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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 Féin 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


    In South Kensington



  

    ‘My dear Clare, your coffee will be quite cold, and the bacon not worth eating. Do come down from the clouds and tell me what you are dreaming about?’


    ‘I am thinking of my Uncle’s letter. Oh! Webbie dear! I wonder what they are all like—these strange Irish cousins that I have never seen!’


    Mrs Webb drank her coffee and helped herself liberally from the various dishes on the perfectly appointed breakfast-table, before replying. She was middle-aged, stout and portly, and liked the creature comforts of this life.


    But Clare Castlemaine’s coffee stood untasted before her, and she was reading once more the letter of which she already knew almost every word.


    

      ‘MY DEAR NIECE—It was with sincere sympathy and sorrow that I received your letter informing me of your changed circumstances. I cannot tell you how more than surprised I was. We all thought your late father to be a prudent as well as an extremely wealthy man, and it seems strange that he should have practically lost all his fortune by such reckless speculation. But still one hears of such cases now and then, and you may be glad that you have at least a little left from the wreck.


      But now that you are no longer separated from us by great wealth, I am wondering would you care to come over and make the acquaintance of your mother’s people? We are a large family and not well off, but I think we could make you comfortable for a while. Your cousins all join with me in hoping that you will come over and pay us as long a visit as you like. Just let us know and we will be ready to meet you with a real Irish welcome.


      I remain, my dear child,


      Your affectionate Uncle,


      JAMES BLAKE.’


    


    At the foot of the letter, in an unformed girlish hand was scrawled—‘P.S. Do come, please, dear Clare. Your loving cousin, Angel.’


    ‘Which is Angel, I wonder?’ Clare said aloud, ‘they are such a large family! Webbie, did you ever hear my mother speak much of her people?’


    Mrs Webb considered for a moment.


    ‘No, my dear,’ she said slowly, ‘I don’t think she ever referred much to them—at least not since I knew her. You know they never really forgave her for marrying as she did. The Blakes are an old Catholic family, and your poor father being not only English, but a declared Agnostic, was their direct opposite in every way.’


    Clare Castlemaine wrinkled up her pretty forehead in perplexity. She could not remember her mother, who had died when she was only a few months old, and hers had been a very lonely childhood, although she was brought up in luxury and had splendid nurseries, expensive toys and clothes of every description, a highly trained head-nurse, with various under-nurses, and in fact all the care and attention with which wealthy people surround their children nowadays. Later on came governesses and masters, and then a finishing school in France. It was strange that the girl was not spoilt, brought up as she had been, for her father idolised her and would never allow her to have a wish unfulfilled, if he could help it. He was a very wealthy stockbroker—a man who seemed to really change everything he touched into gold—his name was one to conjure with in London financial circles, and when he died suddenly from cerebral hæmorrhage, a few weeks before this story opens, and it was discovered that he had been losing heavily and lately had taken to reckless speculation to retrieve his fortunes, with the result that he died almost penniless, the astonishment of all those who knew him was unbounded.


    His daughter Clare, who was now twenty-two, had a small annuity of £50 left her by an aunt some years ago—beyond that she had literally nothing. Luckily there were few outstanding debts, and the sale of the furniture and other effects of the house in South Kensington would more than pay all and leave Clare a fair amount of money in hand. Then she had a most exquisite wardrobe of every description of clothes, and her jewellery, so that she was not left so destitute as she imagined. Still for a girl reared as she had been, the change in her fortunes would be very great. Her sole income fifty pounds a year! ‘Just about the price of two decent frocks!’ she thought with a gasp.


    Mrs Webb had been her companion for some years now, she was a very distant connection of her late father’s and being left a widow with limited means had been only too pleased to fill her present position. It was now three weeks since the death of Mr Castlemaine, the sale was to take place within the next week, the house given up and the servants discharged. Mrs Webb was returning to her people in the Midlands, and Clare, feeling like a lost child—so helpless and wretched, overwhelmed with her unexpected trouble—had been considering what on earth she could do, or where she could go for a while until she became more used to her altered circumstances. Even in this short time she had discovered that in the eyes of the majority of those who had made up the circle of her friends and acquaintances, she was now a very different person to the rich Miss Castlemaine, who had always been such an honoured individual amongst them. They were civil and friendly more or less but since her position had become known calls and letters of condolence and sympathy had become fewer and colder, and amongst all those whom she had known and entertained so lavishly in the past, not one real friend had come forward with offers of help or hospitality.


    James Blake, her mother’s brother, had written from Dublin when he saw the notice of her father’s death in the papers—a sympathetic, friendly letter. It was the first time that she had held any communication with her Irish relatives, and on the spur of the moment she had replied to his letter and written fully, telling him of her father’s financial losses and exactly how she was left. The letter she had received this morning was her uncle’s answer, and she was now pondering it all over in her mind and wondering if she should accept the invitation or not. In some ways it seemed the very thing, but somehow she shrank from these unknown relations with their Irish upbringing and environment.


    ‘Oh! Webbie!’ she cried, ‘what would you advise me to do? Do you think I should go?’


    ‘My dear, you must please yourself,’ said her companion, as she placidly spread marmalade on her toast. ‘In some ways I think it would be an excellent plan—complete change of air and scene, a new life altogether for you, and in a large household like your uncle’s you would be bound to be taken out of yourself and that would be really good for you. But on the other hand I don’t know how you would amalgamate with your cousins’ ideas and with their mode of life. Still, for a visit—and after all you need not stay unless you care. You know, my dear girl, that my little home, humble as it is, will be always open to you and I don’t need to tell you how really welcome you will always be to your poor Webbie.’


    Her voice broke as she tried to smile, for she was very fond of Clare Castlemaine, and all this upset and change was a real heart-break to the good-natured soul.


    ‘Oh! Webbie! I know—I know!’ and Clare patted the fat hand near hers. ‘You are a dear! But I think I will go over to Ireland for a while—just to see what it is like. They can’t eat me, anyway!’ trying bravely to laugh, ‘but I wish you would tell me all you can remember about my mother for you know Father could never bear to speak about her. Of course I know she was very beautiful from the painting in his study, and I know she was Irish and a Catholic, and that he adored her—and yet, somehow, I always have the impression that my mother was not really happy.’


    Mrs Webb considered for a few minutes before replying.


    ‘I only saw your mother a few times altogether,’ she said then, and she spoke slowly, as though trying to remember better—‘she was very beautiful and very young—not like you in appearance Clare, for although you are very lovely too, you have the fair colouring of your father’s people, and your mother was dark, with the most lovely dusky sort of hair and beautiful big grey eyes with such long lashes. She had the sweetest voice and accent I think that I have ever heard, and a lot of little fascinating mannerisms and gesticulations—something like a Frenchwoman, but then the Irish and French are alike in many ways, you know. She adored your father—it was a mutual love and certainly a case of extremes meeting, for two people more unlike in every way I never knew. Yet, as you say, she never seemed really happy—it would be difficult to understand why, for your father grudged her nothing, he surrounded her with every luxury and comfort he could think of—another woman would have been quite spoilt! Of course there was one thing he refused her which I believe she took very much to heart.’


    Mrs Webb paused for a moment, but Clare said eagerly, ‘Oh! go on Webbie? What was it that my father refused her?’


    ‘Well! it was a question of religion. He refused to allow you to be baptised and you were not to receive any religious instruction. This distressed your mother very much for she was a devout Catholic, and her religion always seemed to be very precious to her, but to all her tears and prayers in that direction your father turned a deaf ear. He allowed your mother full liberty in the matter of her own religion, but you know his ideas about children—to teach them nothing and let them form their own opinions when they are old enough to judge for themselves. I think his refusal to have you baptised really broke your mother’s heart—she was never the same afterwards, not that she lived for long, poor thing!’


    Clare sighed.


    ‘Poor Mother!’ she said softly, ‘and poor Daddy, too! Look at the result of his system in me. Here I am at twenty-two years of age, with no religious beliefs at all, quite unable to make up my mind amidst all the various sects I see around me. Why, Webbie! to me it seems impossible to tell which is right, how could I ever decide? You know I have been looking up the subject lately and what do I find? Chaos everywhere! High Church, Low Church, Broad Church—all totally different in belief and practice, and that within the pale of the Established Church alone, without mentioning the hundreds of dissenting sects multiplying every day. The whole thing is too bewildering, and I think Daddy must have been right in his opinions after all.’


    ‘Oh! my dear! don’t talk like that! I can never think of you as a woman without a religion—you were not meant for that! If you would only put aside these queer notions and not be worrying over such things, but go to Church—for of course you would never think of joining the dissenters, they are not our class—and say your prayers and behave like the other girls of your age—Oh! how much happier and contented you would be!’


    ‘Now Webbie! have some sense please! This is the age of heredity, and here am I, the offspring of a most extraordinary union; on one side I have as the paternal element a sensible, rather stolid business man, essentially English, with little or no imagination, in fact a materialist in every sense of the word. On the other hand for my mother I had a Catholic Irishwoman, imaginative, religious, sensitive and impulsive—in other words a typical Celt—as great an idealist as my father was a materialist. Now Webbie, if you have ever studied eugenics, what I ask you, solemnly, do you expect me to become, as the result of such a union?’


    Then she suddenly laughed as she caught a glimpse of Mrs Webb’s bewildered and rather shocked expression.


    Clare stooped and kissed her.


    ‘Never mind, old darling,’ she said, ‘it is all on the Lap of the Gods! Who knows how I may turn out yet? Perhaps I’ll enter a convent and live in dungeons behind iron bars and never be allowed to see daylight any more—like that girl we heard about at those “No Popery” lectures you dragged me to once!’


    ‘My dear!’ said Mrs Webb, trying to speak sternly, ‘You shouldn’t laugh at such things, and I only hope and trust that you won’t imbibe any of the religious beliefs of your Irish cousins. That would be really terrible.’


    ‘Don’t worry dear,’ said Clare with a smile, ‘I don’t think there is much danger in that direction. And now Webbie, come and help me to go through my things until I see what I will take with me to the “little green Isle”, and what I will leave in your charge. And then I must write to Uncle James and tell him that I hope to be with him next week—I can settle the day later.’


    Now that her mind was really made up, Clare felt brighter and happier in every way. Her father’s sudden death had been a great shock to her, although her regard for him was more that of quiet affection than real love, while Mr Castlemaine simply adored his daughter and since the death of his wife had lived only for the sake of the girl. But like all men of his undemonstrative type he had not shown this openly, and perhaps Clare never really knew how dear she had been to him. Once the shock of his death was past there had come the realisation of her changed circumstances and poor Clare felt as if Fate had indeed proved unkind—but she did not want for courage and grit and was determined not to let herself ‘go under’ in the battle of life if she could possibly help it. According to her present convictions she had only one life to live—one life that she could be sure about anyway—and she meant to try and get the best she could out of it. The girl was a strange mixture—as she had remarked herself, she was the child of a strange union—and had inherited traits from both her parents. So far the parental element had predominated, but this was largely due to environment, and Clare was anxious herself to see if any hidden qualities derived from her Irish mother would show themselves better if she was transplanted to Irish soil. Almost unknown to herself she had always felt a strange wish for Ireland and the Irish, and yet they were a sealed book to her;—like the ordinary English person she knew as little of the real Ireland of today as she did of the North Pole; in fact, she probably knew rather more of the latter spot. But almost unconsciously Ireland was calling to her, the cry of dark Rosaleen was coming across the water to this child of an Irish mother, and she found herself looking forward with strange eagerness to her visit to her mother’s country.


    She was sitting on the floor of her dressing-room surrounded by frocks and gowns and ‘chiffons’ of every description, and although she was trying earnestly to help her maid in deciding what to take with her and what to pack away, her mind was full of day-dreams of the future and she found it very hard to attend to the business in hand.


    ‘And after this week I won’t have Annette to look after my things—I will have to attend on myself and do my own hair and everything! Oh! I must be sensible and not let my thoughts wander any more,’ she sighed, but then suddenly rousing herself she said to the maid: ‘We had better go through the contents of this wardrobe first, Annette, and then I can give you all my coloured things to put away and let the trunks be sent on to Mrs Webb’s house. There are two black dinner frocks here which I think I will take with me.’


    And so with an effort Clare flung herself into the details of her wardrobe and tried to forget for a while her present sorrow and the unknown future.


  








Chapter II
Her Mother’s People



The Blakes lived in a large old-fashioned house in Rathmines, and on this bright September morning they are gathered round the breakfast table discussing a letter from Clare Castlemaine, the contents of which their father had just made known to them.

‘So she will be here in two days. It is well we have a spare room ready. If Molly Dixon had come for her holidays we would have been rather cramped.’

This was from Mary Blake, the eldest girl of the family; she was now twenty-seven and since her mother’s death, thirteen years ago, had been her father’s right hand—the stay and support of the motherless household. Indeed she was so completely unselfish that she was apt to be put on one side as a matter of course by the younger members of the family; they all loved her of course—it was to Mary they had gone with their childish griefs and tales of woe, and it was to Mary they still went in any doubt or trouble, but the thought that Mary herself would ever need a bit of cheering up or amusement never entered their heads; and this was mostly her own fault, for she had a habit of effacing herself at times, and also the management of her father’s large household on their rather limited means absorbed most of her time and attention. But two members of the family valued Mary at her true worth, and those were her father and her brother Tom.

‘Of course she will have to be given the best bedroom and the best of everything, but I expect she will not think much of this establishment after her lovely London house. I suppose she will have lovely frocks—what a pity she is in mourning!’

And Nora Blake sighed; she was a pretty piquante little thing of nineteen, the butterfly of the family. She was employed as typist in the office of a large city firm and did her work well, but during her off time and holidays Miss Nora enjoyed life in her own way, and indeed altogether she generally managed to have what she called ‘a good time’.

‘That’s like you, Nora! always thinking of what you will put on!’ remarked her brother Pat, a medical student of twenty-three, studying hard for his finals these days and not too sweet-tempered in consequence.

‘Of course she will be thoroughly English in every respect,’ said Shamus, a tall young fellow of twenty-five, with a very handsome face and splendid grey eyes. ‘I don’t suppose we will ever make anything of her from an Irish standpoint!’ Shamus was a keen Gaelic Leaguer, and cared for little else.

‘For Heaven’s sake don’t start cramming Irish down her throat the minute she arrives!’ said his sister Bride.

‘And don’t you drag her round the slums, and parade her down the Coombe highways and byeways!’ was the brotherly retort.

Bride was secretary to an influential philanthropic society, and a great social worker. She lived for her work amongst the poor and existed in a whirl of district visiting, free breakfasts, social clubs and committee meetings.

There were three other members of the family present although they had taken little part in the conversation. First, Mr Blake himself, a thin, grey-haired man of sixty, a solicitor in a fair practice. He was devoted to his children, but the cares and expense of such a family, and the loss of his beloved wife while they were yet so young had lined his face and whitened his hair. Only for his daughter Mary, James Blake often wondered how he could have managed at all. His eldest son, Tom, was seated near him, quiet and intellectual, twenty-nine years of age, the eldest of the family and doing well now as an architect, helping also towards the support of the household—upright, sincere, and good-living, a son any father might be proud to own. Tom was the greatest help to Mary, too, for his words carried authority with the younger ones.

His sister Ursula was seated beside him; she was a very pretty girl of twenty-one, with soft dark hair and grey eyes, very quiet and serious on the surface, but with a fund of hidden fun and gay nonsense that sometimes surprised those of her acquaintance who, previously had only known the serious side to her character. She was to enter the Poor Clare Order as a novice in a few months’ time, and at present she was a teacher in a girls’ school.

Breakfast was drawing to a close. It was nearly nine o’clock and most of the family had to be at their various occupations before ten o’clock.

Mr Blake rose from the table, gathering his letters and papers together preparatory to setting out for the offices. Clare’s letter he handed to Mary.

‘You had better keep that, my dear,’ he said.

One by one the family gradually dispersed, and Mary Blake was left alone in the shabby and rather untidy breakfast room.

She glanced down at the letter in her hand with a little sigh—it would mean added work and worry for Mary, but as she read it once more a smile broke over her face.

‘It’s a nice letter!’ she said softly, ‘and she seems lonely, poor soul! I hope she will be happy with us—we must try to make her feel at home.’

The breakfast-room was in the basement at the back of the house—a long, low-ceilinged room with two windows to the side and glass door opening on to some stone steps which led up to the garden. A fair-sized garden too for a suburban house and well cared for—Shamus Blake saw to that for he was devoted to gardening, and spent a good deal of his spare time, when he was not engaged in work for the Gaelic League, in planting and transplanting, hoeing and digging. Through the day he was hard at work in his father’s office for he was destined to succeed to the solicitor’s practice, and strange to say, although he was a bit of a poet and an idealist in many ways, still he gave every promise of becoming a clever lawyer.

The kitchen was on the other side of the passage to the breakfast-room, a little further down the corridor, and thither Mary Blake now betook herself.

Sarah, the old servant who had been with them for many years now—since before Mrs Blake’s death—looked round as her young mistress entered and her face brightened. She was devoted to all the family, but she adored Miss Mary. The Blakes kept one other servant, a strong young girl who did most of the upstairs’ work, answered the door and could wait at table when necessary. Mary had trained Maggie, for she had come to them when very young and ignorant, but was now quite capable; still Mary helped a good deal herself; she was fond of house-work, and also had a special gift for fancy cookery, making the most delightful cakes and puddings easily and with little outlay.

‘Sarah,’ she said, advancing into the large old-fashioned kitchen, ‘Miss Castlemaine will be here on Thursday, so I will want Maggie to help me this morning to clean out the spare room—I want it to be extra nice because you know our new cousin is English, and, no doubt, very particular, for she has been used to a beautiful home in London.’

Sarah stood in her favourite attitude with arms akimbo.

‘Do ye tell me that now?’ she replied with the outspoken freedom of the Irish retainer. ‘Well! Miss Mary dear, if the house that’s good enough for the Blakes isn’t good enough for any English lady, no matter had she the wealth of the Ingies itself—well ’twould be a quare thing!’

Sarah had not taken kindly to Clare’s advent, but Mary knew the old woman so thoroughly that she could nearly always coax her into a reasonable mood.

She smiled now as she replied.

‘Yes, that may be so Sarah, but we want to show this English young lady that we poor Irish can have nice homes and dainty rooms too—so I am going to take Maggie this morning and have a real turn out upstairs. But if you are very busy Sarah and want help, get Mrs Murphy in for the day.’

‘Ah! not at all Miss Mary dear!—Not at all! I can manage grand—I’m not that ould and stiff yet, thanks be to God! There’s as much work in me ould bones as there is in many a young whipper snapper going the roads these times!’

‘All right, Sarah, I’m going up to see Miss Angel—you can send Maggie to me later.’

Leaving the kitchen Mary went up the short flight of stairs to the large hall above, on the right of which was the drawing-room and the dining-room to the left, both large airy rooms. The furniture in each was old-fashioned and a bit shabby, but good still and kept in perfect order by Mary’s capable hands. Wide shallow stairs led to the first landing where her father’s bedroom was, and also the rooms of two of the boys, her own spare room, and the ‘schoolroom’—now used as a kind of general untidy place where the family gathered at odd times and where they could be as noisy and as free and easy as they liked. The landing above contained the girls’ bedrooms, and above that again were smaller rooms where the servants slept and also two attics—one used as a boxroom and the other for storing rubbish of every description. Mary opened one of the doors on the second landing, and entered a medium sized room furnished as half bed and half sitting-room. There were basket chairs with soft cushions, an old sofa, a well-stocked book-case, plants on the wide window-ledge and a canary singing his little heart out in a cage above. A small bed in the corner could be hid from view when necessary, a large and very handsome Japanese screen standing at its foot. The floor had no carpet but was polished till it shone like glass and a few rugs were scattered here and there on its surface. The bed was occupied now—a small wasted form, a mass of fair hair, and two bright, very intelligent eyes were all that could be seen from the door. But as Mary came forward there was a quick glad cry of ‘Oh! Mary, is that you! How late you are this morning, aren’t you!’

Mary went over to the bed and tenderly kissed the wistful little face held up to her. The eldest girl was a true ‘mother’ to all her brothers and sisters, but this the youngest, the little cripple, was her dearest—her baby.

‘Yes, dear, I think I am a little late today. Have you had your breakfast? and did you sleep last night? I hadn’t time to come to you sooner, but I know Ursula was with you this morning.’

‘Yes, Ursula brought me a cup of tea before she went to Mass—about half-past six—because she knew I had a headache last night, and I have had my breakfast since, so you see I am not neglected. And now, Mary darling! sit down if you can spare a minute at all and tell me all about Clare—a little bird told me she was coming on Thursday,’ and the cripple girl’s face was all alight with eager sympathy as Mary sat down in a low chair beside her bed and after reading Clare’s letter aloud fell to discussing her approaching visit with this the youngest of her flock.

She had been baptised as Angela, but no one ever called her anything but Angel—and if ever the name suited anyone in this poor world, it suited Angela Blake. Seventeen years of age, she had been delicate from her birth and now suffered from a bad spinal curvature and also shortening of one leg. She could get about with a crutch fairly well at times, and had her wheel-chair also, but there were times when she could only manage to get to the sofa in her own room. But a grumble or a complaint was never heard from Angel’s lips; she was always bright, always cheerful, and full of interest in the doings of all the others, the comings and goings of these strong healthy ones who were able to go in and out as they pleased and could run and dance and play tennis! Angel often wondered wistfully what it must be like to be strong and straight—but there was no place for envy in her unselfish soul.

She listened now, full of delighted interest, as Mary spoke of their new cousin, wondering what she was like—was she pretty? and would she be good-tempered, or would she be proud and hard to please?

‘I like her letter, Angel,’ said Mary, ‘she has gone through such a hard time lately—first the death of her father and then to lose her fortune, and she was brought up to consider herself so wealthy. We must try to be good to her for she will feel strange amongst us all at first. Angel, you will help me to make her feel at home, I know—won’t you dearie? And now I must leave you to dress for I have a lot to do.’

The day passed all too quickly for Mary, and she was fairly tired that night when she found herself at last sitting down for a quiet chat with her father and Tom. They three were alone. Shamus was at a Gaelic meeting. Bride attending one of her numerous committees, and Pat and Nora went off on pleasure bent, while Ursula was upstairs with Angel.

Mr Blake lay back in his armchair, enjoying the luxury of old slippers and an old pipe; Tom was deep in various plans and drawings scattered over the table, and Mary was engaged in what was a very usual task for her—darning the family’s socks.

‘Father,’ she said presently, ‘tell me about Clare’s mother. She was your younger sister I think? And how did she come to marry a man so different in character and religion to all that she had been used to? It seems so strange in every way!’

Her father was silent for a moment, then he withdrew his pipe slowly from his mouth and sat up in his chair—bracing himself as it seemed to Mary, as if he was going to speak on an unpleasant subject.

‘My sister Ursula,’ he said at last—‘you know Ursula is called after her—went on a visit to some school friends in London, and she met George Castlemaine there. It seems they were mutually attracted almost at once; the man was honest, and good-living, according to his lights, and of course, immensely wealthy. Your aunt wrote and told me all about him.’

He paused for a few minutes and went back to his pipe. His dead sister of long ago had been very dear to James Blake and he seemed to see once more before his eyes the sweet girlish face framed in the soft, dusky hair—sometimes his daughter Ursula reminded him of her, but the living Ursula would never have the beauty and fascination of the other.

Tom had lifted his head from his drawings and was listening quietly.

‘I was not surprised when she wrote again,’ continued Mr Blake, ‘telling me he wanted to marry her, and by the same post came a letter from Castlemaine himself—quite straightforward and honourable, and offering very handsome settlements. There was absolutely nothing against the man except his religion—or, rather, want of religion.’

He paused a moment and smiled as he remarked, ‘It’s as well Shamus is not here or he would be thinking I should have objected to the man’s nationality also. As a matter of fact I did object to it, but still it was a minor consideration in comparison with the religious aspect. Well! I consulted your Uncle Pat, and the upshot of it was that I wrote both to Ursula and George Castlemaine saying that we would agree to the marriage on the condition that any children that might be born to them—either boys or girls—were to be baptised in the Catholic Church and brought up in that faith. We had previously ascertained that the man himself would not entertain for a moment the thought of becoming a Catholic—he was a pronounced Agnostic.’

He paused again and was silent so long that Mary said softly, ‘Well! Father?’

‘Well, he refused—refused absolutely; said any children of his would not be baptised and would be instructed in no religious dogmas, but that when they were of age they could judge for themselves on religious matters. Of course your Uncle Pat and myself thought that would end the affair once and for all and we wrote to Ursula to come home at once. The next letter told us that she had married George Castlemaine.’

Mary gave a little exclamation, and Tom moved slightly, leaning forward on the table.

‘Yes,’ went on Mr Blake, ‘they were married at the Registry Office and afterwards at a Catholic Church—for which,’ he added reverently, ‘I thank God. Ursula was just of age, we had no legal control over her and she was evidently completely infatuated with this man. She wrote asking my forgiveness which I could not deny, although I was shocked and hurt beyond words. After her marriage we did not correspond very frequently—she had her own life to live now and it was a different one from ours. I think at first she was happy enough; her husband was quite liberal about her religion and allowed her full freedom in the exercise of her religious duties. It was all right till the child came, but after that I don’t think my poor sister knew what happiness was. She wrote to me about that time and her letter was heart-breaking—you can imagine the feelings of a Catholic mother when she looked at her child and knew that it must grow up without the help and comfort of our holy Faith—when she realised that she might never teach her little daughter her first prayers or train the little soul for Heaven. She gave the child private baptism herself—so she told me in one of her letters, and I think she would have managed to have a priest perform the ceremony later, only that she died as you know rather suddenly—within a short time of Clare’s birth.’

‘Then Clare is baptised, father?’

‘Yes; at least as I told you—by private baptism. But she knows absolutely nothing of the Catholic religion—she has received no religious instruction at all.’

‘How strange, father! I can hardly imagine such a queer state of things. Oh! I wonder what she will be like?’

‘A queer mixture, I should say,’ said Tom, speaking for the first time.

‘Yes,’ agreed Mr Blake, as he knocked the ashes out of his pipe, ‘Yes, Tom, a queer mixture as you say. Still I will be glad to see the girl for her mother’s sake, and I know I needn’t ask you all to be as kind as possible to her—she has gone through her own share of trouble lately! And now I think I’ll be off to bed for I am tired and sleepy.’

There was a short silence when he had left the room and then Mary looked across the table at her brother.

‘Tom,’ she said, ‘I feel quite nervous to think of this girl coming amongst us—a sort of pagan evidently in her ideas! And then she is so used to such a different social existence in every way—a large house—perfectly trained servants—an expensive table, and so on. How will we ever get on with her?’

Tom smiled and leaning forward patted the capable hands of the ‘housemother’.

‘Don’t worry, Sis,’ he said quietly, ‘she knows our circumstances—that we are not overburdened with this world’s goods and also that socially we lead a very different life towards that to which she has been accustomed. Surely she will be sensible enough to take us as she finds us.’

Mary sighed, and still looked doubtful.

‘There are such a lot of us,’ she said with a rueful smile, ‘and I only hope we won’t frighten her!’ Tom laughed cheerfully.

‘No fear of that,’ he said, ‘you may be sure she will be able for the lot of us! I only hope she doesn’t prove too much for us to stand!’

Mary rolled up the socks she was darning.

‘Well; it’s no use worrying or meeting trouble half-way,’ she said, ‘and I must go and see about a bit of supper for the late ones.’

As she left the room Tom’s eyes followed her with a very tender look.

‘It would be a queer person that would be afraid of Sis,’ he murmured softly, as he gathered his diagrams together, ‘God bless her!’







  


  
Chapter III


    ‘There’s a Land—a Dear Land’



  

    Mrs Webb saw Clare Castlemaine off at Euston on the morning she was leaving for Dublin. She was very tearful parting with the girl and Clare also found it hard not to break down. Just a few moments before the train started she noticed on the platform, two young fellows of the usual ‘man about town’ type; beautifully groomed and wearing the very latest thing in ties and socks, and needless to say looking bored to death. They had been fairly intimate with Clare in that gay social life which she seemed to be leaving behind so quickly now—her partners at many a dance and bridge table; but now she drew back as if to avoid being seen—poor girl she was keenly sensitive at this time, and imagined that everyone was either pitying or sneering at her misfortune.
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