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Prologue

The early part of February 1512 was spent by Mara the Brehon in the alien society of the city of Galway, whose laws were in conflict with the laws which she practised. This resulted from a chance meeting at a horse fair.

Mara had been born into the law. Her earliest memories were of the chant of scholars in her father’s law school at Cahermacnaghten on the Atlantic coast of western Ireland. She became a qualified lawyer when she was sixteen, an ollamh (professor) of Brehon Law by the time she was eighteen, and a Brehon (judge) at twenty-one. For the last eighteen years she had been in sole charge of the law in the one hundred square miles of the limestone-paved kingdom of the Burren.

If it hadn’t been for Fiona, the only girl scholar at the law school of Cahermacnaghten, Mara would not have attended the horse fair at the end of January. The scholars had returned for the Hilary term at the beginning of the year 1512, the third year in the reign of Henry VIII. They had been looking tired and the work, that relentless memorizing of thousands of laws, was dragging. On the day in question, spring had suddenly arrived. On her morning walk between her house and the school enclosure, Mara glimpsed a pale primrose in the hedge and noticed how the leaves had burst through the twisted stems of woodbine above it, while small brown linnets sang melodiously as they bustled about foraging for nesting material among the straw-like remains of last summer’s flowers. She was as reluctant as her scholars to shut the school-house door and order work to begin.

Fachtnan, the twenty-year-old trainee teacher, was patiently endeavouring to coach fourteen-year-old Hugh in the decrees of hospitality, the two seventeen-year-olds, Moylan and Aidan, were groaning over a piece of Latin translation and even Fiona herself, with all her brains, was struggling with some of the more obscure passages of medical law in Bretha Crólige. The sound of horse hoofs on the stone road outside caused every head to rise.

‘They’re going to the horse fair, Brehon,’ said Moylan wistfully. Though sharp and quick-witted, he was not someone who worked for the love of his subject.

‘Wish we could go,’ muttered Aidan under his breath. He glared at his Latin grammar with an expression of disgust.

‘I think we should go,’ declared Fiona. ‘As Fithail says: “Full Mind Brings Good Understanding.” When we are qualified we may have to judge a case that took place at a horse fair. If we haven’t attended one we may judge wrongly.’

Aidan looked up from his Latin hopefully and Moylan eyed his companion with respect. The thousands of sayings of Fithail, a ninth-century scholar, had been drummed into them from the age of five onwards and to quote his words always added weight to an argument.

Mara glanced out at the pale January sunshine, and relented. She herself loved horses and she was wise enough to know that little work would be done if the minds of her scholars were elsewhere.

‘Perhaps we should go after all,’ she said. It was a great event in the Burren and the scholars would be disgruntled at missing such a sociable occasion.

Every year a great horse fair was held at Aonach in the centre of the Burren. And every year the three fields surrounding the small lake were crammed to bursting point with people who came to buy the horses raised in that small kingdom. The Burren was famous for the quality of its horses as well as for its cattle. There, amidst the shelter of the encircling mountains, young horses drank the lime-rich water, ate the lush grass and grew into magnificent animals. Buyers came not just from the city of Galway, only thirty miles distant across the hills, but also from the north, the east and the south of Ireland, and even from England itself.

On that day at the end of January 1512, therefore, it was no surprise to see many strangers among the familiar faces of the four clans of the Burren: the O’Lochlainn, the O’Brien, the MacNamara and the O’Connor. The buyers conversed in a multitude of languages – resorting from time to time to the use of sign language. There were numerous dialects of Gaelic to be heard, spoken by men from the five provinces of Ireland, as well as a few English speakers, and here and there a Spaniard tried to make himself understood.

But this man looked alien among the sea of horse-traders.

Mara had not met Lawyer Bodkin from Galway for two years but she recognized him immediately. He hadn’t changed much during those two years, she thought as she looked at him; a tall, thin, distinguished-looking man, dressed in a black lawyer’s gown. A clean-shaven face was set off with a small pointed beard tinged with grey and a pair of intelligent pale blue eyes.

‘I wonder what he is doing here?’ she said half to herself and half to Ardal O’Lochlainn. Ardal was not just the taoiseach (chieftain) of the most numerous clans in the kingdom of the Burren, but he was also famous as a breeder of fine horses.

His eyes followed hers and he chuckled. ‘You’d be surprised at the number of unlikely people who deal in horses,’ he said. ‘Of course, living in Galway, with the ships going to and fro to Spain . . .’ He stopped then as the lawyer began to make his way across to them. Mara, also, moved forward and met him with a smile.

He had recognized her instantly, his eyes lighting up with pleasure as he extended a well-cared-for slim hand. There was no surprise for him, of course, in the fact that Mara, Brehon, or, in his own language, judge and law giver of the Burren, should be present at this most prestigious horse fair in that stony kingdom on the edge of the Atlantic.

‘Brehon,’ he exclaimed, ‘how well you are looking. I hear you have become a wife and a mother since I saw you last.’

He did not use the word ‘king’ in his language when enquiring about her husband, she noted with amusement. Galway, of course, though a city state, was ruled under English law, and owed allegiance to the young King Henry VIII. To the inhabitants of that city, King Turlough Donn, Lord of the three kingdoms of Thomond, Corcomroe and Burren, was just an Irish chieftain ruling with an outmoded and alien set of laws.

‘Turlough is very well, I hope,’ she said now. ‘He has deserted me for a couple of weeks. At the moment he is visiting Ulick Burke, Lord of the Clanrickard – you remember Ulick from the time when we met at Newtown Castle? And your sister, Jane, how is she?’

‘Jane is very well, also,’ he said. ‘And before I left she charged me with a message for you. Do you remember when last we met we discussed the workings of the court at Galway. Why not come to visit us for a few days – you and your young scholars? We have a big, empty house – I no longer take pupils so there is plenty of room for your boys. It would be interesting for them as well as for you.’ He pulled his beard with a slight smile adding, ‘We can argue about the differences and merits of our respective law systems over some good wine during the evening.’

‘Conflictus legum, in fact,’ said Mara, and he laughed.

‘You have the advantage over me, my lady judge,’ he said. ‘That’s something that I have forgotten since my days in Lincoln’s Inn in London. You know your Roman law as well as your Brehon law. What do you say? Will you come?’

‘And what is—?’ Mara broke off to turn to her youngest scholar, twelve-year-old Shane, who had approached with a polite bow at Lawyer Bodkin and an appealing look at her.

‘Excuse me, Brehon, but the taoiseach wants to know whether Hugh and I have permission to ride a couple of his young horses – just to show their paces.’

Mara nodded permission – the word ‘taoiseach’ could have been applied to any one of the leaders of the four clans on the Burren, but when used in conjunction with horses, it had to be Ardal O’Lochlainn, near neighbour to the law school at Cahermacnaghten. Her scholars would come to no harm with him. However, never being able to resist a little showing-off about the excellence of her scholars, she detained the boy with a hand on his arm.

‘Shane, will you tell Lawyer Bodkin what you understand by “Conflictus legum”,’ she said and watched with amusement as his eyes, though staring ahead at the busy scene of horses trotting up and down the emerald-green swathe of grass, were obviously looking inward, sifting through the accumulated store of facts in his young brain.

‘Conflictus legum is a set of procedural rules that determines which legal system, and which jurisdiction, applies to a given dispute,’ he said promptly, speaking correct and fluent English. Then he added thoughtfully, ‘I seem to remember reading somewhere that the acts of people, valid in their own country, should be recognized under other jurisdictions unless they are contrary to the morals and the safety of the foreign country.’

‘Well done!’ exclaimed Lawyer Bodkin as Shane ran back to the coveted ride on Ardal O’Lochlainn’s strawberry mare. ‘What a clever boy. How old is he?’

‘Not yet thirteen,’ said Mara proudly.

‘He’d surprise them in Lincoln’s Inn in London; he should be sent there when he’s a bit older.’

‘Remind me,’ said Mara coolly, ‘who teaches Brehon Law at Lincoln’s Inn?’

Lawyer Bodkin laughed quietly, smoothing a hand over his well-kept beard. ‘Do say you will come. For the sake of these clever boys of yours. They should see the world, not one tiny kingdom.’

Mara hesitated. She had been about to refuse, but it was true that these boys, growing up in a divided country, would need to know far more about English and Roman law than she could teach them.

‘There is another factor that might influence you,’ said Lawyer Bodkin. ‘The case is coming up in two weeks’ time – you could time your visit to be there for the hearing. A fellow countryman of yours, accused of the crime of theft, seems unable to speak English and with no means of defending himself.’ He tugged his beard and added so quietly that only her ear heard the words, ‘The Mayor of Galway – or the sovereign as he is still known as – a man called James Lynch, is very keen to uphold the law against theft. It makes him very popular with the shopkeepers of the town.’

Mara turned the matter over in her mind. There was no reason why she should not go. She had often thought of a visit to Galway with her scholars, but had not liked the idea of housing them in an inn. This offer was a very good one. She made up her mind swiftly.

‘Well if you’re sure that it won’t be a burden to your sister, then we’ll come for a few days with pleasure. Just Monday to Wednesday in two weeks’ time – you will have had enough of us after that.’


One

Uraicect Becc

(Small Primer)

There are three grades of judges, or arbitrators. The first is fit only to determine matters relating to craftsmen and has an honour price of seven séts. Above him is the judge who is competent in both traditional law and poetry with an honour price of ten séts. Then above these two is the judge who is known as the judge of three languages. This judge is experienced in traditional law, poetry and canon law and is deemed to have an honour price of fifteen séts.

‘A hard, cold man,’ said Ardal O’Lochlainn.

Mara looked at him with surprise. They were riding side by side through the rocky mountain pass that had been hewed out of the limestone peak of the Carron Mountain on the north-eastern fringe of the kingdom of the Burren. Ardal had business in Galway and had offered his services as escort to Mara and her scholars on their journey to the city.

Mara was glad of Ardal’s company. The scholars were wildly excited at the unexpected break in their routine and wildly excited adolescents capping each other’s jokes began to get tiresome after a while. Ardal knew Galway well as many of the horses that he reared on his rich grasslands were exported to England, France and Spain through the port of Galway, and Mara was anxious to get some information about the ruling powers in that stone-built city. She listened with interest to him explaining the government of Galway, the place of the Gall or stranger.

‘Think of it as a kingdom,’ he advised, ‘but a kingdom where the king is voted for every year – by the merchants of the town, of course, rather than by the royal family. The mayor is king – he has power over life and death, the power to tax everything that comes into the city – even the prisage, the tax on wine – one tun out of every tun brought in. The revenues from wine alone are enough to make any man rich.’

‘But at the end of the year he loses his power and one of the two bailiffs is elected instead,’ remarked Mara. She found herself glad that she had accepted this invitation. It would be interesting to go outside the kingdom of the Burren – every yard of its one hundred square miles as well known to her as the palm of her own hand. In the city of Galway she would meet new laws, new customs, would see a world that was run on totally different principles. Her lively mind began to teem with questions.

‘Unless the mayor is re-elected, of course,’ remarked Ardal quietly. ‘The present man, James Lynch, member of one of the powerful merchant families, has been mayor for the last five years.’

‘Yes, I remember that Lawyer Bodkin said something about that. A popular man, then.’

Ardal said something in reply to this but his voice was lost as Aidan, in a boisterous mood, was keen to impress sixteen-year-old Fiona by a spectacular display of how the surrounding rocks threw back his voice when he yodelled. Fiona had been teasing him about how small the mountains were compared with her native Scotland, and Aidan and she had been arguing vociferously for the last quarter of an hour.

It was only when the scholars all paused to allow the echo to reply that she heard Ardal’s quiet remark – a hard, cold man.

So this James Lynch, a man with the power of a sovereign over the city state of Galway, was perhaps a man who might misuse that power. Not an easy man to deal with, she thought, but deal with him she would. There was no way that she would abandon a man from the kingdom of the Burren to his fate without making an attempt to help him. Galway was not under English rule, but it ruled itself by the laws of the king and the emperor – by a mixture of English law and Roman law, and both were equally cruel to those who infringed even minor examples of these laws, she thought, as she turned back to address her scholars.

‘You can ride ahead until we reach the coast road,’ she said, ‘but after that we will be out of our kingdom and you must ride sedately and do credit to Cahermacnaghten law school.’

‘Race you to the bottom of the hill, Fiona; Ireland against Scotland,’ Aidan said, and in a minute the five youngsters, with Fachtnan in the rear, went galloping past them, the horses’ hoofs sending up a cloud of limestone dust from the dry road. Mara was glad to see them go. There were few men that she could rely on as much as Ardal to hold his tongue about subjects she discussed with him.

‘I’m not sure that I am doing a wise thing or not, Ardal,’ she said, turning impulsively towards him, ‘but I’m thinking of interfering in the affairs of another kingdom, or state,’ she finished.

He took his time about replying. Very characteristic of Ardal, she thought with amusement. If she had said something like that to her husband he would immediately have exclaimed. A thousand questions, pieces of advice, appeals would have instantly come to his lips. But Ardal just looked at her intently for a moment, his blue eyes thoughtful. He was a good-looking man, she thought, admiring the way he rode his strawberry roan mare with such ease and sat tall and slim, with his long-fingered hands holding the reins loosely. His red-gold hair was burnished by the pale winter sun.

‘I think you, yourself, may have doubts about the wisdom of becoming involved, Brehon,’ he said eventually. He and Mara were almost the same age and had grown up together, lived near to each other, played with each other – Ardal’s sister had been Mara’s greatest friend – but his respect for her high office meant that he always addressed her by her formal title. She smiled now at his diplomatic answer.

‘You refuse to pass judgement yourself,’ she said lightly. ‘I suppose you’re right,’ she said more seriously. ‘I wouldn’t have asked you if I had been sure that I was doing the right thing. And, of course, I still need to do nothing, but I strongly feel that I should try to appeal on behalf of the man who is held in the gaol – have you seen this gaol, Ardal?’

‘From the outside, only, Brehon – an unpleasant, stinking place even from there.’ His high-bridged nose wrinkled fastidiously.

That decides matters, thought Mara. A man used to the clean, windy atmosphere of the limestone land of the Burren was languishing in a stinking gaol set among alien people who did not speak his language or live by his laws. If possible she would rescue him; she would appeal to this mayor, or sovereign, of Galway.

‘James Lynch,’ she said aloud. ‘Tell me more of him, Ardal? And why has he been re-elected four times?’

‘I suppose you could say, Brehon, that he is in his fifth year of office because he is an honest man. When the English King – King Richard, the third of that name – granted a charter to Galway, he waived all his own rights to taxes on the goods; the mayor was to have the taxes, supposedly for building walls and paving the town, but . . .’

‘But not all mayors used the money for that purpose.’

‘Not even a fraction of it,’ confirmed Ardal with a slight smile. ‘These merchant families of Galway have been swapping the office of mayor around between them for the last thirty years or so and they have become more and more wealthy during that time.’

‘But not James Lynch,’ put in Mara quickly.

‘James Lynch has grown rich, though not outrageously so,’ corrected Ardal, ‘but he has also seen to it that the increased prosperity of Galway has been shared out amongst the people of the town, that they are protected by high walls, manned by men with guns – even cannon – and that the streets of the city are paved and kept in good repair, and, of course, as I said to you, he governs with a strong hand, so no lawlessness, neither theft nor drunkenness, can affect the trade in the city.’

‘Can anyone be a mayor?’ Mara turned over in her mind the power that was exercised by this man – a power over life and death.

‘The bailiffs are elected every year, but the choice of mayor is then limited to the mayor and his two bailiffs. I suppose in theory anyone can be a mayor, Brehon, but in practice it is restricted to the great trading families of Galway: the Lynches, the Blakes, the Joyces, the Skerretts and the Brownes – there are more but these are the ones that I remember. They tend to be related to each other as they intermarry a lot. For instance, the wife of James Lynch is the sister to Valentine Blake and Valentine Blake is married to the sister of Philip Browne.’

‘And Philip Browne is married to the sister of James Lynch,’ suggested Mara, interested by the links. In Gaelic Ireland most marriages seemed to take place within the clans.

‘Well, no, not so,’ said Ardal, tugging at his moustache with his right hand while the left hand slowed the mare to a standstill. The scholars were all waiting obediently at the bottom of the steep hill leading from the Carron Mountains down to sea level and marking the division between kingdoms. ‘Philip Browne is married to a Spanish lady, in fact. They have one daughter, a girl called Catarina.’

‘Oh, that’s exotic! A half-Spanish girl!’ Mara was amused to see that her scholars were listening to this piece of gossip with interest. ‘Where did Philip Browne meet this Spanish lady?’

‘Like your friend, Lawyer Bodkin, he imports horses from Spain,’ said Ardal, and then waited while Mara marshalled her scholars so that the very-adult Fachtnan was at the front beside Moylan, the two youngest scholars, Shane and Hugh, were in the centre and Fiona and Aidan were bringing up the rear, where she could keep a strict eye on any silly or noisy behaviour. It was only after they had moved on at a decorous pace that Ardal spoke again, keeping his voice so low that she could barely hear him.

‘They are very powerful men, these merchant princes in Galway, Brehon. You know your own business best, of course, but I would say that you should hesitate to interfere too deeply into what they regard as their royal right to govern the city in the way that they choose.’


Two

Charter of Richard III

A new charter was accordingly granted, dated at Westminster, the 15th December, 1484, whereby the king confirmed all former grants, and renewed the powers to levy the tolls and customs, which he directed should be applied towards the murage and pavage of the town; he also granted licence that they might, yearly, forever, choose one mayor and two bailiffs and that the mayor should continue to hold sovereign rights . . . The first mayor and bailiffs were accordingly elected under this charter, on the 1st August, 1485, and were sworn into office on the 29th September following.

Mara had often visited Galway – her daughter, Sorcha, had married a merchant, named Oisín, and they lived there with their three children – but for most of her scholars it was a first visit and they were overawed by the sight of the great stone city surrounded by a high wall and packed with tall houses squeezed together like herrings in a box of salt. A large amount of those houses were tower houses or even small castles and they reared up, their castellated roofs outlined against the sky. The streets were well paved with limestone cobbles – a drain running down the centre of each street and a narrow pavement for pedestrians on either side. It was a city built around a western seaport on the Atlantic Ocean, and despite the crowds of people and numerous houses it was a fresh airy city on this fine, breezy day in early February.

Ardal O’Lochlainn courteously conducted them through the Great Gate, capped with a stone tower, straight down the High Street, past the church of St Nicholas, whose size made the scholars open their eyes widely, and then on towards the sea until they reached Lombard Street, where he instantly found their host’s house down a short lane leading from this and took his farewell once the door had been opened to his knock. Mara did not attempt to detain him. Ardal was a mysterious person who went his own way and kept details of his private life very much to himself. For years he had a relationship with a fisherman’s daughter somewhere north of Galway – a wife of the fourth degree, as Brehon Law phrased it – but that now seemed to have come to an end. Was his visit to Galway for business or for pleasure? she wondered as she greeted the stately manservant who had opened the door to this large crowd of guests.

Lawyer Bodkin’s residence was a tower house – not unlike the one in which Ardal O’Lochlainn lived back in the spaciousness of the Burren kingdom. The legal business must be very prosperous, Mara thought as servants thronged around the doorway, some coming from behind the house and leading the horses and ponies to the stable yard, some taking satchels upstairs and others escorting the guests to their bedrooms high up in the tower.

There was no sign of either Lawyer Bodkin or his sister Jane – it would have been strange behaviour in hospitable, Gaelic Ireland, not to have the hosts at the door, exclaiming ‘Come in, come in, you’re very welcome . . .’ – but there was something to be said for this custom of first allowing guests to refresh themselves and change their clothing first, thought Mara as she tested the softness of the four-poster bed, well screened with curtains, and then strolled to the window to look out. Her beautifully furnished room faced west and she had a clear view of the harbour with the large sailing ships rocking gently at their anchorage points. Fiona had been lodged just across the corridor to her and the five boys were all in a large attic where Lawyer Bodkin had formerly housed his law pupils.

Mara washed her face and hands in the soft, warm water – rainwater, she thought with interest and wondered how they managed to store it in sufficient quantities in order to provide enough for such a large household.

Then she changed her clothes. Her daughter Sorcha had told her to be sure to wear a fine silk gown and a silken hood – had even sent a messenger with a bundle of suitable clothing – but Mara was not minded to try to look like a lady from Galway. She knew that the wives of Gaelic chieftains dressed up whenever they went to town, wearing swathes of linen around their heads and elaborate, fussy gowns, but she did not like that fashion either.

She was Mara, Brehon of the Burren, judge and lawgiver, and she would dress as she always dressed, she thought as she pulled a fresh léine over her head – woven from the flax that grew on the mountainside of the Burren, the creamy shade of the linen tunic suited her dark colouring. Over it she wore a gown of soft moss-green with loose sleeves and a laced bodice. The neckline was low and allowed the lace-embroidered léine to be seen above it. Next she combed out her long dark hair, plaited it and coiled it at the back of her head while gazing at the dim reflection in the silvered glass that was placed helpfully beside the window. For a thirty-eight-year-old grandmother she looked good, she thought with satisfaction, before going to tap on Fiona’s door.

Fiona was also dressed in the Gaelic fashion, wearing the traditional léine topped with a blue gown, which matched her blue eyes. She was a tiny girl, but with a perfect figure, perfect features, hair like spun gold, gleaning white teeth. She had been at Cahermacnaghten law school for almost a year now, and the boys had settled down into regarding her as a companion, though when she first came she had caused a lot of excitement. Only Fachtnan, guessed Mara, still hoped to be something more than a friend to her, but Fiona treated him with friendly indifference.

Lawyer Bodkin’s sister, Jane, gave Mara’s uncovered head a slightly scandalized look, but said nothing. Her brother now addressed his guest by the English word of ‘Judge’ rather than the Gaelic ‘Brehon’ and this, Mara thought with an inward smile, probably made her hostess feel that she was entertaining some strange, hybrid creature. She seemed relieved that they all spoke English and smiled kindly on the boys, though their tight, woollen trews, knee-length léinte and short sheepskin jackets probably made them look very strange to her eyes.

‘What polite, well-mannered young men,’ she remarked to Mara. ‘When Henry had law pupils here they used to vex the life out of me. Always playing tricks and shouting, and so rude, too. One day one of them even put a frog into my bed. I said to Henry that I couldn’t stand it any longer – surely we don’t need the little money that they bring, I said to him – and there was all the washing to do with them too. How do you manage about their washing?’

‘I shall tell them how you approve of them,’ said Mara with a friendly smile, declining to go into housewifely details. Her scholars had been bribed with the prospect of a few hours’ liberty to explore the town and port if they behaved well during the meal and she wanted to keep an eye on Aidan. She would have to invent a similar bribe for future meals, she was thinking when Henry Bodkin, who had taken a whispered message from a servant, turned to her with a smile.

‘My neighbour, Valentine Blake, has heard of your arrival and has invited us all to supper at his place. It’s only around the corner from here and he has sent a message to say that there will be plenty of young people present to entertain your scholars. The Lynch family and the Browne family will be there, and Valentine Blake himself has three daughters by his first marriage – there may even be others.’ He beamed at the boys and added consolingly to Fiona, ‘And so there will be a few young ladies for you to talk with, my dear.’

‘I don’t really like other girls; I’m just used to boys – in my father’s law school and here.’ Fiona ignored the look of horror on Jane Bodkin’s face and cross-questioned her host on what these ‘youngsters’, as he called them, were studying.

‘In training to be merchants, I should imagine,’ he said with a smile. ‘Even the law is not a very popular subject here in Galway.’

‘Perhaps they don’t have as much power as the merchants,’ said Mara thoughtfully. She added some extra milk to her porridge and then controlled an expression of distaste with effort. The milk was slightly sour, something that would never have occurred in her own well-run establishment. Brigid, who had been Mara’s nurse and housekeeper to her father before that, would never have served up anything but milk fresh from the cow. Still, she thought charitably, it was probably more difficult in Galway. Her host and his sister had not seemed to notice anything and Mara sent a warning glance around at the younger members of her school, and pushed a jar of honey in the direction of Moylan who would be quick-witted enough to take the hint.

The meal passed peacefully and the scholars, with an eye on Mara, were effusive in their praise and thanks for the many dishes of food. Jane Bodkin openly praised the system of young children beginning their studies early as it seemed to make them so well mannered. ‘This young man tells me that he came to the law school at the age of five,’ she added, patting Hugh on the arm and causing his freckled face to turn scarlet with embarrassment.

‘I was eight, when I came to law school,’ said Shane, and added politely, though with a twinkle in his eye, ‘but I hope that I managed to learn good manners even at that advanced age.’

‘O tempora, o mores!’ exclaimed Moylan dramatically. Judging by the slight jump that he gave a minute later, Aidan had kicked him quickly on the shin to warn him against showing-off and Mara thought it was time to dismiss her scholars before their behaviour began to deteriorate to its normal level of silly jokes and teasing. While they fetched their outerwear, she rapidly embarked on an explanation to Jane Bodkin about the Irish cloak, which was famous for resisting the continual rainfall due to a secret ingredient that Mara revealed to be honey combed into the tightly curled sheep’s wool outer surface of the garment.

‘Looks lovely on you, my dear,’ said Jane generously to Fiona as she drew the wide hood over her golden curls, and even Lawyer Bodkin smiled with appreciation of the picture that she made.

‘Would you like me to send a manservant with them?’ he asked Mara in a low voice, his eyes on Fiona. ‘The streets of Galway will not be like your quiet lanes in the Burren.’

‘I don’t think so, but thank you for offering it,’ returned Mara quietly. ‘I’ve had a word with Fachtnan and told him to make sure that they all stay together. They are strong, able boys and they won’t allow anyone to get the better of them.’ Aloud she said to the scholars, ‘I’ve given Fachtnan some silver for you all and the rule is that all six stay together. And please be back here by . . .?’ She looked enquiringly at their host who responded immediately by suggesting that they listen for the four o’clock bell from St Nicholas’s Church and return when they heard that sound its call for evening prayers.

‘Is it possible for me to see this unfortunate man who is lying in your town gaol?’ Mara decided to put the question as soon as the scholars had departed. Lawyer Bodkin would, no doubt, be wondering what to do with her this morning and she had no desire to be left to gossip with Jane.

‘It would be better not to,’ he said a little uncomfortably. He tugged his beard, his shrewd eyes downcast and hooded by his bushy grey eyebrows. Mara waited until he continued. ‘I feel that it would be best if you met the mayor in a social setting today – at the Blake supper – this evening – and then perhaps put the question to him as to whether you could attend the trial.’

‘Perhaps I could interpret for him,’ suggested Mara mildly. ‘He speaks no English, is that correct? What actually did he steal?’

Lawyer Bodkin’s face looked more cheerful. ‘That’s a good idea. That might work very well,’ he said. ‘Of course, the view of the court is that English is the official language so anyone in the city should speak it – by law no one should be in the city without a knowledge of the English language and English customs. In fact, strictly speaking, the man had no right to stay within the city walls when he had lost the employment that brought him here.’

‘And his crime?’ persisted Mara.

‘He stole a meat pie – of over a shilling in value.’ The lawyer’s voice was heavy with significance and Mara nodded her understanding. The death penalty, under English law, could be exacted for any theft of an article worth more than a shilling.

‘Why did he come here?’ Mara was curious about this. A young man, adventurous, perhaps looking for work on one of the boats that went from Galway harbour to Spain – but Lawyer Bodkin just shook his head and spread his hands as if denying all knowledge of the culprit.

‘Let’s go for a walk and I shall show you my chambers,’ he said, to her relief. ‘Perhaps we’ll take a tour of the city first, or would you like to see the Green outside the city walls? I keep my horses stabled there and hardly an hour goes by when you cannot see a fine example of horses being put through their paces at the spot.’

‘The Green,’ responded Mara promptly. She had no particular interest in Lawyer Bodkin’s horses but did not want her scholars to think that she was dogging their footsteps as they explored the city. Perhaps tomorrow afternoon she would get them to show her around. She was prepared to bet that a morning’s exploration by six curious and uninhibited young people would result in a thorough knowledge of the whole place.

Lawyer Bodkin took her on a leisurely saunter, naming each street as they walked along it – Lombard Street, North Street, Great Gate Street – and pointing out the stately stone tower houses and their gardens belonging to the great merchant families – D’Arcy, Athy, Browne, Lynch – her mind buzzed with the names and every few yards she stopped to shake hands with expensively dressed gentlemen, in English hose and doublet, who eyed her with curiosity but greeted her with great politeness. There was, she thought, some sort of statute against the wearing of Gaelic clothes in Galway, but in the company of a respected lawyer no one took exception to her léine and brat. Then she thought of her scholars with a flash of compunction. However, Ardal O’Lochlainn, as well as others from the Burren, often visited Galway and she had never seen him change his clothing in order to do so. They were well dressed and confident, she thought, and would be sensible enough to give Lawyer Bodkin’s name if they ran into any trouble. It was never her policy to feather-bed them, but rather to rear sensible, quick-thinking responsible lawyers.

‘Perhaps we may be embarrassing you by wearing clothes that appear strange in the city of Galway,’ she said to her companion.

‘No, no, there is no exception taken to peaceful visitors no matter how they are dressed; it’s those that come looking for trouble who find themselves at the wrong side of the law. In any case, you are in my company and no one would question your good status,’ he assured her.

Mara smiled politely but inwardly she seethed at the condescension in his words. This very English settlement right in the heart of Gaelic Ireland maintained its position by force. The high stone walls, manned by well-armed soldiers, the cannon perched on the gatehouse above the Great Gate all sent out their message to the surrounding countryside. No doubt, though, she comforted herself, the scholars were safe. Lawyer Bodkin was the perfect host and had left word of their coming at the gate. Also, they had come into the city in the company of Ardal O’Lochlainn who was well known as a trader in fine horses. As they came to the gate now, the man on duty bowed and as they passed out of the city they were saluted respectfully by a troop of parading soldiers, guns in hand.

The Green, placed just outside the northern wall around the city, was a large rectangular piece of grass with a path of fine limestone gravel all the way around it. In the summer months it was probably emerald green but now it was mainly mud. A windmill stood on a small hill to the west side of the park and on the east side a great broad road stretched out for as far as the eye could see. There was another, smaller green there and Mara winced when she saw, set right in the middle of its expanse, a gallows with the dead body of a person, completely covered in black sticky tar, dangling from it. The body swung in the slight breeze but few of the many people that passed even turned to look at it.

‘Gallows’ Green,’ said Lawyer Bodkin following her gaze. ‘An unpleasant sight, I grant you,’ he said, responding to the expression on her face, ‘unpleasant, but a necessary evil, I’m afraid.’

Mara said nothing. She did not trust herself to argue dispassionately while that body swung there in front of her eyes. She murmured something about the number of riders and saw the relief in his eyes that she had changed the subject.

There were several riders on The Green but Mara’s eyes immediately went to one horse and its rider. The horse was a rich chestnut with a small, refined, wedge-shaped head, a broad forehead, large eyes and large nostrils. It pranced playfully, displaying an arched neck, and high tail carriage. Something about it reminded Mara of her own horse, Brig, a gift from her now-husband King Turlough Donn.

But the rider of the chestnut matched the horse in beauty. It was a girl, upright as a young larch tree, with a mane of glossy, jet-black hair flowing down her back. Even in the depths of the winter her skin was delicately tanned and as the horse came prancing towards them, Mara could see that a pair of bright brown eyes, slanting at their outer tips, lit up the beautiful face.

‘Isn’t she gorgeous?’ groaned Henry Bodkin.

Mara looked at him, slightly startled, but realized that the lawyer’s eyes were fixed, not on the girl, but on the mare that she rode.

‘Gorgeous,’ she agreed. ‘Both of them,’ she added, but her host could only think of the horse.

‘Good morning, Mistress Browne,’ he called. ‘I see you have a new steed. Arab breeding, is she not?’

‘She’s beautiful, isn’t she?’ said the girl. ‘She’s my father’s present to me for my eighteenth birthday. Yes, she’s fully bred Arab. Came from the south of Spain. My cousin brought her over.’ She turned to Mara with an inquisitive look and then smiled, displaying a perfect set of brilliantly white teeth inside a pair of red lips.

‘You are the lady judge,’ she said. ‘I thought you would be old and ugly.’ And then she laughed charmingly. ‘Instead of which you are young and beautiful.’

‘This is Mistress Catarina Browne, my lady judge.’ Lawyer Bodkin presented the girl to Mara almost absent-mindedly, his eyes still devouring the horse, examining the large hoofs and running his hand along the withers and stroking the large throat.

A spoilt child, very sure of her own charm, thought Mara, but she could not help responding to the compliment, praising the horse and telling the girl what a lovely pair they made.

‘Have you heard that a Spanish cousin of mine is visiting us, sir?’ Catarina enquired of Henry Bodkin.

‘For a visit?’ asked the lawyer, while Mara suppressed a slight smile. This was the second time within the last couple of minutes that Catarina had mentioned this Spanish cousin.

‘No, well, yes, originally I believe it was for a visit, but he has determined to stay here permanently. He is going to set up a business importing Spanish mares and breeding from them. He has lots of ideas,’ she finished, trying to sound dispassionate but her cheeks flushed to a bright rose colour and a small smile twitched the corners of her mouth. Mara guessed that this Spanish cousin had seen more than a business opportunity to make him decide to remain in Galway.

‘What’s your cousin’s name?’ she asked obligingly.

‘Carlos.’ The girl’s voice became more foreign as it lingered lovingly over the two syllables. ‘He’s just two years older than I am. But you will see him tonight. We are all coming to supper with the Blakes – it’s in your honour.’ She bestowed another smile on Mara and then trotted off on her Arab steed.

‘So that is Philip Browne’s daughter,’ said Mara remembering Ardal’s story. She watched with amusement how the heads of the parading soldiers on the wall turned and gazed in the girl’s direction until a sharp command from the sergeant made them swivel back again. She was a tall, strong, well-made girl with a great seat on a horse. ‘Ardal O’Lochlainn told me that he had married a Spanish lady,’ she added.

‘Huge expense,’ muttered Lawyer Bodkin, and then when she looked at him with surprise, he added, ‘Importing Arab horses, I mean. Anyway, come and see my horses, and afterwards I’ll show you the windmill.’

Mara was very fond of horses and admired his. A lot of horses for one man, even if his sister Jane rode, she thought. She counted ten and one mare was obviously near to giving birth. The mares were mostly sturdy Connemara horses, but the stallion looked to have some Spanish blood in him. After a while she ran out of compliments and waited for him to make the next move. I’m bored, she thought. I’m so used to being busy, to packing so much into every minute of the day, to doing three or four tasks even before breakfast. If only Sorcha and the children were here I could go to visit them – she saw little enough of her daughter as during the school holidays she felt a duty to be with her kingly husband as much as possible, and Sorcha herself had three small children and Oisín’s business interests kept them tied to Galway. This month, however, by an awkward coincidence, Sorcha had accompanied him on a visit to his family in the kingdom of Thomond.

Henry Bodkin was determined to prove the perfect host and insisted on showing her the windmill. A broad, stone path ran up to it and the grass grew thick and undamaged around it. There was little to see – a dusty ground floor filled with heaped up empty sacks, the huge vertical shaft, the horizontal wheels, the hot grinding stones, nothing was new to her. The lawyer was slightly surprised to hear that they had a windmill also in the Burren – thinking, no doubt, that they were primitives who each ground their own oats with the aid of a couple of stones.

‘Could I visit your law chambers, now?’ she asked, and then, suddenly inspired, said, ‘I would love to have an opportunity for studying any books that you have on law.’

‘Dull work for you; I had planned to take you to visit some of the foremost families – the Browne mansion is quite near to here – but if you would prefer . . .’ he looked concerned, but she thought she discerned a note of hopefulness in his voice.

‘I’ll meet them tonight.’ Mara made her voice sound quite decisive. The law books would be interesting to her. Perhaps if he had an abundance he might present one to her, but if not perhaps she could commission a copy. Printing, she had heard, had almost replaced handwritten books in England, but possibly in Galway there was still some old-fashioned scribe who would take on the task.

The lawyer’s chambers were at quite a distance from the Great Gate – almost down to the inlet from the sea and near to a fish market, she guessed, judging by the pungent smell and the cries of the stallholders.

‘This is the courthouse,’ said Henry Bodkin with pride, pointing to a stately stone building with matching piers outside the well-cared-for door. ‘A couple of hundred years ago this belonged to the De Burgo clan – now known as the Clanrickard and Clanwilliam – but they . . .’ he hesitated, and then said, ‘well, they did not keep to the customs and laws of their ancestors . . .’

‘Ulick Burke is a friend of my husband’s,’ said Mara quietly.

‘Indeed, I think I did meet him in your company.’ He was a little embarrassed and concentrated on explaining the layout of the courthouse to her. Everything seemed shut up.

‘Nothing going on there today,’ she remarked.

‘Nothing official,’ he replied. ‘The clerks of the court are working, of course, but they go in and out of the back door. They get the papers ready for the cases to be heard by the judges,’ he added.

‘I see.’ Mara was amused. She herself was the only judge in a kingdom two hundred times larger than the city of Galway but she did her own paperwork, pronounced judgements, arranged and supervised the paying of retribution fines, and in addition taught at a school.

‘You will find it all rather overwhelming tomorrow,’ said Lawyer Bodkin, kindly. ‘I remember how you told me that you try cases and pass judgement in a field beside an old dolmen.’

‘It will certainly be very different,’ said Mara cautiously. ‘And your own chambers – you don’t occupy the whole building, do you?’

‘I have the ground floor and my two colleagues, John D’Arcy and William Joyce, occupy the other two floors – you can see that even the lawyers belong to the great twelve trading families of Galway,’ he added with a smile. ‘Some people even, jokingly, call them the twelve tribes of Galway: Athy, Blake, Bodkin, Browne, D’Arcy, Deane, Font, Ffrench, Joyce, Kirwan, Lynch, Martyn, Morris and Skerrett.’

‘And the prosecuting lawyer, at the trial tomorrow, which one of the lawyers is he?’ asked Mara.

‘The prosecuting lawyer,’ said Henry Bodkin, not meeting her eyes, ‘is Thomas Lynch. He has his rooms at the courthouse itself.’

‘Lynch?’ Mara was startled.

He nodded. ‘Yes. Thomas Lynch, the chief lawyer in the city, is a first cousin to James Lynch, the mayor. He sums up, and then the mayor, or sovereign as we call him in court, directs the jury about the verdict, passes judgement, states the penalty – he has that power.’ His voice was soft, but it was only after he had escorted her into his chambers, introduced her to his clerk and then taken her into the inner room, that he said with emphasis: ‘The power over life or death will lie in the hands of Mayor James Lynch. The two bailiffs, Valentine Blake and a very elderly man called John Skerrett, will be present, but they have no voice. They are there to observe only.’

Henry’s chambers were extremely comfortable, well heated – too well heated, thought Mara, by a coal fire. It was the first time that she had experienced coal and though she missed the sweet peaty smell of the turf, the heat was very much greater. She almost drifted off to sleep in the comfort of the well-padded armchair where he insisted that she sit while leafing through his rather meagre collection of books. His practice seemed to be mainly a commercial one, she thought as she eavesdropped shamelessly on the conversations that he held with his clerk – most of the letters that he dictated were to do with claiming his fee for drawing up bills of sale. Buying and selling, that was what made Galway so prosperous. One man imports one hundred and ten tuns of wine, pays eleven tuns of that as tax to the mayor and then sells the remaining ninety-nine casks to someone like her son-in-law Oisín. The sums involved, even for wine alone, since each cask held over two hundred gallons, were immense. No wonder the city seemed filled with small castles! No wonder, also, that the office of mayor was so lucrative and that there was enough employment for three lawyers within a space of less than half a square mile.

By the time the four o’clock bell chimed from St Nicholas’s, Mara was glad to accept Henry’s escort back through the crowded streets. Her scholars were just arriving from an opposite direction when they turned into Lombard Street. They seemed pleased to see her and even from a distance she could make out Aidan saying to Fiona, in what he thought was a low voice, ‘You tell her.’

But it was only while Mara was getting dressed for the evening’s entertainment that she remembered the overheard phrase and she was not surprised when a tap came at her door. Quickly she pulled her purple gown over her head, slipped on a light pair of shoes and then went to the door.

‘Thank goodness,’ said Fiona, coming in, clad only in her léine. ‘I thought that woman, Jane Bodkin, would be hovering around for ever.’

‘Let’s hope she wasn’t still hovering – she would be rather shocked if she saw you going around the house dressed like that with all the young men upstairs,’ pointed out Mara, and then her face grew serious as Fiona said impulsively, ‘Brehon, Fachtnan is very worried. The man in the gaol is called Sheedy. Do you know who he is? Sheedy O’Connor?’

‘Sheedy O’Connor!’ repeated Mara in a shocked whisper. ‘So that’s what’s become of him! Poor Sheedy! Whatever brought him to Galway?’

‘That’s what Fachtnan said.’ Fiona looked troubled. ‘He told me that you had announced at judgement day a few years ago that he was to be classified as a dásachtach.’

‘That’s right,’ said Mara unhappily. And then she stopped. Heavy footsteps were coming up the stairs. ‘Go back into my room,’ she hissed, feeling relieved that she herself had already changed. This was the master of the house himself, not a bad fellow, she thought, basically honest, keen to make money, that had been obvious from what she heard today, but not in favour of a death penalty for a poor old man half out of his wits.

‘I’m sorry to delay you on your way up to get ready,’ she began rapidly, ‘but one of my scholars caught a glimpse of the man that you have in custody and he is a man that I have formally declared to be insane.’

‘He escaped from a Bedlam hospital or something equivalent; is that the case?’ Lawyer Bodkin looked at her enquiringly.

‘We don’t have hospitals for the insane in our kingdoms,’ explained Mara. ‘Brehon law stated that an insane man should be held by his nearest relative until he could be questioned at the law court on judgement day. If he were found to be permanently insane then the kin group, that was all of the descendants of the same great-grandfather, would have to care for him, either by drawing lots or by some other arrangement. The usual thing is to pass the insane person around from household to household on a monthly rotation, unless some charitable person could be found to take permanent care of him.’

Lawyer Bodkin raised his eyebrows and looked rather sceptical. It did sound a little haphazard, thought Mara. But mainly speaking it worked. It was just very bad luck that Sheedy had escaped from poor Diarmuid who had been devastated at his failure to keep him safe.

‘It usually works very well,’ she said defensively. ‘Unfortunately the man who was caring for Sheedy when he disappeared, a most compassionate man, has a rather fierce dog – half wolf in origin – and Sheedy took a great dislike to that dog and managed to escape from Diarmuid’s custody. The people of the Burren hunted for him, but eventually were forced to believe that he had died in some mountain cave.’

‘But he made his way to Galway,’ mused Henry. ‘I suppose we will never know how, or even when he arrived. There was no mention of the man being insane as far as I can tell; Lawyer Joyce is acting for the shopkeeper, of course, but . . .’

‘But no one is acting for the accused man, I suppose,’ interrupted Mara. ‘And the shopkeeper who brought the charge, who is he?’

‘His name,’ said Lawyer Bodkin, eyeing her in a troubled fashion, ‘is Stephen Lynch. He is a first cousin to the prosecuting lawyer and to the mayor.’

‘And the mayor is the judge,’ stated Mara.

‘And Mayor Lynch is the judge,’ he confirmed.
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