.

			‘Now, before we proceed, may I suggest a glass of something? I have had every marque of champagne offered to me in these last months. They’ve fairly forced it down my throat at times. An exotic variant of the water-torture.’ He laughs. ‘But of late, I find myself favouring simplicity. A glass of Sherry and a hard-tack biscuit does me well. Will you? It will bring luck to the task you and I face.’

			She nods. He opens the bottle and pours two glasses.

			‘Here’s luck, madam!’

			‘Here’s luck, sir. This moment of luck, I will never forget.’

			‘Nor I. It is luck for all kinds of reasons. My mind and my heart tell me so. Now, would you be more at ease in one of the armchairs?’

			‘Sir, I can’t imagine feeling any more at ease than I would sitting here with you at this piano.’

			‘You are right. Our loyal Blüthner is an integral part of all of this. So at the Blüthner we shall stay. Now, let us discuss the plight of your brother. I had hoped to meet him. To talk. To ask him why he did what he did, I suppose. The powers that be felt it would be improper. And I was rather laid up for a time. But my dearest friend managed to see him. They chatted about all kinds of things. He liked him. So that is enough for me.’

			For the rest of the afternoon, Caroline Allan and the prince share stories of their lives. In his company, she feels safe. He listens to her in a way others might not, she thinks. She tells him the story of a boy who arrived as a kind of blessing to his family. His mother and his sisters loved him. Felt he was a burst of sunshine in their lives. He was bright, he was funny, he was gentle. He had wisdom beyond his years. His father was a taskmaster, but aren’t all fathers like that, she asks him. This boy was like a sponge, thirsting for knowledge of the sciences and the humanities alike. Learning languages with ease. She pulls a faded newspaper clipping from her bag.

			‘This was sent to me by one of my sisters, years ago. My brother wrote an essay at his first school, quite unaided. He won the prize for the best in the year. Everyone marvelled at his words. So much so that they printed them in the Settler’s Journal, on …’

			She looks at the top of the page. ‘Christmas Eve, 1845. So, he was just twelve! He even used an alias: D. O’Connell O’F.’

			He laughs. ‘Ingenious fellow, your brother, then and now.’

			‘Yes. Look, sir – my brother describes Port Phillip. The fineness of its form, whether in its ancient landscape, or its modern architecture. He quotes Xenophon and Socrates. He sees a future of great prosperity, vision and civilisation for Victoria …’

			He laughs again, involuntarily. ‘I’m sorry, madam. Hearing the queen’s name said in a different context, far from home, always amuses me. But pray, continue.’

			‘Of course, sir. He writes of the great contrast to be found there: what had been uncharted, uninhabitable desert, so recently, now possessed “beautiful and stately temples of holy Christian worship, and those humbler edifices for the practice of instruction and education”. He places himself at the highest point of the city, Flagstaff Hill, looks in each direction and describes all the wonders he can see. Then he predicts all the wonders to come. Sir, I read his words now and feel for that little boy. Such promise, such hope he had. Listen …’

			She recites, quietly:

			‘Onward, onward may we press

			through the paths of duty

			Wisdom is true happiness …’

			He takes up the paper, and continues:

			‘Excellence, true beauty.

			Minds are of celestial birth

			Make we then, a Heaven, of Earth.’

			He is silent for a moment. ‘These ideas are beautifully expressed. Whether this poem is his or someone else’s matters not. He identifies with idealism, with a better future for us all. He seeks Utopia. Madam, I feel for this boy too. His heart is of the purest gold. This boy could be …’ He hesitates an instant. ‘Well, somehow, I understand this boy. What do you think happened to him, after such a fine start in life?’

			‘Well, sir, he begged our father to let him leave home, soon after he wrote this essay. Remember now, he was twelve. The logical place at that time for a boy of promise from a good Catholic family was the church. So to the church he was given, sir.’

			‘Just like that?’

			‘Just like that. The bishop of Melbourne …’ She hesitates. ‘… took him under his wing, and into his … palace.’

			He is thoughtful.

			‘I see …’

			‘I shiver now, as I tell you this. I was not there at that crucial moment, to help him. I was sailing out from England with my sister. Our mother was long gone. He had no one to champion him. No one to protect him. So that little boy left his home and his family, with high hopes of finding a happier home, a happier family, with the priests of Melbourne.’

			‘And …?’

			‘Sir … I cannot say. My brother took many oaths in the course of his life. Some for the church. Some, I believe, for his current cause. All were oaths made for the sake of brotherhood, I suppose. All of them were made before his God. He trusts in that God as you and I do. He honours those oaths still. So he would never speak of these things, even to those closest to him, even on pain of death. I cannot now say what happened to him in those years. I can only guess – though I fear that my guesses are on the mark. I do not think the priests of Melbourne treated him as a loving family would. In fact, sir, I believe he was subjected to maltreatment from the first. Perhaps physical, perhaps mental. Certainly emotional. He bore that maltreatment stoically, in silence, and with grace. Perhaps he thought that was how life was supposed to be. He never spoke of it, and we never knew. Then, sir, came the most violent upheaval. The friends he trusted betrayed him, and the bishop cast him out. It has never been clear to us exactly why. All of these things became a burden that he lived with day and night from then on. His gentle nature was hardened, and though his mind remained keen, at times he seemed disconnected from everyday life. If we put ourselves in his shoes, would we not seek disconnection from the world that pained us?’

			He nods.

			‘Finally, my brother became a sharp-witted but damaged and disconnected individual. The perfect candidate, I now see, for the awful task he was allotted.’

			He is silent, thinking of another boy who left home at twelve, seeking brotherhood. But the brothers he found never maltreated him, never betrayed him. They repaid his devotion with a life of adventure, a life of meaning, a life of travel to all corners of the globe. 

			‘Madam, how can I not help your brother?’ he asks her now. ‘Under different circumstances, under different stars, perhaps, I could have been he.’

			Suddenly she understands.

			She takes another document from her bag. ‘Sir, this is something I found hidden amongst my brother’s papers, after he left Melbourne last year.’

			He begins to read it. It is a simple document, two pages. A last will and testament.

			‘Who is Mr Kennedy, madam?’ he asks.

			‘He was my brother’s, well, a kind of storekeeper, and a companion. They lived in rooms at the back of the grain store they ran. Some people in Ballarat said he was my brother’s cousin. But no one in the family knows of any relatives of ours by that name. In the bush, a man calls such a companion his mate. They place their very lives in each other’s hands. Until death.’

			She smiles a strange smile of sadness.

			‘We never knew him. I wish we had now. Their years together running the store were happy ones, I believe. But that decade was also the period in which my brother was estranged from us. He made an oath to our father that he would stay away. And, as we know, he always honours the oaths he makes.’

			He has been looking closely at the will. Pinned to it is a small death notice.

			‘Your brother’s friend died young.’

			‘He did, sir. On New Year’s Eve, two years ago. We had been suffering through a drought, all across the Western District. Everyone was feeling the strain. Many good people cracked under that strain. Mr Kennedy was in the grip of delirium tremens, after days of drinking. My brother found him staggering around in the small yard behind their shop, in a helpless state. He called for the police and they helped carry him to the hospital, in the heat and the dust. Imagine it! The poor fellow died that night, of congestion of the brain brought on by “extreme habitual intemperance”, they said. I know these things from a short article I read in the Ballarat Star. He was just twenty-three.’

			‘Oh dear. That’s precisely my age now. He was an Irishman, I take it?’

			‘He was, sir. Born in 1842.’

			‘That means he was … just three, when the famine hit.’

			‘Yes, sir. Imagine the childhood he had. All he must have seen. I have a feeling he lost his parents to that famine. He and his five sisters likely took to a boat and ended up on the other side of the globe, in the heat and squalor of Canvas Town in Melbourne, with nothing whatsoever to their names, doing whatever they could, just to live. The promise of gold must have drawn him to Ballarat. Perhaps he met my brother on the diggings.’

			‘That seems to me the story of all migrants to this place. Their lives begin with tragedy, or just grinding poverty in the place of their birth. That is no fault of theirs, is it? They have lost everything, so they risk that terrible voyage to come here. Madam, I have made that voyage, as a seasoned mariner on my own reliable ship. Let me tell you, I was still terrified at times.’

			‘I made that voyage too, sir, on a good ship. There were times I was sure I would perish. I can’t think what it would be like packed in with other desperate souls in the hold of a leaking hulk.’

			‘Indeed. But people still brave the voyage. Such hope they have, such faith they have. A lucky few find riches when they reach the other side. Others, like your brother’s friend, find some shelter, some happiness for a time. Then tragedy comes again, and they are taken from this world. Too soon. Where is the justice in that, I wonder? It is heartbreaking.’

			‘Yes, sir. My heart almost broke when I read Mr Kennedy’s will. In it, a man’s life, told, in two simple pages. But there is beauty in it too. Look.’

			He turns the page and reads to the end. He is moved by what he reads.

			‘Madam, you are right. There is indeed beauty in this man’s final wish. He leaves all he has to one person. And all he has is the truest gold there is. Thank you for showing me this. It gives me more reason to do, what I feel I must do.’

			‘Thank you, sir. I knew somehow that you would understand.’

			He smiles. ‘Now, let us write some letters. We will do it for your brother. But we will also do it for his mate.’

			He takes her elbow and guides her to a desk by the window that overlooks the garden. She can see her young escort down below, lazily swatting flies as he waits in the shade of a jacaranda.

			‘Here is my proposition,’ he says, as he reaches for paper and pen. ‘You must write a letter to the governor putting forward an irrefutable argument. There must be no pleading. You must not open your heart, as you did to me. The governor is cool-headed. He knows he must act the figurehead. Figureheads frown on open hearts. Believe me, madam, I know.’ He gives her a weary grin.

			‘He will only be swayed by logic, so that is what we shall give him. If you will allow me, I shall dictate. Then we shall have your excellent barrister deliver it to him at the appropriate moment – the crucial moment when it may do the most good.’

			‘We must choose our words with care,’ he says. ‘Your brother’s very name, I am told, is already equated in the mind of everyone in the colony with that of the devil incarnate. So, let’s not inflame them further by mentioning it. In this letter you shall call him the unhappy man, or just my brother. Dispassionate expressions will appeal to the lord, I know it. And for him, we shall liberally sprinkle our missive with Your Excellencys and Governors-in-Chief. Men of his kind like to be constantly exalted.’

			‘I agree, sir. Words are potent. Choosing the right ones, particularly now, is vital. If Mr Mendelssohn were here, he’d compose us a beautiful song that would say all we wish to say to the Executive, without words.’

			‘He would indeed. Alas, you have just me, madam. But we two possess a pure intent, and that can move mountains. Come! Let us, with our words, move this mountain of a governor.’

			Over the next hour, they draft a petition, clinical in its detail, persuasive in its reasoning. He dictates, she writes. Their words form a strong argument for clemency. They establish her brother’s manifest lunacy. They suggest that the jury was too quick to pass a verdict of guilty, given the mood of terror abroad in the city. They delicately question the existence of any organised Irish conspiracy, positing that her brother’s supposed connection with Fenianism so influenced the jury as to make them believe (in opposition to His Royal Highness’s own published opinion) that her brother’s act was not the act of an individual.

			‘It won’t hurt to remind him of where I stand on this,’ the prince says, aware of the power wielded by the three letters H, R and H, here even more so than at home.

			Finally, they craft a sentence that he is particularly proud of:

			In conclusion, he is a lunatic, and to carry out the sentence would be in the interests of the Fenians, making of a maniac, a martyr.

			Oh dear, she thinks. The brother I love is either a maniac or a martyr, or both. She realises, again, the magnitude of the task they are attempting. A wave of sorrow passes over her.

			He sees it. Feels her sorrow. He has a vision of what may come for her, for her family, for her descendants even. How does a family survive such scandal, he wonders. The ostracism that is sure to come, the stigma they will bear. He dictates to her a few final words.

			Although this is but a minor consideration to your afflicted, agonised and sorrowful petitioner, the carrying out of the sentence pronounced will bring the deepest shame, and to evil minds the deepest infamy, upon those related to him.

			‘It’s a sad fact, is it not?’ he says. ‘Almost all in these colonies believe your brother to be evil. Accordingly, they bellow for his blood. But, in doing that, do they themselves not become the evil ones? Which is worse I wonder? A man who is willing to die for a cause he believes to be right, or the crowd who wants to see him die, almost as a blood sport? I want the governor to think on that for a moment, before his Executive pronounces. Does he really seek to pander to the mob?’

			They read the petition together, and she signs it. Next, he takes up an oblong of buff cardboard, with the royal crest and the name of his ship proudly engraved in the top right corner, and writes a simple plea in his slanting hand, beginning with the words of supplication, My Lord.

			He notes the appeal he has received from her, asking him to intercede on her brother’s behalf and have his sentence commuted.

			He notes that attempted murder is no longer a capital offence in England.

			‘Why is it so here?’ he asks her now.

			‘We have the bushrangers to thank, sir. The New South Wales government thinks this savage law will deter the likes of Thunderbolt.’

			‘Of course, of course. That plays well to the gallery.’

			He ends with a request:

			I am warranted in asking Your Excellency to submit to the Executive Council, when this case comes under its consideration, whether there are not sufficient grounds under such special circumstances – circumstances which from the nature of the case, most nearly affect the Queen – to justify its being referred home, with a view to attain Her Majesty’s pleasure thereon.

			I remain, My Lord,

			Your Excellency’s obedient servant

			He laughs. ‘Surely his amour propre will be aroused by these obsequious expressions of ours?’ 

			He signs his name with an elegant, encircling loop, then shows her the letter.

			‘I want you to see this. For even though I have made my demand, I suspect the government will not honour it. I suspect that, sometime soon, this letter will go up in smoke. You may be the only person outside of the Executive ever to see it. But you will always know. We did our best, madam.’

			‘We did indeed, sir.’

			For good measure, he writes a separate note. In this, he demands that, whatever happens, the public be informed of his views. He wants to make it clear that he, at least, detests mob rule.

			They return to the piano, where they munch on Sherry-dipped hard tack.

			‘Tell me, sir,’ Caroline says, ‘why you have gone to so much trouble for me and for my brother. I cannot think of many others in your situation who would.’

			‘That is easy. If you see that something needs to be done, why wouldn’t you do it? But … there is another reason. You may not remember, madam. We met in Melbourne, at the Fancy Dress Ball.’

			She blushes. ‘Sir, how could I forget that night?’

			‘I might say, how could I forget that waltz?’

			She looks perplexed.

			‘You can tell so much about a person by the way they dance. You dance beautifully.’

			‘Me? I don’t think we …’

			‘You looked with compassion on a simple pair of Benedictine monks who arrived late in the evening. Most people there ignored them … or us … completely. That is the art of the disguise. I recommend it as a way to observe people’s true natures. You were gracious, and your husband was too. He acceded to my request to lead you in a waltz. He looked on proudly, as his wife and a priest he had only just met whirled around the floor. The dance we had, and your husband’s look of pride, will stay with me always.’

			She feels a quiet sense of joy that their bond was so evident to him. She remembers now just how beautiful that waltz was, and realises why the fragrance in this room was so familiar, so intoxicating.

			‘You are very fortunate, madam, you and your husband both.’

			‘We say that every day, sir.’

			‘That night, after we danced, I had a strange … pressentiment, I suppose. That you and I would meet again. And that has proved to be true. Here we are.’ He executes a little bow of his head.

			She smiles. ‘I had the self-same feeling, sir.’

			‘Now, how do I say this? The man you met that night was a different one from the man who sits before you today. Perhaps you can see it in his eyes. Only one person has commented, but I think many will have noticed. Coming so close to death does something to a man. It gives him an opportunity to weigh up his life, ponder its significance in the grand order of things. Many of the things that were his daily concerns before no longer seem to matter. Other matters become his concern. The welfare of others, perhaps. Being … human, perhaps. Otherwise, what’s the point of it all?’

			He pauses. His hands rest on the keys, then, tentatively, start to play.

			She knows this piece. Loves it, more than any other. Her hands join his.

			‘Herz und Mund und Tat und Leben: Mr J. S. Bach tells us all we need to do,’ she whispers.

			‘He does. Just speak and act and live, and do everything you do with heart. Anyone who can do that is most assuredly good.’

			In that moment, she remembers the title his father held, in the hearts of all.

			‘Your father would be proud. Like him, sir, you are good.’

			He bows to her again.

			‘I thank you, madam.’

		


		
			The Thing That Lasts

			The condemned man’s cell, Darlinghurst Gaol, 20 April 1868

			Well, here we are.

			Again, back in this cell of mine. We have come full circle, have we not? That in itself is a topic worth discussion. The circle, in much mythology, is a powerful symbol of the eternal. The sun rises, the sun sets. Again and again. Heraclitus said, ‘The beginning and the end are one.’ Quite appropriate to this moment. It reminds me of the line that encircles the branches and trunk of the beloved Celtic Cross of my own heritage, making it something all-embracing. Something magical. Something more than a bald apparatus of execution. There, we are straight to the topic uppermost in everyone’s mind, including mine. Yes, the inevitable day is almost here. Just one more sleep, then, the final sleep. If that is what you believe. I for my part believe it will be anything but. Part of me will end, part of me will begin. There will be work to do, souls to see, undreamed-of places to go, even. In the rather delicate position I have put myself, there will be certain demands too. I have done wrong. Will I be welcomed, I wonder? Or made to bide my time in some world of limbo? Atone, for a century or more, for all I have done? Who knows? All I know is I have been doing everything I can, in these last days, to equip myself for what lies ahead – the celestial voyage to that realm I like to call the Great Secret.

			I am about to write an Explanation. For all kinds of reasons, I must do it. I will allow others to judge what my words mean, and whether I did right. I will write it for myself and for posterity, but most of all for the sake of those I love. They are the ones who must live with all I have done long after I have departed. If this Explanation of mine is not wholly the truth, it may at least lessen the pain for those loved ones. If that is so, it is most assuredly the right thing to do. Love, after all, is the only thing that lasts. In my current situation, as I prepare for all that is to come, that is clearer than ever to me.

			Oh, there is one more reason I am doing it. It may defuse things. We shall see.

			I have had support these last weeks, as I prepare, from some fine souls. One guide in it all is a patriot himself. He has a good heart, and a moral core that would pass the toughest assay. In short, I can rely on him. Our conversations stretch from day into night. I ask, ‘If I say this, what will that mean, to them, and them, and them? But if I say that, what then?’ He answers every question I put to him, in the wisest way. His wisdom, freely offered, has been vital to me, in the rather central position I occupy in this affair.

			Then there have been others. Think on it: in the last month, I have had leading men of the Law, Government, Church and Crown all leaping, fists raised on my behalf, into the ring. (There’s that circle again.) Even my sister – my rather feisty sister, as it turns out – has thrown herself into the fray. How many individuals in my predicament could expect such fervent advocates? Many of these people have actually visited me in this fearsome place, these last weeks. That takes grit. I am lying here, lost in my books, lost in reverie. There is a tap on the iron grille, and the simple announcement ‘You have a visitor, sir.’ (The warders are very respectful, now.) The door opens, and in walks … someone of significance.

			They have embraced me, they have blessed me, they have photographed me, they have sketched me, they have knelt with me in prayer, they have taken my measure, quite literally. (Dr Carr, the phrenologist, doesn’t miss a trick. Or an inch.) These visitors have been jocular, or caring, or quite overcome with emotion. That last is probably the most common response. I wonder why that is? I wager visitors are brought face to face with their own mortality. They step into the umbral tones of this space, and there I am. They are eye to eye with a man they know has so little time left, here. Perhaps I already possess an ethereal quality. Perhaps I am already on my way. That is certainly my aim. To be so ready to go that when the moment comes, it is nothing at all. The simple sloughing-off of an outer casing. It has been as fine a casing as any man could wish for, both hard and flexible. I have cared for it and, I confess, I have abused it at times. Though it has been indispensable to me these last three decades or so, I am more than happy, now, just to toss it off, and go. This quality, I believe, is visible to all. A look in the eyes that jolts some people to the core. I see it happen! He must be mad, they seem to think, if he contemplates his final journey with such rapture. Others, those who are more compassionate, respond to that particular look with tenderness. I myself have always found it a strangely (utter frankness here) desirable look. I have noted it, been drawn to it, for as long as I can remember. Does not impending death bring with it a special kind of wisdom? And are we not attracted to the wise, rather than the stupid? It happened on my earliest voyages, as a boy. I knew instinctively those souls who were poised to depart, and sought them out in their final moments of earthly life. In those precious moments, as I communed with them, I knew I was communing with the other world. It became a life-long habit – healthier perhaps than opium, but every bit as potent.

			Then came Ireland. I was made for that place. My brief time at home showed me so much of the astounding clarity of the ones thus poised on the brink. In the midst of such pestilence, such anguish, such beauty. Even now, my heart sings as I remember them, as I promised I would. Later, as a young religious in Paris, I knelt with many a terror-struck ruffian in his cell. I volunteered for that task with fervour. In the utter calmness of my voice as we prayed together, in my steadfast certainty of the better life that lay ahead for him, I believe I made a difference. Each man felt less alone as he walked his final walk. I was there with him, by his side, as far as I could go. Then I handed him, with confidence, to his Creator and the ancestors. The blade slid down, and in that razor-sharp instant he was already safely on his way. Finally free.

			I did the same thing for my only true friend, on a turbulent night two summers ago. I carried him in my arms through the streets of the town where everybody knew us. It was the most public display of intimacy we ever had, and it came at a tormented time in his life, but at least it came. At the Miners’ Hospital, a place we had proudly helped to build, he lay coated in a lather of sweat. His eyes were the eyes of a trapped foal. Terrified and uncomprehending. So I bathed his face and chest, and I began to whisper to him. Assurances, promises, remembered fragments of verse and song and prayer in every language I could think of, until, in the early hours, he became calm. In that moment of peace, he left me. I say that, but you must understand my young friend never left me. He remains with me still, in everything I do. In all that is meaningful in my life. In all the joy, all the sadness, the elation, the desperation. Everything. And everywhere. Certainly, he was by my side at Clontarf. How else could I have done the deed? He is in my very name, if you look closely enough.

			Very well, if ever there was to be a time for the truth, it is now. What I am about to tell you is the truth. On my oath.

			At my baptism in Dublin I was given the names Henry and Joseph. I have always signed myself H. J. O’Farrell, and still do. That young man who shared my life in Ballarat, all of it, was baptised in Belfast. He was given the name James. I feel pride now, to say his name. When our work was done, we would ride to the top of Mount Buninyong. It is an extinct volcano, not far from town, but it is a world of its own. There, we would tether our horses, and just … be. No words needed. Nature needs no words. She has her own way of telling you what you need to know. She says, ‘You think you are something special? Well, lads, just watch this.’ Then a storm rolls over and drenches you both to the skin, or a host of wild birds appears, circles round you and disappears again, or the sun sets, in colours indescribable, and leaves you both suspended between the twin domes of earth and sky, laughing. Nature has given you her blessing. One such time, in one of those blessed moments, a notion came to us of something we could offer up in return. The simple gift of a name exchanged. Mine to him, his to me, and we were connected to each other, to all things of the natural world, forever. We became Joseph Kennedy and Henry James O’Farrell. Two souls entwined. What more could anyone want?

			Some things, as I have said, last.

			Now all the other souls I have loved in my life and sought to help are congregating to help me. I know it. I have felt them. I have seen them. Even so, I realise the voyage I embark on, I must sail alone. It will not be easy. It will demand energy and concentration and courage. But to summon up that silvery circle again, is not the end of life a simple echo of its beginning? Is not the beginning – that moment when the spirit must forget all it knows, squeeze into fleshly form and be born into this chaotic human world – infinitely more challenging? Infinitely more terrifying? When you compare it with the rigours of birth, what is death?

			I tell you, it is nothing.

			But first, I have a simpler task to complete. I have an appointment with the chaplain, in the gaol sacristy. The warders will escort me there. They will provide me with paper and quill and ink and then, I hope, leave me to get on with it. A confession it will be, made before the eyes of God, for the eyes of Mr Henry Parkes. I have stipulated that he is not to open it until I am gone from this earth.

			That is tomorrow.

		


		
			An Evening’s Pleasantries

			The ramparts of Darlinghurst Gaol, Execution Eve, 20 April 1868, 6 p.m.

			‘Here we are,’ he says, and hands it to him.

			It is an hour or more later. He loses all track of time when he’s alone writing, but this document, the last thing he will ever write, is done. And done in a way that eases his mind. He stands with Father Dwyer and two warders at the door to the sacristy. The sun is low, and when that happens on the hill at Darlinghurst, a crisp breeze comes up and the temperature drops. It has been that way since the beginning. Long before the vanes on the windmills that now crowd the ridge from Forbes Street to the Cross began to turn. Long before these sandstone walls were raised. Long before the English came. The drop in temperature makes these walls somehow more … merciless, he thinks.

			Governor Read has brought them mugs of hot drink. He mentions that the colonial secretary is in the gaol on other business.

			‘Would you like to see him?’ he asks.

			‘You know I always like to see Mr Parkes,’ says O’Farrell, with a grin. ‘Bid him come to me.’ He likes the symmetry. The author of the Explanation can present it to its intended reader.

			***

			O’Farrell hands Parkes the envelope. Parkes hands it back to O’Farrell.

			As hungry as he is to read the contents, Parkes wants none of this symmetry. ‘I believe I won’t receive it now, sir. This must be done to the letter. We’ll call the visiting magistrate in. He’ll come to your cell, witness your signature, and hold the document until he signs it over to me, as you have requested … when the time comes.’ He shivers.

			‘Of course, sir. I understand. There are certain rituals that must be observed. Where would we be without ritual, Father?’ He turns to Dwyer, who nods, with just a hint of the conspiratorial.

			‘Oh, yes,’ the chaplain says. ‘In the religious and the political worlds, it is the same. While supposedly separate, they are in fact two peas in rather a tight pod. They share many of the same concerns.’ Power, power and more power, he thinks. ‘Ritual reminds us what to do on all manner of occasions. When we are ignorant of etiquette …’ He darts a look at Parkes. ‘Or when we doubt our place in the scheme of things. Or when we know not what we are to do next. At those trying times, ritual steps in and gives us a wise and sturdy prod in the right direction. It assures us that things are exactly as they should be,’ says Dwyer, knowing he has just described their preparation these last days for the task ahead.

			‘Indeed,’ says O’Farrell. ‘Let us raise a toast to ritual.’ He winks at the chaplain, takes a swig, and turns back to Parkes. ‘But where are my manners? I saw you shiver just now, sir. Could I offer you a draught of this fine restorative? Sup from my cup.’ Parkes at first hesitates, then drinks. He finds it surprisingly good.

			‘The lemons came from the Hawkesbury, but can you guess where the honey is produced?’ asks O’Farrell.

			‘The Illawarra? Or on the Western Plains, near Dubbo?’ ventures Parkes.

			‘Good attempt, sir. But no, this honey was produced in the eaves of A Wing, within these walls. Your drink is sweetened by the labours of the bees of Darlinghurst Gaol. Those creatures decided to make their home amongst desperate men. Bees, it seems, do not judge. The warders tell me they have only to put a tin bowl on the ground below the eaves, and in no time at all, it is brimming with honey. The bounty just pours from above. If ever there was a demonstration of God’s grace, that is it.’

			‘Miraculous. From such little menaces comes something that so pleases our palates,’ says Parkes. ‘And it is fitting that you should use that word grace. There is something I’ve wanted to say to you. I’ll not be there tomorrow morning. It wouldn’t be … right. But here we are, tonight, face to face. So, I want to commend you on your bearing these last weeks. You have maintained your composure, your manners, your rather distinctive wit. In spite of everything. That, sir, is good grace.’

			‘Thank you, sir. We can give much of the credit to my parents. It was something they bred into me from the first. No matter the upheaval, face it and keep going, they said. That’s rather been the story of my life. But it is the same for you, is it not? You have faced many hard times since you were a lad. Or so I’m told.’

			‘You are right.’

			‘I wager you will face countless more, before you are done.’

			‘I’ll take that as a compliment, sir,’ says Parkes, with a laugh.

			‘But here’s the thing,’ O’Farrell says. ‘You will go over them, you will go around them, you will go through them. But you will always prevail.’

			‘That heartens me, sir. Well, I will make a prediction for you. Long after I have forgotten many people from this life, I will remember you. Despite the fact that you have caused me no end of grief in these last dramatic weeks. No, I can see myself at my desk, many years hence, still trying to work you out.’

			O’Farrell laughs. ‘I am more than happy to be the cypher you never quite cracked …’ He gives the envelope in his hand the slightest flutter. ‘Even after all the clues I have slipped your way. I intend, if I am given permission by the powers that be, of course …’ He looks skywards ‘… to visit you from time to time. That’s a promise, sir. And, if you ever believe you have got my measure, perhaps be good enough to put me in one of those celebrated poems of yours.’

			‘If ever I do, I shall. In memoriam, eh?’ says Parkes.

			They pause. A change comes over them. In that instant, each offers his hand. The handshake is at first tentative, then grave. The eyes, likewise.

			The warders take their cue. They step over, fasten the shackles, and lead the prisoner off, with the chaplain following, hands deep in the pockets of his robes. Henry Parkes watches Henry O’Farrell walk away, his confession in his hand, until he slips into a tunnel with his retinue, and disappears.

			A fresh burst of wind sweeps across the gaol, carrying with it an echoing sound from the north-west yard. BANG-bang BANG-bang BANG-bang. Iron on nails, nails into wood. All is going to plan, he thinks. He shivers again, pulls up the collar of his old coat and leaves the gaol as swiftly as he dares.

			Before the hour is out, he is at his desk drafting confidential orders to be carried out the next day. As he writes, he sees each detail, stark and vivid. A few hours after the execution, the prisoner’s body will be delivered in a nondescript cart to Mortuary Station. That night, a specially commissioned train will carry it out of Sydney, to Parkes’s newest proud creation: the vast Necropolis at Haslem’s Creek. There, under cover of darkness, a pit will be dug beside the train tracks. The pit will be unusually deep. It will be on consecrated land in the cemetery’s Roman Catholic section – but only barely. And this only after much pressure from the archbishop and the chaplain, on behalf of the prisoner’s sisters.

			Henry O’Farrell’s body will be thrown into the pit by the grave-diggers. Their curses will rain down on him, along with their spittle. Then he will be covered by a ton of dirt, and left to rot.

			An edict will be kept in the files of the Necropolis from that night forward. For more than a century, in fact.

			Any person making inquiries as to the whereabouts of the burial place of Henry James O’Farrell shall be given no information.

			By order of the Colonial Secretary.

			There, thinks Henry Parkes. Let’s see if anyone remembers him now.

		


		
			Benedicte Verba

			The sacristy, Darlinghurst Gaol, on the eve of the execution

			It is an hour or so earlier. He sits at a bare wooden table, writing. Or, to the eagle-eyed, transcribing. He looks from one sheet of paper to the other, working quickly and methodically. He only stops to dip the nib of his quill in its well or, occasionally, to dry what he has written with a burst of breath. This document is one for the ages, he thinks. It wouldn’t do to leave blobs of ink on this gaol-issue paper, or to smudge a single, carefully considered word. What would posterity think of me then? And what will posterity think of me if these words never make it into the public realm? What then? What would be the point of it all? I cannot let that happen. There must be no mistaking my intent. People must know.

			He takes a long, deep breath.

			Being about to appear before my Creator, I feel it my duty to give expression to my heartfelt sorrow for the grievous crime I have committed.

			There, he thinks. I am making it as clear as Waterford crystal. I know my situation. I stand before my God, ready for his judgement. No matter whose plan it was, I was the one who did the deed. And yes, it was a monstrous deed. Now I am ready to make recompense. Life is a finely balanced ledger, is it not? In business, I took pride in balancing my ledgers. Why should this moment be any different?

			The room he is in differs from other sacristies. There is practically nothing in it. On one wall, a feathery etching of Christ on the cross, pinned. On another, a row of wooden pegs for the garments of visiting clergy, empty of garments. Priests of different denominations come into this place, leave their things here while they conduct services, take everything with them when they leave. In another wall, a narrow slit of a window. It is deep – as deep as the gaol walls are thick. If you could climb up high enough and look down, you would see a vertical slice of Darlinghurst Road below. Looking up, you would see the spire of Sacred Heart, glowing in the final gold of afternoon. That place is significant to him now. It has provided a kind of spiritual lifeline, linking him with his faith and family, his past and immediate future. It has helped make this sacristy a truly sacred place too, where he could pray, confess, mourn.

			From the bottom of my heart I do grieve for what I have done.

			Oh, the grief I have felt here, he thinks. For all the things I have done, all I have not done in my life. But what a chance I have been given in these last days, to make amends. How lucky am I.

			For last week, with almost mystical timing, was Holy Week. In the days leading up to Easter, Dean Dwyer had organised special dispensation for him from the gaol authorities. He was allowed to kneel in this room each day, quietly, as mass was celebrated across the road at Sacred Heart. There were manacles that cut into his feet, and guards posted outside the door, but he could just hear the Gregorian tones, could make out voices coming to him on the flow of air through that narrow sandstone slit. Once he had a sense of the rhythm of the service, he could murmur the Latin responses he’d always known. Here he was, in this tiny space, participating in the mass as he had done since boyhood. Knowing that certain people he had held dear, in boyhood, were close by. It was their voices he was hearing – he was sure of that. That was the miracle of this Holy Week. He no longer felt alone.

			Those dear ones, in their sadness, bravely sang out. Said each prayer with heightened awareness. The last days of Christ’s life on earth had always moved them. But now that story carried greater weight. The weight of years of silence, the weight of things not dealt with, the weight of this new tragedy. Sacred Heart gave them an opportunity to bear all of that. Standing with a defiant pride towards the back of the church, the O’Farrell sisters, three now with the arrival of a clipper from Tasmania, daring anyone who recognised them to judge. Unmistakably Irish in their stoicism. Caroline, Christina and Catherine. Determined, finally, to deal with it all, and connected by that current of air with their brother in his final days.

			But there was another voice the prisoner swore he recognised. A voice that shook at times, whether from emotion or age, he couldn’t quite tell. Definitely not from unfamiliarity with the liturgy. That man had chanted it thousands of times in the course of his life. He was the oldest churchman in the land, and the most influential. One of the first to come to this colony, back in the 1830s. He still remembered the times when it was illegal in his homeland to practise his faith. Archbishop Bede Polding was an English Benedictine, beloved by all colonists, not just the Catholics. He was gentle and kind and had the wisdom to see the truth of things, the truth within a person, with a beautiful clarity. He was living a quiet life now, often staying in rooms attached to Sacred Heart. He assisted at mass when he was needed, or when he wished. This Holy Week, he was there every day. He had known the O’Farrell family since he visited Melbourne as their archbishop, in the 1840s.

			Polding had anointed James Alipius Goold as the Catholic Church’s founding bishop of Melbourne. Polding had confirmed the young Henry O’Farrell into the church, and suggested to his father he would make a fine priest one day. Suggested even that he leave his family to join the community of priests at St Francis’s. Bede Polding understood all that had happened since then. Every detail of Henry O’Farrell’s spectacular rise in the church – and fall from grace. All at the hands of Bishop Goold.

			Polding had visited O’Farrell’s cell late one night during Holy Week and fallen to his knees at the prisoner’s feet.

			‘Dear, dear boy! What has happened to you? Can you forgive us? Can you forgive me?’

			The old man reached for a porcelain jug, poured water into a bowl, held the younger man’s feet in his trembling hands, and washed them. In that moment, Henry O’Farrell felt a burden lift from his shoulders. The two men knelt together and wept.

			Two nights later, the archbishop came again. When the warders looked through the iron lattice of the cell door, they saw two men in earnest prayer. Those men were in fact hard at work, planning Henry O’Farrell’s confession, choosing the right words of atonement that would spare his soul the torments of Hell.

			Now, sitting in the sacristy of Darlinghurst Gaol, O’Farrell summons up Polding’s face, and the faces of his sisters, and the faces of others he has loved. Thinks of each of them in turn.

			This is for them, this is for them, this is for them, he thinks. And for them. And for him.

			I have hitherto said that I was one of many who were prepared to do the deed had I not done it. I had not the slightest foundation for such a statement. I was never connected with any man or any body of men who had for their object the taking of the life of the Duke of Edinburgh. Nor was I in any other than an indirect manner connected with that organisation in Ireland and elsewhere which is known by the name the Fenian Brotherhood.

			I wish distinctly to assert that there was not a single human being in existence who had the slightest idea of the object I had in view when I meditated on, and through the merciful providence of God, failed in carrying into effect, the death of the Duke of Edinburgh.

			At ‘not a single human being in existence’, he smiles. Every word is considered, precise. How wonderful words are, he thinks. Between those words, just the tiniest crannies, to allow room for the truth to squeeze through.

			I have written to the printers of two Irish periodicals an address to the people of Ireland. So certain was I of accomplishing the death of the Duke that I stated in letters accompanying the address that which I believed would be the fact, and I think I implied that I was one of an organisation here to carry the deed into effect. I need but say that the truth of the latter portion of this statement rests upon a slighter foundation than the former. In fact, unless by mere hearsay, I had no foundation for stating that there was a Fenian organisation in N. S. Wales.

			From continually thinking and speaking of what I may still be allowed to call the ‘wrongs of Ireland’, I gave way to excitement and enthusiasm on the subject, and it was when under the influence of these feelings that I attempted to perpetuate the deed for which I am now called upon to suffer.

			There, he thinks. If one sentence states my credo, it is that one. Sometimes, someone needs to die, for the world to learn its lesson. I thought that someone was him, but as it turns out, it is me. C’est la vie!

			Perhaps for the last time in his life, he signs his name:

			H. J. O’Farrell

			He lets out his customary long, relieved breath. It always takes him by surprise. He finds himself wondering just how long he’d been holding that breath. On this occasion, several minutes, perhaps. He remembers with a dull jab of grief the first time that breath-hold was necessary. Remembers the place, the time, the reason. The smell even. Especially the smell. Does everyone have such sharp memory fragments, he wonders now. Fragments that shine like glass, cut like glass too.

			He slips the pages carefully together, fingers inserted to separate one from the other. Then he calls, ‘It is finished!’

			The door opens. Silhouetted in the light, Dean Dwyer. ‘Well done, my brother,’ he says. As he steps into the sacristy, the guards remain outside. They trust the chaplain, so they have come to trust the prisoner too. They look in, but can barely make out the figures of the two men as they kneel in the shadows.

			Dwyer takes O’Farrell’s hands in his own, and says a short prayer over the newly inscribed pages. He summons up the shamrock’s petals. The three. He blesses the man who has had the courage to write these words. He blesses the words themselves, that they may have a safe journey into the world. He blesses the readers of the words, that they may have the wisdom to understand.

			‘Benedicte scriptor.

			‘Benedicte verba.

			‘Benedicere legentibus.

			‘Amen.’

			They stand and embrace, whisper something that no one will ever know, then separate. Michael Dwyer leads Henry O’Farrell onto the landing outside. The guards are in no hurry to go back to the cells. Up here in the crisp air of late afternoon, they can rest easy, and chat. The chaplain and O’Farrell like a good chat too. Besides, they can see Governor Read approaching, with steaming mugs of drink for them.

		


		
			Last Rites

			Sacred Heart, Darlinghurst, 21 April 1868, 6 p.m., nine hours after the execution

			The two men are sitting in the sacristy of Sacred Heart as evening approaches. Grief has touched them. There is a weariness in their shoulders, a pallor to their faces.

			‘So you saw him last night?’ says Michael Dwyer.

			‘Yes,’ says William Dalley. ‘Very late. I had a devil of a job getting past the warders. They were protecting him from needless distractions in his final hours – which was heartening. When I was ushered into his cell, there he was, dressed in black, quietly reading in his hammock. I asked him in my usual jocular way, “Well! O’Farrell! What’s the news?” He looked up at me, smiled a wry smile and said, “It’s set. I’m to be hanged tomorrow morning at nine o’clock.” I can’t tell you how awful that bald statement sounded. But before I could become maudlin, he said, “Stand right up in your shoes, sir!”’

			Dwyer laughs. ‘You’re not a tall man, sir. Everyone knows that.’

			‘You’re right! So I came back with “I always try to do so, except when I’m sitting down.” We had a good chuckle together, and I said, “You are rather sharp, old fellow!” Then I clapped my hands on his shoulders, and we became solemn.

			‘I said to him, “You know I am your friend. I will take any letter or message for you – anywhere in Sydney.” He was moved. After a moment, he said, “I have no letter or message to send. I had one letter, but I have sent it out by my sister.”’

			‘Extraordinary. How did she manage to get it past the authorities?’

			‘Exactly what I asked him. He said, “I wrote it, and she learned it off, so that it might not be found by searching for it.”’

			‘How remarkable. No one will ever know who …’ says Dwyer.

			‘Whoever it is, it is for their ears only. In one profound gesture between a brother and a sister, in a condemned cell, on the eve of execution, they proved their love. The last thing he said to me was “I have only one letter more to take, and that I will take to the gallows with me,”’ says Dalley.

			Dwyer looks bereft. ‘I came straight here after it all this morning, to be with his sisters.’ 

			“Good man. What did you … tell them?’

			‘What could I tell them? I said, “It was blessedly quick. I am certain he felt no pain.” I hate to lie, sir. I see no point to it. But those were two lies I told this morning, under this very roof. I had to. The truth would only have caused more grief to three fine women already drowning in it.’

			‘You did right, Father. Our friend would approve. He was the master of subterfuge, when the need arose,’ says Dalley.

			‘That is the truth,’ says Dwyer. ‘His final act of subterfuge, for the benefit of the witnesses today, was magnificent. Despite all his preparations, that wretch Elliot miscalculated the tightness of the noose, or the timing of the lever, or both. Or perhaps he mistook our friend’s height for solidity. He was in fact as light as a feather. He fairly flew up that ladder. He resisted any attempts by Bull to assist him, either in the climb, or in the pulling on of that infernal hood.

			‘I joined him on the platform, where I whispered a few words to spirit him up. Beneath that hood, I could swear he was beaming. He was calm, still, primed for the task. He had placed himself, very carefully, at the centre of the trapdoor. I gave him a final benediction. I wanted everyone to see that. Then I descended the ladder and stood just below, as near to him as I was allowed. My eyes never left him. Not once. I owed him that. I was resolved to bear witness. For him, for his family, for all those to follow. What I witnessed, I will never forget.’

			‘Tell me, sir.’

			‘Well, Elliot pulled the lever, but rather fumbled it. The element of surprise on which the whole operation’s success rests was lost. I suspect our friend’s muscles tensed as his body dropped, thwarting the noose in its task. His neck failed to break. I have attended a few hangings – blessedly just a few – but the sound in that instant is unmistakable. A loud, sharp crack. This morning, there was no such crack.’

			‘Oh dear.’

			‘I watched the poor man like a hawk, even as a good part of me begged to turn away. Only by doing so could I be sure of what I was seeing, what he was enduring. It was monstrous. The rope was doing its job, but in a slower, more gruesome fashion than it should have. Somehow, by utter force of will, he bore it. He was slowly suffocating, but his body barely moved. Just the slightest twitching of the feet and tautness of the fingers showed me the effort he was making. Imagine!’

			‘Oh, that is horrible. How long did it … take?’

			‘Several minutes, perhaps. It felt like an age.’

			‘Horrible! And then?’

			‘Then, sir, his body relaxed. He was done. He was gone. There was complete silence in the place, broken only, very suddenly, by a loud … well, a kind of unearthly wail, as a gentleman in the third row fainted.’

			‘Oh, my stars.’

			‘It was none other than the actor Mr Montgomery. When he came around, he looked bereft. He was sobbing. Strange, as he never knew Mr O’Farrell personally. And all of this as our friend swung gently to and fro, just above him.’

			‘How macabre.’

			‘It was truly awful. Governor Read then gave the nod, and Elliot and Bull stepped forward, cut down the body and laid it in a rough-hewn box on a little catafalque with rusted wheels. The rather odious gaol doctor came forward, examined him in the most perfunctory manner, and signed the death certificate.’

			‘Aaron is neither a good doctor, nor a good friend to any man.’

			‘He is not. I believe he totally missed the intact state of the neck. I noted the time – nine minutes past nine. The whole ritual, from the walking out to the wheeling away, lasted just shy of ten minutes. But then, when things were almost done, as the hangman and his ’prentice began to drag the box and cart off, a curious thing happened.’

			‘Oh, really?’

			‘As the cart clunked away, gentlemen on both sides of its progress leaned forward, reached over, and lightly touched his body. Other gentlemen approached, and then still more. Each repeating the gesture. Every man there was desperate for that final act of connection.’

			‘Or contrition. Extraordinary. I believe O’Farrell would find that gratifying.’

			‘He would indeed.’

			They are both silent for a moment. Then they stand. Michael Dwyer pulls a tightly folded packet of paper from the pocket of his robe. William Bede Dalley takes it, slips it into his pocket, and leaves.

			‘Benedicte verba,’ says Dwyer, under his breath.

		


		
			The Release

			The condemned man’s cell, Darlinghurst Gaol, 21 April 1868, 8 a.m., as the hour approaches

			The stone walls have a warm sheen today. Early-morning light slants in through a narrow opening somewhere high above. It falls in bands across his shoulders, warming him as he kneels. He is naked to the waist, his gingery hair is neatly trimmed, he is freshly shaven, and his body gives off an indefinable fragrance. Just one of many miracles he can’t quite explain. He is murmuring a prayer. Each word is heartfelt.

			Magnificat anima mea Dominum

			My soul doth magnify the Lord.

			Et exultavit spiritus meus in Deo salutari meo

			And my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Saviour.

			Quia respexit humilitatem ancillae suae

			Because He hath regarded the humility of His slave.

			Ecce enim ex hoc beatam me dicent omnes generationes.

			For behold from henceforth all generations shall call me blessed.

			He smiles a slight smile at this thought.

			Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, et semper, et in saecula saeculorum.

			As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, forever and ever.

			Amen.

			There is a soft rap on a door close at hand. Wood on metal.

			His eyes open. He needs a moment to collect himself. Return from the place he’s been – but not completely.

			‘Greetings to you, Mr Carroll.’

			‘Greetings, sir. Are you … ready?’ the warder asks through the grille.

			‘Give me a minute and I’m all yours.’

			He can’t resist the charm. Even today.

			‘It wouldn’t do for me to keep them all waiting, now would it?’ he says.

			He stands and splashes water on his face from a shallow bowl, slips on a white linen shirt, ties a black bow tie and slides into his tailored jacket. The door opens and another warder appears. Boon is powerfully built, but when he speaks, his voice is gentle.

			‘From Mr Gardiner and the boys, sir. They worked in the cobbler’s shop all night on them. They said … Well, they want you to look your best today.’

			The guard offers him a pair of boots, hand-sewn in soft, gold-coloured leather. He is moved.

			‘My boots. I knew they would come.’

			He sits in his hammock and carefully eases them on, then stands, stomps gently a few times, and smiles.

			‘Tell Mr Gardiner and the lads they are a perfect fit, Mr Boon. I shall wear them with pride, always.’ He winks.

			The chief warder appears.

			‘Sir, the time has come. I just have to put these on you. The colonial secretary’s orders.’

			‘Do as you must, Mr Bernard.’

			He stands, focused now. Bernard kneels at his feet. There is a slight clinking sound. The shackles are in place. Next, Bernard stands and holds O’Farrell’s hands in his own as Boon attaches a pair of handcuffs.

			‘You are both good men,’ O’Farrell whispers.

			‘As are you, sir. That we know.’

			He looks around him, takes in every detail, then gives a slight nod. The procession begins. The three emerge from the cell into a long stone corridor. Bernard is in front of him, Boon behind him.

			Men call from the cells on either side, and above. Some tap their metal bowls quietly on the bars, in unison. He acknowledges them with a slight bow of the head as he walks.

			‘You’ll be right, mate,’ calls one. ‘Éirinn go Brách!’ shouts another.

			Then, a dissenter: ‘See you in Hell, you scum.’ A gob of spit hits him in the face, and he flinches. Warder Boon leans forward and wipes it off with his handkerchief.

			Ahead of him, is a short line of other warders. Fearsome-looking men, but silent now. He slows, pauses in front of each man.

			‘Stay strong, my boy,’ says one. ‘Remember what I told you. Place yourself at the centre of things.’

			‘I’ll make sure and do just that.’ He smiles.

			‘We’ll not forget you in a hurry, you know that?’ says another.

			‘Nor I you, sir.’

			One guard just thumps his heart with his fist.

			At the end of this rag-tag honour guard stands Dean Dwyer. In stark contrast to the greyness of the surroundings, he wears full canonical robes, of brilliant crimson-brown brocade, embroidered with gold panels. They fan out from his shoulders to the ground.

			O’Farrell stops and appraises the dean for a moment.

			‘I like your choice of hue today. You honour me, Father.’

			‘Yes, crimson for the martyrs. Only the best for a brave patriot,’ says Dwyer.

			The two men embrace. The priest whispers in his ear, ‘Dear brother! What more is there to say? Make the ancestors proud of you this day.’

			Outside, someone starts to jingle a small bell.

			The two men step back. ‘Are you ready?’ the priest asks.

			He smiles a wan smile. ‘Father … I have been ready for this all my life. And that bell I hear tolls for me. I know that.’

			Turning to the assembled band, he speaks with a tremor in his voice. ‘With all my heart, I thank you, gentlemen. Now, let the adventure begin. Adieu!’

			The bell jingles, still. A heavy door is opened by an unseen guard. There is the dull hubbub of an assembled crowd, impatient, somewhere beyond the walls. Sunlight floods in, causing him to squint for a second. Then, resolute, he walks towards the light.

			His new kid boots radiate gold as they step over the threshold into the outside world. For a second they are silhouetted against the intense light of the Sydney morning. Then, with their wearer, they simply disappear into the whiteness.

		


		
			Taking My Leave

			Darlinghurst, 21 April 1868, 9.01 a.m.

			‘Now, let the adventure begin. Adieu!’ I declare, as I step across that marble tablet. Then, as a tiny bell jingles somewhere, the strangest thing happens. In that moment, I just – how can I describe it? – I slip from my body. It has happened before, of course, but it is always slightly different, and it astounds me every time. Part of me, the essential part, is in flight, gliding above it all. The other part, the earthly one, is as earth-bound as ever. The only thing that connects the two parts is a single glassy thread – as light as spun sugar, as strong as steel. My legs are moving, albeit in fetters. My feet are moving, in glorious new boots. My lips are moving, in gentle prayer. My eyes, though gazing ahead, see everything now, from every angle. My mind, which should be racing, is curiously calm.

			For this I have a blessed trinity of guides to thank: the Sisters of Charity. They stood sentinel over me every night, all night, for the last week. At first, they knelt in silent vigil outside. I could sense them there. Then, as the warders warmed to them perhaps, they were given unfettered entry to my cell. Each night, it happened in the same way. Lingering halfway between waking and sleeping, I would hear a voice whisper, ‘The sisters are here.’ And there they’d be, immersing me in their warmth. We prayed together, we wept together, we had long spans of silent contemplation together. And such laughter we had too! At times of intense grief, does not laughter surge up, to leaven the pain of loss?

			They arrived with no great fanfare each night and took their leave as quietly the next morning, as I dozed. They seemed for all the world like three graceful fruit bats, coming gently to roost in my tiny stone rookery. The kind of bats you see in formation, silhouetted against the Sydney summer sky at dusk. Where do they come from, you wonder, and where are they going? They exist for us in that moment, but they have wondrous existences on either side of it, in other realms far beyond our ken. I feel sure of that.

			So it is … was … with the sisters. They came from different domiciles, and they will return to those domiciles … after. But they came just when I needed them the most. When I knew not how I was to face this thing. Not the journey so much, as the mechanics of actual departure. Is it always that way for the dying, I wonder? Is the fear of death just that? Uncertainty about how to make the leap? How to do it with some degree of grace? In my case the leap will be both symbolic and intensely real. That pleases me.

			The first visitation of the sisters heralded a change in me that everyone noted. The somewhat nervy, somewhat guarded, somewhat falsely jocular individual that I had been was transformed in the course of that night. That man found an inner peace with the help of those bat-like creatures. They opened their hearts to him and, in doing so, opened his long damaged heart. They prepared him for this thing. Each night. Every night. Tirelessly. In the last hours of darkness before today’s dawn, the sisters bathed me, anointed me, dressed me. Slowly, methodically, lovingly. Then, importantly, they saved me the agony of a final farewell. They simply disappeared at first light, as bats themselves always do. I could swear I heard the beating of wings!

			They left me in a heightened state of bliss, my eyes closed in prayer. So ready for the task. That was the precious gift I received from the Sisters of Charity in these final earthly days, earthly hours. For what, precisely, does charity mean? It is the highest form of love, is it not? Love that is not afraid to get its hands dirty. It will go into the darkest, filthiest corners, where it is most needed. A love that is selfless, pure, exultant. It crosses every boundary. A love beyond time, beyond place.

			Love is, quite simply, the gentlest, most powerful, most healing force there is.

			So here I am, filled with love, floating blissfully above everything, but keenly aware of everything. Ten feet or so below me, and an arm’s length or so before me, is the steadfast chaplain. I can see every silken stitch in his resplendent robes and take strength from the proud set of his shoulders beneath them. Bless him! By wearing such garb on this day, in this place, he makes a gallant declaration to the assembled multitude. (Everyone who is anyone is here, but one.) To them all he is saying, ‘This man who walks before you to the scaffold, this man whom you have judged and condemned, is anything but a criminal. This man is no madman, this man is no drunkard. He is simply a man of his word. He is ready to face the consequences of his deed. Watch him now. Perhaps you will learn what it is to be a true man.’

			His belief in me helps me to believe in myself. I am determined that I shall live up to that belief to the end. After that … we shall see.

			Behind me now, Mr Elliot the hangman and his young protégé, Mr Bull. Old Elliot is trying to look sanctimonious, but just manages a curious leer. He has the beaten look of a perpetual hard-drinker. (How else could a man of any conscience do such a job?) Bull is new enough to his position to seem eager. But perhaps that eagerness has something to do with my boots. I have caught him eyeing them off more than once since we began our little march. He and I are a near enough match in the foot department. I feel a pang of sadness for the fate of my boots.

			We have reached the invited guests. About a hundred gentlemen in all. They sit in serried rows on either side of the path we walk. I recognise many of them. The actor, the phrenologist, the gaol’s doctor amongst them. From my vantage point gliding high above, the procession looks quite spectacular, I have to say. Regal, even. In the lead, the warders I have come to esteem, Boon and Bernard, in newly pressed uniforms. At the rear, Governor Read follows the sheriff, the under-sheriff, and the magistrate, Chatfield. Chatfield took delivery of my Explanation last night. He is just one of many souls playing their part in all of this. At the centre of the spectacle, the swirling robes of Father Dwyer, and the man of the hour himself. I knew the silver tweed would be perfect for this day. His suit shines in the morning sun, forcing observers to squint as he passes. Row by row, they turn and … I swear it is so … bow their heads slightly. I see a cluster of journalists perched off to one side, notebooks open, craning their necks, scribbling, craning again. In a flash, I can make out the phrases they are scribbling. Calm, cool and collected is one. Entirely self-possessed is another. It seems the gentlemen of the press respect me now. It is so quiet here, I can hear their pencils scratching. One notes the state of Elliot’s teeth, poor wretch. One looks at Bull and scribbles miserable object in seedy slops. Oh dear, he is right – Bull’s clothes do look rather tattered compared to mine.

			The stillness in this place flows up and over the western wall, and reaches down into Forbes Street. I flow with it. Well, well, well! There are thousands of people here, suddenly silent. How strange that seems. It reminds me of the thronging crowds at the Intercolonial Exhibition, but there is only one exhibit today, displayed behind thick stone walls. And that exhibit will soon enough be gone. Gliding down, I scan each face, as I have always done in a crowd. Every soldier does that, they say. You just never know. That is when my spirit-eyes come to rest, first on the tall figure, then, as I draw nearer, on the fine face of a young man at the back of the mob. He is standing with two others against the cast-iron palisades of the Lunatic Receiving House. He is staring at the towering portal of the gaol. His skin has been burnt a feverish red by the sun, in stark contrast to the dark skin of his companions. They have the slouch of stockmen always in the saddle, but he stands slightly differently, in a way that is familiar to me. It is how I stand. Erect, alert, ready for the charge, I suppose. But in his eyes – oh, his eyes! There is defeat in those eyes, and the deepest sorrow. I know this man. It is Frank Allan. He must have ridden all the way from Warrnambool – seven hundred miles – with his mates. They have done it for him, and he has done it for me. But he realises there is nothing more they can do. Everything is in motion now. Seeing such grief in those O’Farrell eyes of his, I feel a wave of the same grief pass through me. I know that grief-wave well. It rises up when you least expect it, and almost drowns you. I linger another moment. And one more. I have done that before, too. I commit every detail of this face to my memory. As I do so, a flicker of recognition sparks in those eyes, and he smiles. How beautiful that is! I know now that he possesses the gift. It will bring him such richness. But such pain! Heartened, but more fragile too, I take my leave of him.

			I find myself kneeling on the small carpet that has been laid at the foot of the scaffold ladder, praying. The chaplain kneels facing me, the hangman kneels to my left. The nerve of that man! In my heightened state, his stench almost sickens me. It seems I must live every detail of the next moments, my final moments on earth, in all their intensity.

			Dear

			God

			Help

			Me

			Do

			This

			Well

		


		
			An Acknowledgement of Sources

			 

			Excerpts from the private letter from Prince Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh to his mother Queen Victoria, are reprinted here with kind permission of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. Its reference: RA VIC/ADDA20/1281. My thanks to Miss Allison Derrett LVO, Archivist (Aquisitions and Curatorial) at the Royal Archives, Windsor, UK, for finding it, sharing it with me, and smoothing the way for us to publish it.

			For details of the Royal Tour, I relied on The Cruise of HMS Galatea, Captain H.R.H. the Duke of Edinburgh, K.G., in 1867–1868, by John Milner and Oswald W. Brierly (W. H. Allen, London, 1869). The chapter in the book that describes the elephant hunt was based on a letter Prince Alfred wrote to his brother, Bertie.

			The transcripts of the conversations between Henry O’Farrell and Henry Parkes are available for viewing at the Mitchell Library in Sydney. References: DLMSQ 24 and DLMSQ 25.

			Henry Parkes’s voluminous file dealing with the O’Farrell case is available at the NSW State Archives at Kingswood, Sydney. Reference: the Colonial Secretary’s Correspondence, Special Bundles NRS 906 (4/768.1). 

			For details of the Allan family’s fortunes, I am indebted to the late Nancy Howard, née Allan. Her memoir, a dozen or so pages long, told me so much. Nancy was my grandmother’s cousin. I knew her when I was in my teens, and she was approaching eighty. Her father was Frank Allan, renowned test cricketer.

			I relied heavily over my years of research on trove.nla.gov.au. An invaluable resource, where we can read every newspaper printed in Australia since European colonisation. All for free. 

		


		
			Love, Luck and Gratitude

			 

			I am grateful to the many fine souls who helped me on this long voyage.

			Faerlie ffloyd, my mother, instilled in me the love for words, even before I could speak them. She told me stories. She was entrusted with this one, and passed it to me, with mystery, with love. She knew.

			Many years passed, and the story of Henry James O’Farrell returned to me, in the form of a few lines in a book: Hope in Hell, by Deborah Beck (Allen and Unwin, 2005). A magic door opened. For help in understanding what was on the other side of that door, I am indebted to four incomparable friends: Matthew Kwoka and Neil Harris, Sue Larkin and Jeanne Rolph. Each had the special wisdom to recognise this man, and to honour all the others.

			I wish to thank my fantastic families for putting up with me as I became obsessed. They endured my obsession, my possession. The Huestises, Smiths, Compagnuccis and Lims, Dimatroupolises, Usshers, Brzoskas and Tiernans. Their support never faltered. I thank especially my sister Charlotte ffloyd, my mother-in-law Maria Pia, and my cousin, Pom. These beloved three, each in their special way, never stopped believing. 

			To the new generation: Clem, Freddie and Charlie ffloyd, Violet and Emily Faerlie: this book belongs to you.

			To Ian Darling and Min, Gene Sherman and her tender-hearted Brian, Amanda Henderson and Eric, Trisha Heaton and Bill, Fiona Cunningham-Read and Edna in London, Annie Cocksedge and Ian, Elinor Wrobel and proud Wiradjuri man Mitchell Stanley, Tracey and Mikey, Lisa Corsi, Peter and Ken Wilson, Gassan Hawi: you are dear friends, you never flagged, and you did extraordinary things. I am indebted to Annie, Anam C´ara, for spirited counsel through the years. Her ear and heart are true. And to Lesley Holden and Alan Murray, who helped me find my voice, early.

			To Leo and Kate, Judy, Ben Eadie, Erika Addis, Paul and Julia at Ariel, Bill Silvestor, Franco and Steven, Ruth Cullen, Julia and Tom and Sam, Ray and Lucinda, Shaun, Jamie and Warren at VA, Viv and Lynne, Lindy, Brett and Paul, Trevor and Dayne, Norbert and Joe, Dione and James, Marilyn and Ken, Sara and Nick, our cherished Shirley Barrett and Chris, Jo and Simon, Hussein, James Basire in London, Peter Joly in Philadelphia, Georgia and Mark in Florida. Thank you for your friendship and encouragement.

			To the Sherman, Southern Cross and Shark Island crews. You were staunch. Especially Victoria Brewster, David Congram and Maximilian Homaei. I’ll never forget.

			To our fun neighbours, in Redfern and Darlinghurst, a toast. To púca interpreters, Amy and Bennie. To Matthew and Maggie: Finally! To Sean and John: Fianna warriors, in Valhalla now.

			From the beginning, I was helped by true comrade Paddy Gorman, who enlightened me on all things Fenian. He and Elinor never lost faith. Sláinte! Likewise, to three steadfast women of the church: Sister Mary Peter and Dame Benedicta at Oulton Abbey in Staffordshire, and Sister Maris Stella OP at Cabra in Dublin. They welcomed me into their communities, and shared precious knowledge. Sister Rosemary Crumlin RSM was an inspiration. Another steadfast woman – Allison Derrett, Archivist at the Royal Archives, gave me tacit support through the years.

			Others gave me courage at the start of things. Vivienne Skinner, Trisha Heaton, Liz Caswell, Yves Stenning, Derek Hand, Ravi Mirchandani, Mike Munro, Ross Coulthard, Juliet Rogers, Gene Sherman, Rod and Lesley Freedman, Sally Fryer and Annie Tricklebank are all allies who did significant things to see the book live. So too did the readers of renown, Ray Martin, Meg Keneally, Anna Pasternak and Ian McKellen. A transcendent team.

			Once the writing was done, a beautiful chain of souls materialised. Sally Bird of Calidris Literary Agency stepped up. She was resolute. She never lost faith. With her belief, the stars aligned in the form of Juliet Rogers at Bonnier/Echo (a kind of powerful Saturn returning), bringing with her the redoubtable and sensitive Diana Hill. Together, they went into battle for Henry, for me. They recruited Lizzie Hayes, Shaun Jury and Peter Long (spectacular design, and shoulders), and the duchess of detail, the wonderful Elizabeth Cowell (with two ls). I am truly blessed to have this extraordinary, talented and supportive team. 

			To the creatures, small and great, who inspired. And – to all the souls on both sides of the tissue-fine divide, who planned and acted. They spoke clearly and insistently, in words, music, images. They saw to it that this story was finally, after so long, told.

			But the soul who has endured, rock-like (and fun) from the first moment until now is my partner in all things, Ron Compagnucci. Ron has shared every joy, every set-back, every thought, word and deed. Shared much laughter, many tears. This voyage has had it all. The ancestors were smiling when they threw us together. They are smiling still, three decades on. We echo the words my mother Faerlie and father Mervyn used, to describe their life together: ‘Aren’t we lucky.’ Faerlie, who loved the Italian language, condensed that thought into one Italian word. It expressed everything, it healed everything. Here, in my mother’s hand, this book’s final word:
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