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ANNIE M.P. SMITHSON (1873-1948) was the most successful of all Irish romantic novelists. Her nineteen books, including Nora Connor, Paid in Full, The Walk of a Queen, Her Irish Heritage, and The Marriage of Nurse Harding 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 Socity, Her autobiography, Myself—and Others, was completed in 1944, four years before her death at the age of 75.
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1
The Rise of the Curtain



From the moment the curtain rose Nora Connor’s eyes were fixed on the stage. She sat entranced, as countless other people have been, and will be to the end of time, by the fascinating realism and matchless imagery of the Bard of Avon.

It was a matinee of Romeo and Juliet, and, filling the title roles were the incomparable actor and actress who in the last decade of the nineteenth century excelled all the other great tragedians of Shakespearian history. Never, in all their own triumphant experience had the fame of these two superb artists drawn together a more enthusiastic audience than that which witnessed their performance that day in the Gaiety Theatre, Dublin.

Nora sat beside her mother. Those of us who are old enough will remember that in the nineties of the last century girls did not go to the theatre unchaperoned. The day of the ‘flapper’ was not yet, and the code of etiquette for the unmarried girl was very different in many respects from what it is today. Nora, sitting demurely beside stout Mrs Connor, was as unlike the young girl of our period in thought, word, and deed, as she was in dress.

Picture her to yourself, dear reader, in long skirt and leg-of-mutton sleeve, with queerly shaped hat, and hair done in fringe and ‘bun’. What dowdy, unbecoming fashions they would seem to us now! What states of astonishment, what smiles of derision would follow such a figure if it were seen walking down Grafton Street in our time! But Nora of 1899 was quite pleased with herself, and well she might be, for, according to the vogue of that day, she was suitably and fashionably attired. Very pretty she was, too, although looking much older than a girl of her age would look in the dress and make-up of the present time.

It was her first time seeing Romeo and Juliet acted, but she knew the play by heart, and so sat, as we have said, entranced, and oblivious of all around her, until the curtain fell on the first act. Only then, as the lights went up, did she turn to her mother and express her delight.

Mrs Connor, middle-aged and stout, the wife of a successful grocer, and a lady passionately ambitious of obtaining admission into society, smiled indulgently.

‘Very nice, very pretty, indeed, my dear,’ she said. ‘I am glad you are enjoying yourself.’

As for the good lady herself, a pantomime or music hall ‘turn’ would have been of equal merit in her eyes. It was the ‘correct’ thing to ‘do’ a matinee now and then, especially if one had a young daughter; and Mrs Connor was particularly glad that she had come this afternoon, as her friends, Lady Dempsey, the wife of a publican knight, and Mrs Malone, who ‘went to the castle’, were both seated near her in the dress circle. She was nodding pleasantly to them now, and leaning towards them to exchange remarks; and thus her daughter, having made her polite duty bow to her elders, found herself at liberty to look round at the audience.

Seated just behind her, a little to the right, was a young man who had been looking at her with evident interest. Becoming conscious of his scrutiny, Nora turned her head slightly and met his gaze.

He was about eight and twenty, with reddish-brown hair and a keen intellectual face. Two things she noticed about him were out of the ordinary. He allowed a little of his hair to grow down each side of his face in front of the ears, which gave him a foreign appearance; and his eyes, which, like the hair, were reddish-brown, would flame red in moments of excitement. They were red now, as they looked into the soft grey eyes of Nora Connor for a moment, ere, flushing vividly, she turned away. But she found herself still thinking of him, after the curtain had gone up; and in the handsome features of the love-sick Romeo she seemed to see again the face of the man in the seat behind. During the second interval she did not dare to glance round, but sat gazing demurely in front of her at nothing in particular, perfectly conscious, however, that the pair of red-brown eyes behind were fixed intently upon her.

But the strange fates that shape the course of human destiny had decreed that she and Duke Percival were to meet each other that day. After a while, during a pause in her ‘society’ chatter with Mrs Connor, Lady Dempsey, glancing round, caught sight of the young man. She had been introduced to him at some viceregal function to which many of the minor society people had received invitations. Doubtless he had since forgotten even her very existence, but she felt there was now a golden opportunity presented to her of renewing the acquaintance. For Duke Percival was worth knowing. He was one of those whose help counted when one was trying to climb the rungs of the social ladder and finding it rather a difficult feat.

So Lady Dempsey, having managed to attract his attention, said archly: ‘Why, I declare, if it’s not Mr Percival! How charming to meet you again!’

Now, it is more than probable that had Mr Percival not noticed that Lady Dempsey and Mrs Connor were fraternising, the lady’s very cordial recognition might have been but coldly received. As it was he replied with equal warmth: ‘Lady Dempsey! How good of you to remember me! I cannot tell you what a pleasure it is to see you again!’

He had a really beautiful voice—a voice that was a most valuable asset to him in his profession. Many of his brother barristers envied him his voice, which had been known to move juries to tears and sometimes to soften the heart of the hardest judge on the bench. He used it to good effect now, so that Lady Dempsey actually blushed with pleasure as she replied to his flattery.

And then came his reward—the goal to which he had played.

‘Mrs Connor, may I introduce my friend, Mr Duke Percival? Mrs Connor—Miss Connor.’

It was done, and, like most of the things that really matter in our lives, it was done in a few seconds.

Lady Dempsey and Mrs Malone were in the seats in front of Mrs Connor, and thus the three ladies could converse at ease and, indeed, confidentially. Nora was nearest to Duke Percival. She had only to turn slightly to be able to talk to him as if he were sitting beside her. Needless to remark, he helped her by leaning forward and listening to her with an eagerness about which there was no pretence. He found himself watching with secret delight her quick vivid blushes and the shy glances which she threw at him from time to time as he discussed the play and the acting. But he was intensely amused when, on his venturing to criticise some part, she broke out impatiently: ‘Oh! don’t say that. I think it is all so perfect. And I want to think of it as a real thing. To me they are all alive. I forget it is only a play.’ The red-brown eyes smiled at her in frank amusement.

‘Then is this the first time you have seen it?’ he asked.

‘Oh, yes—the very first,’ she replied. ‘I have never seen a real play before—only the pantomimes and Hengler’s circus. We had theatricals at school, but the nuns would not allow us to play Romeo and Juliet. We had other kinds of plays, very good and religious, but I think now that they were dreadfully dull.’

‘You must make up for lost time,’ he said. ‘I suppose you will be often at the theatre in future.’

‘Oh, I don’t know! Mamma thinks that girls should not go too often. And then I have only just left school, and she keeps me almost like a schoolgirl still.’

He smiled inwardly at the pretty petulance of her tone, and the childish ‘Mamma’.

‘Oh, that’s too bad,’ he replied, his voice dangerously soft. ‘We must try to persuade her to be less stern, now that you are a young lady.’

She met his smiling glance, and then, as he laughed, she laughed back again. When one is eighteen, and has just left school routine and regulations behind, the world seems a pleasant place indeed, with almost unlimited possibilities for happiness. One learns a different lesson soon enough; and Nora Connor was to discover by her own experience in the days to come what so many had discovered before her, that the happiness of girlhood is a fleeting thing.

But while Duke Percival and Nora are smiling and laughing together, let us listen awhile to the elder ladies, who are also engaged in animated conversation.

‘I am really surprised that you have not heard of him,’ Lady Dempsey was saying, in reply to a remark made by Mrs Malone. ‘He is one of the Percivals of Meath—a very old family—Anglo-Normans, you know. They have a beautiful estate at Belmont, their place in County Meath, and a town house in Fitzwilliam Square. He is the second son, and is making a name for himself at the bar. The elder, Everard, is the heir, and lives at Belmont with the old people. He cares only for country life—hunting and the like. A complete contrast to dear Duke, who is of quite a literary turn of mind.’

What ‘dear Duke’, would have thought could he have heard his family and personal character thus discussed by a woman he had met only once before in his life, may be better left to the imagination. But, at the moment, he was oblivious of everybody save the girl to whom he was talking.

Lady Dempsey’s friends listened with avidity. Although their money and ‘push’ did much for them in the society of the Irish capital of that period, still they knew perfectly well that by the really good families they would never be ‘received’. But they clung to the hope that perhaps some day—. And now, here was the opportunity itself, in the person of this young man, who represented one of the ‘County Families’. How providential!

Mrs Connor especially was charmed. She glanced behind and saw him as, leaning forward, he talked to Nora. And he seemed deeply interested, she thought. What a splendid match for the dear girl! But he was a second son, Lady Dempsey had said. Mrs Connor turned to her friend for more definite information.

‘Of course, I have often heard of the Percivals of Meath,’ she said, ‘a fine old family. But I always understood that they were not rich—at least, not for their position. So I suppose, as your Mr Percival is the second son, he has to try to make a fortune as well as a name for himself in his profession?’

‘Oh, no,’ was the reply. ‘He is one of the lucky ones of the earth. His godmother, old Mrs Vandeleur, left him a comfortable fortune. He need not practise at the bar to make money. But he is very ambitious.’

All this was intensely satisfactory. Mrs Connor stole a glance behind. She had moved into a vacant seat beside her friends during the interval, and she now saw the two young people still engrossed in conversation with each other and oblivious of all around them

‘He is not—eh—of course, a Catholic?’ she ventured, hesitating a little in asking the question, for fear Lady Dempsey or Mrs Malone, both of whom she feared somewhat and indeed rather disliked, would follow the trend of her thoughts.

‘A Catholic!’ echoed Lady Dempsey. ‘Good gracious, no! Why the man is quite unorthodox in his views. He is not a professing Christian of any sort.’

Mrs Connor gasped with horror, and Mrs. Malone, glancing at her with a malicious smile, observed nastily: ‘Not a very suitable match for a Catholic girl, Mrs Connor, even if he felt inclined that way, or—’

She did not finish the sentence, but threw a contemptuous glance at the youthful pair behind. Mrs Connor flushed crimson, and, leaving her friends rather abruptly, went back to her own seat, beside Nora. She answered coldly when Duke spoke to her, and felt relieved when the curtain went up and Nora had turned her whole attention once more to the stage.

When the play was over they left the theatre together, mother and daughter, the young man who had been so charming helping them with wraps and coats in the easy well-bred manner, so delightful to middle-class women, whose husbands never think of such acts of courtesy. Mrs Connor, finding it impossible to remain stiff any longer, smiled and talked to the young man in her friendliest manner.

But Nora was silent—the silence of perfect bliss, of an almost unbelievable happiness. That she should have been to her first Shakespearian play, and have met him on the same day!

It seemed too wonderful to be true.

‘You must come and see us, Mr Percival,’ she heard her mother say, as that good lady extended a fat hand which was like to burst its tight kid glove. ‘I am at home every second Wednesday. Now, don’t forget.’

‘Thank you so much. It will be a pleasure,’ was the reply; and he bowed over that formidable hand as though it had been the hand of royalty itself.

Then he turned to Nora. She was drawing her wrap round her with pretty, slender fingers, over which she had not yet drawn her gloves. Could such as she be the daughter of that stout, vulgar woman? To Duke Percival it was amazing, incredible. He held her hand a little longer than was usual—continued to hold it, even under the lynx-like glances of the elder ladies. It was so delightful to see the quick, warm blushes, to feel the trembling of the imprisoned fingers.

Lady Dempsey’s carriage was waiting, and she graciously asked Mrs Connor to share it with her as their homeward road was the same. A moment later saw Percival bowing his adieu with the strange old-world charm which seemed so natural to him, and saw the ladies smiling and nodding graciously in return. But as they drove off Duke saw only a little hand, yet ungloved, that waved to him for a moment at the window as the carriage drove away.






2
Duke Percival at Home



In Dublin today most of us who are unmarried and workers live in flats—when we can get them. But in the nineties there were comparatively few women workers. The army of women now so formidable who go daily to their work in offices, banks or business concerns, was a very small army twenty-six years ago. Even if a woman had to work for her living in one of these positions then she either stayed in her own home with her parents, or, if that was not possible, went to a boarding-house as a paying guest. The idea of a young woman living alone in a flat would have met with rigid disapproval from Mrs Grundy—who at that period was still a power in the land. With men, of course, it was different. Man then considered himself the lord of creation, and indeed was still so regarded by many women, who were only beginning in a feeble way to revolt against the shackles of convention that had enslaved their sex for so long. No restraint was put on masculine action, so that if a young fellow with money and leisure chose to install himself in a town flat rather than live under the parental roof-tree, he was at perfect liberty to do so.

And Duke Percival, barrister-at-law, ‘of quite a literary turn of mind’, according to Lady Dempsey, and ultra-modern in all his ideas, had a very charming bachelor flat near Fitzwilliam Street. Not only was it charming but it also contained much that was uncommon, for its owner had travelled a good deal and had brought back souvenirs from many lands. There were hand-woven carpets and quaint rugs on the floors; curtains of silken brocade at the windows; and the walls were in many places covered with such tapestry as would have turned a collector green with envy. The furniture was mostly antique, for Percival was a good deal of a connoisseur. Many an article had a history of its own, too, and queer tales could be told of how he had acquired them in different lands and at different times.

He loved his flat, and took almost a woman’s interest in it; for, like many men who possess the artistic temperament, he had a strong strain of feminism in his character. He always regarded No. 29, Andover Mansions as his real home, and a visit to his family at Belmont was rather in the nature of a penance which he felt called upon to undergo at stated periods. He detested life as lived in the country parts of Ireland. He had often been in the isolated regions of the earth, and had enjoyed the lonely grandeur with which he had been surrounded; but the narrow-minded provincialism of Irish country life filled him with disgust. Every day that he passed in the atmosphere of Belmont was a day of trial and strain upon his patience.

His servant was a Frenchman, whom he had brought with him to Ireland five years before, after a walking tour which he and his friend Jack Vane had made in the districts south of Paris. Pierre Lamont was devoted to his master, and served him with a dog-like fidelity that caused many of Duke’s acquaintances to declare that there must be some reason for it—some hidden tale which Percival could unfold—‘if he would’. But Percival was dumb on the subject; as was also his friend Vane, who presumably shared his confidence in this as in all other matters.

After the theatre Duke went for a sharp walk to try to chase from his mind, if possible, all thought of the events of the evening. It seemed so absurd that he—a man of the world who had met and known women of every class and type, and who had loved not a few—should have been knocked over by a pair of innocent eyes and a babyish smile. It was incredible-ridiculous!

He arrived at his flat shortly after seven o’clock, and when he stepped into his charming hallway, Pierre was at his side immediately.

‘Monsieur is late,’ he murmured, as he took his master’s hat and coat. ‘Monsieur has had tea?’

‘Yes—no—it does not matter! I will wait for dinner.’

‘I will hurry it for Monsieur.’ Pierre was cook as well as valet, with a boy to help him in the kitchen.

‘There is no need; I’m not hungry.’

He was turning to ascend the stairs when Pierre spoke again: ‘Monsieur Vane telephoned to say that he would be here at a quarter to eight. Monsieur will wait for him?’

‘Oh! of course—dinner in half an hour, then.’ But his face was frowning as he turned stairwards.

Pierre looked after him for a moment in some surprise. What had happened to Monsieur that he looked so unlike himself? Then the faithful valet hurried to the kitchen regions to hasten up his assistant, who was an extremely lazy fellow.

In the meanwhile Duke had a bath, and then changed, having found all his things laid out as usual with scrupulous care by his valet’s deft hands.

Just as he had finished dressing he heard the door bell ring, and guessed that it was Jack Vane arriving. Going down without delay to the library he found his friend standing on the rug before the cheery fire.

The library was lined from floor to ceiling on three sides with books. On the other wall were hung a couple of good pictures; a few comfortable real men’s chairs were scattered about; a soft-hued Persian carpet covered the floor; and there was a wide oaken bureau, and a queer gate-legged table. Books and papers were everywhere, and a general air of comfort and untidiness—as well as a pleasant aroma of good tobacco—permeated the room. Over the fireplace hung a good copy of the ever inscrutable and intriguing ‘Mona Lisa’, and on the mantelpiece itself were great jars of fragrant tobacco, with quaintly designed pipe racks at the side.

Duke’s friend was an older man than himself, being a couple of years over thirty. He was not so tall as Percival, and was much slighter; darker, too, with hair that was almost black and well brushed away from his forehead. His eyes were dark brown, and he wore a light moustache. By some he was considered the better looking of the two men, and perhaps, judged by the ordinary standard of masculine good looks, he might have been so; but Duke was of a more uncommon and distinguished type, and in physique, too, he was greatly Jack’s superior.

From boyhood they had been ‘pals’ in the best sense of the word, and there was now a glad look on both their faces which told of the regard each still felt for the other. They had time for only a few commonplace remarks before the admirable Pierre announced that dinner was served. Duke thrust his arm affectionately through Jack’s and they crossed the corridor to the dining-room.

The arranging and fitting-up of this room had been a source of undiluted pleasure to Duke, and he had certainly every reason to feel pleased at the finished effect. The walls were done in dark oak panelling: the floor, too, was polished oak, with only a few rugs scattered over its shining surface. A real Jacobean dresser stood against the wall, and the table and chairs were of the same period. Candles were the only light, but there were plenty of these—candles of purest wax, burning in the great silver candelabra, and in queer old brass holders. The appointments of the dinner-table were perfect: the old Waterford glass, the rat-tailed silver, the Indian finger bowls, the chrysanthemums in their quaint vases—all made a picture that was very charming. Excellent, too, was the dinner itself, for Pierre as a chef had few equals.

To Jack Vane, who had no private income of his own, but depended on his work as a journalist and writer of stories to keep him in bread and butter, his friend’s mode of living seemed luxurious indeed. Vane was enjoying his dinner with the zest of one who does not get such food every day, but he was quick to observe that Duke was only pretending to eat. In vain Pierre hovered solicitously about his chair, tempting him with various dishes.

‘What’s up, old man?’ asked Vane presently. ‘Feeling seedy?’

‘Seedy? No, I’m all right,’ replied the other, rousing himself with an effort. ‘Just a bit tired, I think.’

‘Tired? What were you doing this evening?’

‘Gaiety matinee, and—a walk afterwards.’

‘And that tired you?’ laughed the other. ‘By Jove! I wish you had done my day’s work, and you would know what it was to be tired—and dog tired at that!’

‘Yes—I know I’m a lazy beggar.’ He said little more during the meal, contenting himself with listening to Vane’s cheery talk and quaint tales, of which that good young man always had an abundant supply.

Dinner over, they returned to the library, and drawing two great saddle-bag chairs to the cheery blaze, they lit their pipes and settled down for a quiet evening’s chat. Jack stretched himself luxuriously, and threw a glance of keen appreciation round the delightful room. A sudden recollection of his own comfortless ‘digs’ drew a sigh of discontent from him.

‘What a lucky beggar you are, Duke,’ he said, as he rammed his pipe full of fragrant tobacco. Then, as he looked sharply at his friend’s face, he added: ‘Although I must say that you don’t look the part at the present moment.’

‘I don’t feel like it, either,’ was the rather grumpily reply.

‘Well, what’s wrong? Come—out with it; you will feel better when it is “off your chest”.’

Duke leaned forward, and poked the fire absent-mindedly.

‘I really don’t know what is the matter with me,’ he said at last, ‘but I’ll try as well as I can to explain. Of course, I could not speak of it to anyone but yourself.’ Vane nodded with perfect understanding, and Duke went on: ‘I was at the matinee of Romeo and Juliet this afternoon, as I told you at dinner. I happened to be alone, and just turned in to pass the time. I met a girl there, and I haven’t been able to get her out of my head for a moment since.’

Vane was silent, and his expression remained non-committal. But inwardly he was smiling, for this was by no means the first time that he had been taken into Duke Percival’s confidence in a love affair. He imagined he was hiding his thoughts perfectly until Duke suddenly lifted his eyes—now shining with their strange red glow—and looked him straight in the face.

‘I know what you are thinking, Jack,’ he said curtly; ‘but this is not like the other affairs! This girl is different—she is so innocent. She has only just left her convent school, and knows nothing of the world in which she now finds herself.’

‘And she attracted you!’ cried his friend, an incredulous note in his voice. ‘Good heavens! Duke Percival smitten with the charms of a bread and butter miss!’

‘For God’s sake, Jack, don’t make a jeer of it! It’s deadly serious to me.’

And Jack Vane, noting his friend’s haggard look and tragic eyes, realised that he must certainly be taking this affair rather badly. Still, that it was anything more than the usual transitory episode he never dreamt for a moment. There had been so many of there in the past! The Spanish dancer at Madrid, over whom Duke had gone quite mad for a brief space; the little Paris model; the singer in London. He naturally supposed this affair would be fleeting also and of no account.

‘Well, what are you going to do about it?’ he asked.

‘Nothing. What can I do?’ was the curt answer.

‘Nothing? Can you not make her acquaintance?’

‘I was formally introduced to her today, as far as that goes. I happened to be at the vice-regal garden party last week, and there I made the acquaintance of a Lady Dempsey—wife of some butcher or publican—trying to push her way into society. You know the sort! She seemed to have found out all about my family, and literally stuck to me for as long as she could. What an hour of boredom I endured by the side of that fat creature! Well, she was at the matinee today, just in front of my seat, and “spotted” me during the second interval. As a matter of fact, I had even forgotten her name until I heard a friend who was with her mention it. But I pretended I was charmed to renew our acquaintance, because I saw she was talking to the mother of the girl who was seated just before me—a little to my left—and to whom I had been drawn in an extraordinary manner from the very moment she entered. After the introduction we were able to talk to each other while her mother went to speak to Lady Dempsey and another dowager a few seats away. She is, as I told you, almost a child; about eighteen in years, but much younger in all her ideas and outlook, and quite undeveloped from an intellectual standpoint. But you know the article which the good nuns turn out from their schools.’

‘Well! but if she’s that sort, good Lord! what can you do?’

‘Nothing, as I told you. I don’t mean even to see her again if I can possibly avoid doing so.’

‘What is she like? Can you describe her to me?’ asked Jack curiously.

‘Not very tall—slight figure—pretty hands and feet. She has big grey eyes as absolutely innocent as those of a child, and the most adorable smile! To watch her vivid blush, and then the quick, upward look and smile! I tell you, Jack, that since I left her this afternoon I can see nothing else but her face, and hear nothing but her soft voice and pretty laugh.’

‘And do you really mean that you are going to drop her acquaintance at once, and do nothing further?’

‘Of course. What else can I do? You know my views on marriage as thoroughly as I do myself. I will never tie myself to any one woman—on that I am resolved. But even if I looked on matrimony—hateful word!—from an ordinary standpoint, a marriage between this girl and myself would be impossible. My aristocratic family would expire! I wish you could just see mother Connor, then you would understand. Therefore marriage is out of the question, and with this girl anything else is unthinkable!’

‘Well! if that is so, I would advise you to steer clear of the charmer! What about going abroad for a while—or even paying a visit to Belmont?’

‘No, thanks! Besides I cannot conveniently leave town now. Anyway, my path lies far apart from that of the Dempseys and Connors; I shall only have to keep away from viceregal parties and such like, and I’ll probably never meet Nora again.’

‘Oh! so her name is Nora?’

‘Yes. Nora Connor.’

‘Well, Duke, I’m sorry for you! You always take these affairs hard. Oh! yes—as the other was about to speak—‘I know that you think this is quite different from the others, and so on, but you know, old man, I’ve heard that before. And here and now, at the risk of being snubbed, I prophesy that in a week’s time you will have forgotten all about Nora Connor, and I shall be listening to a rhapsody from you on the charms of somebody else.’

‘You are wrong,’ was the sombre reply. ‘I will never forget her I can never do so! But at least I will try to avoid seeing her any more, and I don’t think it is likely that we shall ever meet again.’

Duke Percival was mistaken. Fate had decreed that he and Nora Connor should meet again, and that, too, before another week had passed.
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