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ANNIE M P SMITHSON (1873-1948) was the most successful of all Irish romantic novelists. Her nineteen books, including The Walk of a Queen, Her Irish Heritage, The Marriage of Nurse Harding and The Weldons of Tibradden were all bestsellers, with their wholesome mix of old-fashioned romance, spirited characters and commonsense philosophy.

She was born in Sandymount, Co Dublin, and reared in the strict Unionist tradition. On completion of her training as a nurse in London and Edinburgh, she returned to Dublin and was posted north as a Queen’s Nurse in 1901. Here, for the first time, she experienced the divide between Irish Nationalists and Unionists, and it appalled her. She converted to Catholicism at the age of 34 and was subsequently disowned by most of her family. She immersed herself in the Republican movement—actively canvassing for Sinn Fein in the 1918 General Election, nursing Dubliners during the influenza epidemic of that year, instructing Cumann na mBan on nursing care and tending the wounded of the Civil War in 1922. She was arrested and imprisoned, and threatened to go on hunger-strike unless released.

Forced to resign her commission in the strongly Loyalist Queen’s Nurses Committee, she took up private work and tended the poor of Dublin city until she retired in 1942. During her long career, she did much to improve the lot of the nursing profession and championed its cause as Secretary of the Irish Nurses Union.

In later years, she devoted herself to her writing and was an active member of WAAMA, PEN and the Old Dublin Society. Her autobiography, Myself—and Others, was completed in 1944, four years before her death at the age of 75.
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Chapter I
How it all Began



It all began many years ago, when the present century was in its early infancy. A different place was the world in those days before the Great War had changed the map of Europe, causing thrones to crash, and the blood of millions to be spilt like water; it was a world where motor cars were comparatively few in number; where the cry of ‘Votes for Women!’ was listened to with amusement or contempt; where careers for girls were limited, and Mrs Grundy was still a personage to be placated.

On a certain morning in those old days—the 1st of June 1901, to be exact—Anne Hewdon looked out of her bedroom window and saw Patrick Dempsey, ‘the gardener’s boy’, going by in the direction of the kitchen garden.

It was just eight o’clock and Anne was standing before her mirror, brushing her hair, which fell in heavy masses over her shoulders. As Pat Dempsey went by, she suspended operations, and, brush in hand, stood gazing after him, while he, totally unaware of her glance, walked leisurely on his way.

He was about twenty, tall, but carried himself badly, slouching along, swinging his arms. ‘That fellow needs drilling!’ remarked the Colonel one day. Patrick was fair complexioned with auburn hair, and good teeth; the lips were full, the mouth weak. Still he had a debonair manner, and a ‘way with him’, so that all the girls around were after him. He was a stranger in the district having come from the County Galway.

Anne Hewdon gazed after his retreating figure in silence, a queer expression on her face, until he turned the corner out of sight. Then she hastily finished dressing and went down to breakfast.

Her father, Colonel George Hewdon, was standing by the open window, speaking to Michael Brennan, the gardener. The Colonel was devoted to his garden, and the grounds and gardens attached to Ballafagh House were the pride and joy of his heart.

His wife was already seated at the breakfast table behind the big silver teapot. Louisa Hewdon was a tall, stately woman of fifty, cold, proud, unbending. Neither of her two children could ever remember any caress from her, other than a formal kiss night and morning. They would never have dreamt of running to her in any of their childish troubles; by no stretch of the imagination could one picture Louisa Hewdon running to ‘kiss the place and make it well.’ All that kind of thing was left to Molly, their nurse, and she naturally went to the other extreme, adoring both children, and doing her best to spoil them.

‘Come, George—the bacon will be cold!’

Obediently the Colonel turned from the window and took his place at the table. He had been a brave soldier with a fine record in the Army; in his regiment, although the men liked him, they looked upon him as rather a martinet. But in his own home it was his wife who gave the orders, and the Colonel who obeyed.

He pinched Anne’s ear as he passed her chair. He was very fond of his daughter, and found it hard to believe that she was now a young lady of twenty-four. How quickly the years did fly to be sure!

His wife did not forget Anne’s age, nor let the girl forget it. This morning she gave her a peculiar look, as she remarked:

‘Have you heard that Captain Ogilvy is engaged to Eileen Knox?’ ‘Yes, mother—I know.’

‘What’s that?’ asked the Colonel.

‘I was saying to Anne that Captain Ogilvy, who has been staying with the Crawfords, is engaged to be married to Eileen Knox.’

‘Indeed? Oh, well, I hope he does not regret it. That young lady is said to be a bit of a tartar!’

‘Still she has secured a husband and a good home. I hear he is well off. Some girls seem to be always left behind.’

At the acid tones Anne flushed vividly. She knew that her mother was bitterly disappointed that she had not married before this. Somehow no one had ever asked her. No one. The girl herself sometimes wondered why this was so? Certainly she was not a beauty, but neither was she very plain. Just an ordinary, healthy girl, rather tall, loose limbed, inclined to be angular; light brown eyes, light brown hair—if they had both been a shade darker, how much prettier she would have looked! Her teeth were perfect, her mouth a bit on the large size. Her figure, with that tendency to angularity, was the worst feature about her, for in those days a plump girl, possessing soft curves, was admired, while the thin ones were laughed at. Anne knew that as she grew older she would become more angular; thinner too—like Aunt Evelina.

She turned her glance in the direction of Miss Evelina Hewdon, the Colonel’s sister. This lady was about sixty, some years older than her brother. She was certainly angular, and also certainly plain, both in features and attire. When her elder brother, James Hewdon, had been alive she had lived with him as mistress of Ballafagh House, for James was unmarried. When he died at a comparatively early age, the younger brother, George, who was in India with his regiment, succeeded to the property, and Evelina, who had only a couple of hundred a year of her own, continued to stay on at Ballafagh House. With the difference that she was no longer the mistress.

Yet strange to say, and decidedly to the Colonel’s surprise, Miss Hewdon and his wife got on remarkably well together. Perhaps Miss Evelina knew on which side her bread was buttered, and did not fancy exchanging the ease and plenty of Ballafagh House—to which she had been used all her life—for the inconvenience of a boarding house or private hotel. At all events, the present mistress and the former one, were very good friends, and never had the slightest disagreement.

But Anne, looking upon the plain face and generally unattractive appearance of her aunt, found herself thinking that perhaps some day, she too, might be an elderly spinster—horrid appellation!—depending upon her brother, and obliged to be carefully polite to his wife. Victor Hewdon, who was a few years younger than Anne, was in Dublin, reading for the Bar. It was his own wish and a big disappointment to his father who wished him to go into the Army. Victor, however, thought otherwise, and got his own way in the end. When the Colonel died, Victor would succeed to the property which was strictly entailed. Anne would have nothing but whatever provision her father could make for her, and that would not be large, for the income from the estate was comparatively small, and the expense of keeping it in good repair, and the gardens and grounds as he liked to have them was heavy. He knew he could depend upon Victor to see that Louisa was well cared for, because the boy adored his handsome mother, and although she never showed her feelings, it is probable that if she did care for anyone, Louisa Hewdon loved her son.

But Anne was different. The Colonel felt that he would like to leave her enough to live upon in a quiet way, so that she could be independent of her relations. He would prefer to see her happily married, but did not share his wife’s anger because the girl had not ‘gone off’ before this. In fact he would have been very sorry to lose her, and privately thought that it would be hard to find a man good enough for his ‘little girl’.

‘I am driving into Larramore before lunch—will you come, Anne?’ he asked now. She assented gladly, she always enjoyed a drive with her father.

‘Right! I’ll be leaving in about an hour.’

After breakfast, Anne went into the kitchen garden. There, at the end, where the big pear tree grew against the south wall, she had a plot of her own, where she grew what she liked. She had her father’s love of gardening. Here she planted and sowed and watered, getting little help from Michael who considered it so much ground wasted. This morning she stood to admire her roses just coming into bloom, and then noticed how many weeds had sprung up after the rain of the past few days.

Presently Pat Dempsey came by and she called to him.

‘Pat! Come here! I want you to help me with the weeds—just look at them!’

As he came over, she wondered what queer impulse had made her call him.

‘They’re terrible, sure enough! Miss,’ he replied, as he stooped down to help her. He was not at all shy, she thought, not like the other garden boys, who had always seemed quite frightened when she spoke to them.

‘How long are you here now?’ she asked.

‘Two months, Miss.’

‘Do you like it?’

‘Aye—I like it all right.’

‘Would you not like to go to America?’

‘Well, I might, Miss—and then again, I might not.’

The girl laughed.

‘That is a safe way of replying,’ she said; ‘but you would make money out there, you know.’

‘Yes, Miss, so they do be sayin’. But there’s no wan but meself, it’s not as if I had a father or mother lookin’ to me. I have no wan.’

‘Are your parents dead, then?’

‘Yes, Miss. The two of them died when I was a week or two old. I never heard just what it was—a fever or something that was goin’ at the time. I have no relations at all.’

How queer, thought Anne. Most of the people round here have so many relations that they can hardly count them!

‘Who brought you up, then?’ she asked, ‘and looked after you when you were a baby?’

The young fellow was silent for a moment. An expression, as of the memory of some past fear, crossed his face.

‘I was sent to Mrs Doherty, Miss,’ he said.

‘And who might Mrs Doherty be?’ she asked, with a laugh.

‘She was an awful woman, Miss. She took childer like meself. She had three more besides me, and we used to be beat and murdered black and blue—half starved too we were. I was there till I was seven years old, and then—something happened.

‘Yes—what was it?’

‘There was meself and young Dicky Doyle. The other child had died. Then another came—a baby a few weeks old, and it fell out of her arms into the fire wan day when she had drink taken, and it was burnt alive.’

‘Oh!’ breathed Anne, feeling quite sick for the moment.

‘Yes, Miss. And it was me tried to save the poor infant—she was too drunk herself to do anything. It was lying right on top of the fire—’

‘Please—don’t tell me any more!’

‘No, Miss. Well, a lady—some kind of inspector, came round, the police wid her, and ould Doherty got jail, and me and Dicky Doyle were sent to an industrial school. It was there I learnt about gardening and so on, and when I was sixteen I was sent to Sir George Dare’s place—near Galway town. It was there I got to know Jim McGrath, and when the family went to foreign parts, he got me this situation with Mr Brennan.’

‘You should write a history of your life, Pat, it is like a story.’

‘Oh, sure it’s jokin’ you are, Miss.’

‘No, indeed, I am not. And now tell me, which of the places do you like the best? The school or Sir George Dare’s or here?’

‘I like this, Miss.’

‘Oh, I’m so glad you do! And I hope that Michael is decent to you?’

‘Is it Mr Brennan, Miss?’

‘Yes,’ laughingly; ‘and here he is! Michael!’

‘Miss?’

Brennan came towards them, a tall, lean man, tanned by the sun and rain, devoted to his garden, a ‘divil for work’ according to the various boys who had worked under him.

‘I have been talking to Pat,’ said Anne.

‘Yes, Miss?’ casting a look at Pat as if he would ask if he had nothing better to do than idle his time ‘weeding’ Miss Anne’s rubbishy patch.

‘You need not think he is wasting time,’ quick to notice Michael’s expression. ‘I called him to help me, and he has been telling me about his life. He has had a hard time, Michael, and I do hope you are kind to him?’

The gardener’s face was a study in expression. He looked at Anne as if he half suspected that she was making fun of him, but as she seemed perfectly serious, he turned his gaze upon Pat, and that young man guessed pretty accurately that Miss Anne’s intercession would have the opposite effect to what she hoped.

‘Very good, Miss,’ replied Michael, in a non-committal manner; ‘when you have finished with him, will you send him to me in the green-house?’ and with another glance at the unhappy Pat, the gardener shouldered his spade and went off.

‘Is he cross with you, Pat?’

The voice was kind, and the boy meeting her eyes was astonished to see how soft they were.

‘Oh, no, Miss—only an odd time! But if you wouldn’t mind I think I’d better go after him now.’

‘You will go when I have finished with you—not before! I want you to tell me some more about Mrs Doherty.’

‘I could not indeed, Miss—it wouldn’t be fit talk for a lady like yourself.’

Anne was about to insist, but to Pat’s relief, the Colonel’s voice was suddenly heard calling for Anne.

‘Goodness! I forgot I was to go into Larramore with Daddy—I must fly!’

‘A lovely young lady, right enough!’ thought Pat Dempsey, looking after her; ‘faith—if she was a girl of me own kind I wouldn’t be long about giving her a good hug—I would not! Quare and nice she was to talk to, too, but I’d just as lief she hadn’t said anything to Mr Brennan—and that’s the truth!’

‘And let ye attend to yer own business for the future, and not be so eager to go runnin’ after Miss Anne. Weedin’ and the like! Child’s play—that’s what it is, and plenty of rale weedin’ waitin’ to be done. D’ye hear me now?’

‘I do, Mr Brennan.’

‘Well, let ye take heed to what I say!’

Meanwhile Anne had joined her father, and was presently sitting beside him in the dog cart, bowling along the road to Larramore with Mab, the grey mare between the shafts, and the hedges fragrant with wild roses and honeysuckle, rushing past them. The town of Larramore was about three miles from Ballafagh House. The road was good, the June day warm and pleasant, and as a rule Anne would be chatting away as they spun along.

But today she was very quiet, so silent, indeed, that her father asked: ‘Is anything the matter, Anne? You do not seem like yourself. Got a headache?’

‘Oh, I’m all right, Daddy—don’t worry!’

Silence again, broken by the Colonel saying, jocosely, ‘So Miss Eileen Knox has got a husband at last?’

He had spoken for the mere sake of conversation, and was astonished when his daughter turned upon him angrily.

‘Oh, for Goodness sake—didn’t Mother say enough about that without you starting it!’

‘My dear—’

Amazement almost bereft him of speech.

‘Well—I mean it! How can I help it if men don’t ask me to marry them? I am on view often enough! Mother drags me everywhere that a man is likely to be found. Oh, I am so sick of it all!’

She was furious and did not want to cry, but, in spite of herself, angry tears choked her utterance. Her father, amazed, vexed beyond words, drew the dog cart to the side of the road and put his arms around her.

‘Now what in the world is all this about? Surely you don’t think for one moment that we want to lose you? Why, Anne, I have often dreaded the day when you would marry and leave us—perhaps to go far away. What would I do without my little girl?’

‘Mother would be glad. She is always throwing it in my face that I am not married before this. You know Daddy, I am twenty-four.

You heard what she said at breakfast about Captain Ogilvy and Eileen Knox. Oh, why can’t girls earn their own living and be independent like boys? Look at Victor—what a good time he has!’

‘But my dear girl, surely you don’t want to go away to Dublin and live by yourself?’

‘I wouldn’t mind if I could earn enough to keep me.’

‘Good Lord, child—you are not going to be a Suffragette, are you?’

‘I would like to be independent. It is horrid to think that marriage is the only way by which a woman can attain a position and have a home of her own.’

‘Well, certainly, my dear, in our class of life, it is usual for girls to marry. I mean it is the happier life. An old maid is seldom wanted by anyone. Look at your aunt for instance. She is all right, of course, in a manner of speaking, but I often think how much nicer a woman she would have been with a home and children. Oh, yes—marriage is best for women.’

‘That’s all very fine, Daddy, but you know that there are more women than men in the world—in fact there are not enough men to go round! What are the rest of the girls to do—join the Mormons?’

The Colonel laughed, and seeing that Anne was now more herself shook up the reins and the mare started off again along the country road.

‘You see, my dear,’ he said, presently, ‘the girls of the lower classes work—often after their marriage, too. Especially in the factories in England; here, of course, we have not so much of that sort of work—not in County Mayo anyway! And then girls of a better class are going in for a University education—great rubbish in my opinion—trying to be doctors and dentists and so on! But that won’t go on—they are sure to be failures. The best job that I know of for women is nursing. But the training in hospital is hard.’

‘Could I be a nurse, Daddy?’

‘You could not—never with my permission. No, no, Anne, my dear. If you meet a man you like and he likes you—well, marry him by all means. But I will not have you coerced in any way, and as for being independent, I hope to be able to leave you enough to live upon.’

‘Oh, Daddy—don’t! Please don’t! If anything happened to you, I would die too—I would not want to live!’

‘Stuff and nonsense, little girl! You are beginning your life, and must not say such things. As for me, I am not very old, and hope to see a few years more. Indeed I want to—particularly for your sake, as I wish to be able to put a little by for you every year.’

‘Now, Daddy, say no more! You are to live to be a hundred and ten—and I will wheel you about in a bath chair. I will be a nice old maid! I am going to eat a lot of butter to try and get fat. Don’t you think a plump old maid would be nice for a change?’

Her father patted her hand.

‘Old or young, plump or thin, to me you will always be my own little girl,’ he said.






Chapter II
A Drive to Larramore



The town of Larramore lay sleepy and quiet this June day. It was not a busy place at any time, with the one exception of Fair days and Christmas. On Fair days all was bustle and confusion; cattle and pigs straying from the street to the side path; the drivers yelling and shouting; farmers and their wives buying and selling, driving hard bargains both ways; every public house crammed to overflowing; every kind of vehicle, with every kind of animal in the shafts, waiting patiently for the return of their owners—the more prosperous turnouts being put up in the yards of the hotels and public-houses, while the humbler ass and cart stood under archways or beside railings, the patient little donkeys safely tethered with bits of rope or string.

Anne liked those Fair days. At least there was some sign of life in the town then. Today it might have been the town of the Sleeping Beauty—without the Beauty.

Sergeant O’Brien, of the R.I.C., taking his ease outside the barrack, sprang smartly to attention as Colonel Hewdon drove by. Acknowledging his salute, the Colonel turned the mare’s head in the direction of the principal street, and a moment later, drew up before the bank.

‘You had better wait for me—Mab seems a bit fresh,’ and jumping down he threw the reins to his daughter.

‘All right, Daddy. But I think Mab is quiet enough—it’s only on Fair days that she gets excited.’

‘I won’t be long anyhow,’ and her father disappeared within the portals of the bank.

Anne, reins loosely held, sat watching the few passers by, receiving and replying to various salutations. There was Pat O’Byrne, the baker, standing at the door of his shop, from whence issued a most appetising smell of fresh bread; opposite, was the butcher—a shop which she detested, so like a shambles did it seem, with its wooden blocks, and bleeding carcasses. The butchers of that time, in such country towns, did not present an attractive display. But Dan Molloy was a most cheery man himself, smiling, good-natured, so that it seemed almost impossible to imagine him killing a fly—much less a dear little lamb.

‘How deceptive appearances can be!’ thought Anne. ‘Oh, dear, here is Dr McHale.’

The doctor was coming out of his house, just across the street. He was a short, stout man, with a brown beard, of average capabilities, he was hardworking and conscientious. But he had—in common with his wife—one failing. He was a bit of a snob and liked nothing so much as to be seen talking to any of the ‘country’ people, or visiting at their houses. As the Hewdons undoubtedly belonged to that category, he now hastened across to the dog cart, hand outstretched.

‘My dear Miss Hewdon—this is a pleasure! I suppose the Colonel is in the bank? Would you not come in and rest? Mrs McHale would be so glad.’

‘Thank you, Doctor, but Daddy will be out in a minute, and I don’t like to leave the mare—she is not to be trusted.’

‘I will send my boy—’

‘Oh, no—it is not worth while. How is Mrs McHale?’

‘She is well, and will be sorry to have missed you—why I declare, here she is herself! She must have seen you from the window.’

Which is precisely what his better half had done.

Mary McHale was a thin little woman of middle-age, grey haired, with traces of a youthful prettiness still remaining. She was the mother of twelve children, ten of whom were alive, and only she, herself, knew the struggle it had been to feed, clothe and educate such a family on the salary of a dispensary doctor. Needless to add, every paying case was a godsend, and great was the rivalry between Dr McHale and the other medical man, Dr Doyle. Of the two, Dr McHale had the bigger practice—and he certainly wanted it.

His wife came forward now, all smiles.

‘Dear Miss Hewdon—do come in and have a glass of wine—or would you prefer a cup of tea? The girls would be so charmed to have a little chat.’

‘Thank you so much, Mrs McHale—but here comes my father.’ For, much to her relief, Anne had caught sight of the Colonel leaving the bank, accompanied to the door by Peter Richards, the manager. On seeing Anne, he too, came over to the dog cart, and much laughter and light badinage followed.

‘And so Miss Knox is engaged to Captain Ogilvy,’ remarked Mrs McHale, ‘I hear he is extremely wealthy. She is a very lucky girl!’

‘Well, that is as it may be,’ said Colonel Hewdon, with a quick glance at his daughter, ‘she really knows but little of the man. He has been a visitor here for a couple of months, and has to rejoin his regiment in India almost immediately.’

‘Oh—but I am sure she will be happy! To be rich—able to travel—’ Words failed her, and Mary McHale sighed instead, thinking of her seven daughters, whose ages ranged from ten to twenty-six—and not one of them off her hands yet! If Delia or Mollie, the two eldest, did not marry soon, they would have to think of something they could do to help the family exchequer. It has hard they had had no offers, and they had been to Dublin too, for several visits. Her married sister there had done her best for them, but with no result. Yes—a lucky girl was Eileen Knox. But, of course, she was ‘county’, and had more opportunities of meeting people—the best kind too. Ah, well! Perhaps their luck might turn yet—she could only hope for the best.

Anne, too, thought that Eileen was a lucky girl. Money—travel—change of scene.

‘Day dreaming, Miss Hewdon?’ asked the bank manager, jocularly, ‘you will be the next young lady to go off across the seas with a rich husband—and leave all the other girls dying of envy!’

Suddenly catching sight of the doctor’s wife regarding him with none too pleasant a glance, Richards realised he had ‘put his foot in it’, and muttering that a man was waiting for him, shook hands with Anne hastily, and retreated into the safe shelter of the bank.

‘Where to, now?’ asked the Colonel, goodbyes being at last said to the McHales.

‘Mother has given me a list of things she wants at McCarthy’s.’

That done, they went to the shop that supplied them with periodicals and magazines, and having laid in a good supply, turned the mare’s head towards home once more.

‘I will be glad of my lunch,’ remarked the Colonel, ‘I feel more than a bit peckish.’

‘Well—you could have had a glass of wine from Mrs McHale.’ ‘Thanks—no! I have tasted the stuff before. Not that she does not mean well. She is a nice little thing and must have had the deuce of a struggle to rear the family on the doctor’s income.’ Anne, with the intolerance of youth, was not much interested in the McHales and their money troubles. For a moment her father was silent, but then he went on:

‘Yes—she deserves great credit. You know, Anne, financial worry is the devil! Especially when one has appearances to keep up. When I was in India, and your mother and I were first married, I had only a hundred a year, besides my pay. When you two children came along, it was just all I could do to make ends meet. I got promotion and better pay, but we had to keep up a good style, and your mother, as wife of the head of the regiment, had to dress well. And I was always trying to save a little because I believed that poor George would marry some day. I often said to your mother that he would bring home a girl in her teens to be mistress of Ballafagh House, and perhaps if he had lived he might have done so. However, he didn’t. He died—fairly young, too—and here am I now in his place. Poor George—I never envied him his birthright—and was sorry enough when I heard of his death.’

‘Oh, Daddy! Look what is coming! A circus!’

A circus it was, one of those third-rate shows which travel the country parts of Ireland, with a few caravans, worn out horses, a mangy bear, a monkey or two. This particular one was to open in the town of Larramore that evening, and was now making its way slowly along the road, two white horses with long tails drawing the caravans—the same horses that later on would curvet gently round the arena, while Mademoiselle de Villette—in ordinary life Mrs Nan McGarry—rode through hoops and performed other feats of equestrian skill. Quiet, inoffensive animals they were, but Mab, the mare, seemed to resent their advent. She twitched her ears, showed the whites of her eyes, and began to prance and rear, like the nervous lady that she was.

‘Easy, easy, old girl—what’s the matter?’ soothed the Colonel.

Mab was quieting down a little and all might have been well had the dog cart been allowed to proceed on its way without interference. Unfortunately, one of the clowns, seeing these two, so evidently belonging to the ‘quality’ and scenting future patrons—the best seats, too—ran forward, waving a flag, and at the same time, letting off a series of ‘slap bangs’, right in front of the mare. Accustomed to horses who would not turn a hair if a gun went off beside them, the man had no idea of the effect that his silly act would have on the well-bred nervous animal coming towards him.

The mare, aghast, terrified out of her wits, reared on to her hind legs, and then bolted, scattering the circus folk in all directions, while she tore straight in front of her, speeding down the road, like an arrow from its bow, unheeding, unseeing, blind from terror, with but one objective to fly from the awful thing which had sprung from nowhere with such frightful suddenness.

Anne, sitting upright, clinging to her seat, teeth clenched, wondered how long this mad gallop would last? Wondered, too, what would eventually stop Mab in her mad flight? Surely she must tire soon! The Colonel was standing, pulling on the reins with all his strength, but it seemed to make no difference. The animal sped ahead, her speed undiminished.

Fortunately the road was clear in front of them, not a thing in sight.

‘Heaven grant it stays so!’ breathed Anne.

Her prayer was not to be granted. Presently they turned a corner—Anne had known that corner was coming, dreaded it, wondering what it might bring—and there, right in the middle of the road stood a cart full of stones. The tail end of the cart faced them, and the horse harnessed to it was so old, so worn out, that even the rattle of the dog-cart tearing down the road behind him, did not cause him to turn his head.

Two men were sitting by the roadside, enjoying a pipe. The noise of the rushing vehicle, the stones flying beneath the mare’s feet, roused them to a realisation of the run-away. But before they could make any effort to stop her, had this been possible, the crash had come. The mare, with a scream like a soul in torment, reared upright, and then fell to the ground, dragging the dog-cart with her.

To Anne, there came a merciful oblivion.

[image: ]

‘Well—it’s no use talking—but I cannot tell you how sorry I am! If anything at all could have been done for him—but it was all over when I got there. Of one thing you may rest assured, dear Mrs Hewdon, and that is that he did not suffer.’

‘Thank you, Doctor—you are very kind. I am sure you did all you could. I am most grateful.’

‘And now a little sleeping draught—just a harmless mixture to quiet the nerves—’

‘No, thank you. I am never troubled with nerves.’

‘But just to give you a few hours sleep? No? Well, are you sure now there is nothing I can do for you?’

‘Nothing more—thank you again. You have been most kind. You think that Anne will be all right?’

‘Oh, yes! Nurse Harding is splendid, you may leave her with perfect confidence in her hands. She is already sleeping, and will probably have a good night. It is wonderful that Miss Hewdon escaped with only a broken arm—a simple fracture, too! By the way, you have sent for Mr Hewdon?’

‘Yes, I wired at once. He will be here between one and two in the morning—it is nearly one o’clock when his train gets into Larramore. I have arranged for a car to meet him.

She spoke quietly, but Dr McHale noticed that the mention of sending a car to meet him, had moved her more than she wished him to see. Poor Mab! Never again would she take the dog-cart to meet Victor at the train. A shot from the sergeant’s gun had ended her misery.

‘Then if I can do no more, I will leave you for the present. My wife was most anxious that I should tell you that if there was anything at all she or the girls could do to help—’

‘That is very kind—please thank her—but for the moment there is nothing.’

To herself, Louisa Hewdon was saying: ‘If he would go—if he would only go!’ And go he did at last, good, well-meaning man, used to the noisy demonstrations of grief from most of his patients, and baffled, puzzled by this woman, so quiet, so self-controlled.

Always a reserved woman, one who never allowed her feelings to be seen, the shock of the past few hours had left little mark upon Mrs Hewdon, except that her face was paler than usual. It is probable that she hardly realised as yet the fact that her husband was dead—killed, as it were, in a moment of time. She was not conscious of any grief, any sorrow. She was simply numb, incapable of any feeling, save the physical one of intense cold.

Eight o’clock. Five hours since George had been brought home to her. Would she ever be able to forget the sight of the country cart, coming slowly up the avenue of Ballafagh House? She had been standing on the steps, Dr McHale at her side, and she had experienced that queer feeling that most people have at such moments—the feeling that she was watching some scene from a book or play—some incident in the life of a stranger. It did not seem to have anything to do with her at all.

In the bottom of the cart, covered by a rug, lay the body of her husband. Sitting with her back to him, propped up against a rough seat, was Anne, dazed, stupid, in pain from her broken arm, not yet understanding that her father was dead.

Yes, Dr McHale had been kind. She would always remember his kindness. She had never thought much of him, and rather disliked his wife. Not that she had bothered much about her one way or the other. Louisa Hewdon was one of the D’Arcy Brownes, and thought a great deal of her family, being intensely proud and a Conservative of the old school. Her people had considered that she might have made a better match than George Hewdon, then only a younger son with no expectations of succeeding to the Ballafagh property. But Louisa had loved him in her cold, proud way, and she had never had cause to regret her marriage. He had been a good husband in every sense of the word. She would miss him—would feel his loss tremendously when she was capable of realising it. She began to understand this in a dim sort of way already.

‘Canon Bowden, madam.’

The parlourmaid, ushering in the clergyman, brought her back to her surroundings. If it had been possible she would not have seen him, but no doubt the maid had thought she would like to see the Rector.

‘My dear Mrs Hewdon—I am distressed, grieved beyond words! Sit down, I beg of you. The shock must have been terrible—“In the midst of life”—how true it is!’

She replied politely, knowing that she must listen to what he would be sure to say on such an occasion, agree with the usual platitudes, yet knowing too, that at the moment they meant nothing to her.

Canon Bowden, although he had expected that she would take her loss quietly, was astonished at her self-control. Only by her pallor, her careful repression of anything approaching emotion, did he guess that she was suffering.

‘And Anne? How is she? A broken arm, I hear?’

‘Yes. Nurse Harding is with her, and Anne is sleeping—Dr McHale gave her a draught. He set her arm and says she will be all right.’

‘You have sent for Victor?’

‘Yes, he will be here by the late train—about half-past one in the morning.’

A few more stereotyped phrases, messages of sympathy from his wife, a promise to call in the morning to see Victor—‘there will be the funeral arrangements of course, but no need to trouble her with them’—and then he too, went away and she was alone once more.

If it had been Anne who had been killed instead of George? She almost found herself wishing that this had been so. She knew that she ought not to wish it, her daughter was young, her life before her. Yet, somehow or other, mother and daughter had never been in harmony with each other, and later on, their wills would be sure to clash. If only Anne were married! How different Victor was! Never could she imagine herself wishing that he would go away—or even marry. She wished he could have been with her today. He would have been a rock of strength.

Here was Hayes again, eyes reddened, face swollen. The Colonel had been a good master.

‘No—I do not want any dinner, thank you, Hayes, but you might ask cook to send me up some soup—only a little. And see that Nurse Harding has all she requires for the night. Of course, cook knows that’—she was going to say ‘Master Victor’, for so he was usually called by the household, but suddenly changed the words—‘Mr Hewdon will be here about half-past one?’

‘Yes, madam—we all know.’

‘Then you will see that everything is ready for him…’

That was all, and Hayes went downstairs to marvel in company with the other servants, at the wonderful way in which the mistress was ‘bearing up’.

‘But sure herself was always a hard wan,’ said Mary Ellen, the kitchen maid.

‘Let ye hould yer tongue about the mistress,’ reprimanded the cook, ‘and remember that it’s them that says the least that feels the most.’

The old house was quiet, with the quietness that King Death always brings with him when he enters. Downstairs, the servants talked in whispers round the kitchen fire; in the breakfast room, where she was waiting for Victor, and where she had had the table set and a fire lit, Louisa Hewdon sat motionless, hour by hour; in the room just overhead, Anne lay sleeping, Nurse Harding watching her and thinking her own thoughts; while in the big bedroom across the corridor, was all that remained of George Hewdon.

Suddenly Nurse Harding lifted her head, and going to the window gazed out into the moonlit night. To her ears had come the sound of a horse and car driving rapidly up the avenue, the next moment it had come in sight—was at the door. No need to knock or ring, the door was flung open and footsteps crossed the wide hall—footsteps which were familiar to Nurse Harding. The window of the breakfast room must have been open, too, for a cry was carried to her ears from the room beneath.

‘Victor—my son—’

‘Mother—darling mother—’

Very softly, Nurse Harding closed the bedroom window, and went back to her seat by her patient.
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