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Chapter I
Mingled Threads of Destiny



Rain—rain—rain. It was simply pouring from the skies above, running in tiny rivulets along the footpath, while the streets glistened and shone in the lamplight as horses and motors and struggling pedestrians splashed along. Geraldine Moore, in waterproof coat and cap and with umbrella held aloft, walked as quickly as she could along St Stephen’s Green. It was just eight o’clock, and the Irish language class to which she belonged began at that hour. She was rather late this evening for she had had a heavy and sordid day’s work to get through in connection with her position as Health visitor, and the weather, needless to say, had not helped to improve matters—the Dublin slums always seeming to be less beautiful than ever on a wet day. She had been visiting her ‘Mothers’ in the district until nearly six o’clock, and then had to returned to her lodgings in Rathmines, get her tea, enter up her day’s work in the Case Books, and start back into town again for her Irish Class. She was intensely interested in all that concerned the Language movement, and on principle she would have considered it wrong to miss her Gaelic hour, even though she was now in her second year and fairly well on with what should have been her mother tongue. But tonight, cold and wet and tired with the day’s drudgery, she entered the class-room feeling weary and depressed. Only the more ardent spirits of the movement were there, for the night was bad enough to keep most people within doors, but Geraldine noticed, with some surprise, two new faces as she absently murmured her Gaelic greeting and slipped quietly into her accustomed place.

The Class had not commenced, as the teacher was late in arriving—probably delayed by the wet evening—and a girl from the opposite bench came across the room to speak to Geraldine.

‘Oh! Jerry!’ she cried, ‘Anthony and Desmond are here. You know they got home for Christmas—no, no, I’m too excited to talk Gaelic’—as Geraldine spoke a few words in that tongue—’you know well that I can never really speak it properly. Look! that is Anthony—there—on the right—and Desmond on the left.’

‘But—but what a resemblance!’ murmured Geraldine, ‘I don’t believe that I would ever know them apart.’

‘Oh, yes, you would,’ cried the other girl, ‘they are not really alike at all—when you know them.’

Geraldine laughed.

‘Well, indeed one would want to know them very well,’ she said, ‘even for twins I think the resemblance is perfectly marvellous.’

‘I’ll introduce you after the Class,’ said Sheila Ryan, ‘they have heard all about you, of course, and—oh! here’s the Professor,’ and with a laughing nod and a quick whirl of skirts she was back on her own bench.

After the Class she was as good as her word and brought her two brothers up to Geraldine.

‘Now, Jerry,’ she said, ‘here are Tony and Desmond. They know you and I are chums and you must be the same with them, too.’

Geraldine had caught herself several times during the last hour glancing with deep interest at the two young men. They had only just returned from Frongoch, and so for her they were surrounded with that atmosphere—almost a halo—of patriotism—the true patriotism which believes in deeds rather than words, and which goes to suffering or to death in that quietly determined and matter of course fashion characteristic of our young men in Ireland today.

They were both tall, rather thin, and dark, their hair indeed was of that purple black colour which is often seen in the West of Ireland, and their eyes dark grey. They seemed hopelessly alike to anyone meeting them for the first time, and as far as physical resemblance went, they certainly were very similar, but after a better acquaintance with them people soon realised that the individual expression of each was totally unlike. Anthony had a straight, direct way of looking one in the face while he was talking, a proud, rather distant manner with strangers, and the walk of a queen’s son, while Desmond’s eyes often shifted uneasily from the face of the person whom he was addressing, and he had a habit of walking rather quickly—furtively as it were—as though in constant dread of pursuit or arrest. Yet still he walked well, and held himself straight and upright as a dart—as well indeed he might, for both he and his brother were drilled to perfection. Both had been ‘out’ in Easter Week and deported to Frongoch, had been released at Christmas, and now it was early in the New Year.

It was on Desmond’s face that Geraldine’s glance had rested the more frequently, and as far as women were concerned this was the usual case. With the opposite sex Desmond Ryan had always been a supreme favourite, they seemed totally unable to resist his sunny smile and winning personality, for with them he was at his best, and always at home in their presence. Even Sheila, although she was devoted to both, knew in her innermost heart that Desmond was the ‘white-headed boy’ with her—as with others—and she knew, too, although she would never admit it even to herself, that Anthony was the stronger character and the better man of the two.

She herself was a great contrast to her brothers. No one would ever have guessed that there was any blood relationship between them, so far as resemblance went, and indeed in character also she was very unlike them, but in this respect more dissimilar to Anthony than to Desmond.

To describe her as an exceedingly lovely girl would be no exaggeration, for with her red-gold hair and exquisite colouring she made a picture not easily forgotten. She was of a very lovable disposition, too much so, for where her affections were concerned she was weak as water, and Geraldine, who loved the younger girl with a very real love, sometimes found herself wondering what sort of a man he would be who was destined to awaken Sheila’s heart, and praying that he might be one of ‘the right sort’.

‘We have often heard of you, Miss Moore,’ Anthony was saying—it was a characteristic of the twins that they always spoke in the plural when together, and they were seldom apart—‘Sheila has told us so much about you that we seem to have known you for ages in the spirit.’

‘And now we are tremendously glad to know you in the flesh,’ supplemented Desmond, and while Anthony spoke only with grave but sincere friendliness, Desmond’s caressing voice and swift smile seemed to carry a sort of chivalrous homage with them.

Geraldine flushed with pleasure as she shook hands.

‘And I am glad—very glad—to meet you,’ she replied, ‘it—it is an honour to know those of our men who have suffered for Ireland,’ and her voice faltered slightly. Anthony flushed in some embarrassment, but Desmond raised his hand to the salute as he replied with the charming ease which always characterised his intercourse with the feminine portion of humanity.

‘It is easy to bear a little suffering for the Motherland—and for her daughters.’

‘Oh! come on now,’ said Sheila, ‘remember, boys, we have to catch the train to Dundrum. Thank goodness the rain is over at last,’ she added, as they emerged into the street and saw that although the lamps were shining on wet and glistening pavements no rain was actually falling.

‘Oh! it must be tired raining,’ said Desmond. ‘But let us get the tram at the corner here, it will take Miss Moore home, and we can get out at Harcourt Street Station.’

‘Yes, that will do,’ said his sister, ‘it’s hardly worth while for us to tram it, but still we may as well see as much of Jerry as we can.’

The tram was crowded. A man near the door stood up to give Geraldine his seat, which she took reluctantly, as she smiled her thanks—being a very modern young person with an intensely independent mind she always disliked accepting these masculine acts of mere courtesy. But her innate good breeding forbade her to refuse, or to receive it, as she had often seen some of her sex do, as their mere right and hardly worthy of acknowledgement.

The twins were standing in front of her, hanging on to the strap, and Sheila had gone higher up the car. Needless to say that she would never have had to wait a moment for a seat, her beauty was of that compelling order which draws all eyes to it, and there was not a man in the tram who, after one brief glance at the face under the little fur cap, was not ready to sacrifice his seat, or anything else she might demand. But one man was quicker than any of the others, and Geraldine looking up the tram saw a young fellow in the uniform of a lieutenant in the British Army spring to his feet as if electrified, while he saluted with a smile.

Sheila gave him her hand in greeting as she sat down, and at the same moment Geraldine recognised him as a certain Lieutenant Hammond whom she had met several times at Firfield House, the Ryans’ place near Dundrum. He was the usual type of the British officer with which the War has made us so familiar during the past years. Geraldine found herself wondering how Sheila could trouble or care to laugh and talk with him as she was doing, and doing so gaily too, with the exquisite colour coming and going in her face.

Anthony Ryan bent down presently and asked curtly.

‘Who is that fellow?’

‘He is a Lieutenant Hammond,’ Geraldine answered, ‘I don’t know him very well, but I have met him at Firfield. Mrs Ryan thinks a good deal of him, I believe.’

‘Yes, she would. He is just her style,’ was the rather dry response, and then the tram stopped at Harcourt Street Station and the Ryans got out—Sheila giving Geraldine’s hand a tiny squeeze as she passed, but her parting smile was sent higher up the car.

Geraldine frowned and glanced involuntarily at the English officer, a glance which he caught and answered by a smiling salute, and than, rather to the girl’s annoyance, he moved down the car and took the seat beside her, which was now vacant.

‘How de do, Miss Moore?’ he said. ‘You have not forgotten me, I hope? We met at Firfield.’

‘No; I have not forgotten you,’ replied Geraldine quietly.

‘Miss Ryan has just asked me to take a run out there next Wednesday,’ he continued, with what seemed to Geraldine a very complacent smile.

‘Will you have leave for much longer?’ she asked, and he glanced at her in some surprise as he replied:

‘For some weeks anyway—in fact I may be left here for a longer period. It all depends on—on certain circumstances.’

‘I see,’ said Geraldine.

Lieutenant Hammond sensed that the girl beside him was not inclined to be friendly—‘not a sport’ as his vocabulary would have expressed it, but he was rather conceited, with a very high opinion of himself, and could not really believe that she was quite indifferent to his manifold charms. And certainly he was a very good-looking fellow, slender and fair with eyes of ‘china blue,’ and he looked his well-groomed best in his immaculate uniform.

‘Who were those two chaps who were with you?’ he asked. ‘Jolly fine looking fellows. Are they in the Service?’

Geraldine turned her serious grey eyes to him.

‘Did not Sheila—Miss Ryan I mean—tell you?’ she asked.

‘No; at least we hadn’t time to touch on them as a matter of fact,’ and he smiled again in the self-conscious manner which annoyed the other so much. ‘You see, she had to get off the car so soon. But I thought that they left with her—they seemed to be together—and I was wondering if they were friends?’

‘They are her brothers,’ replied Geraldine, adding with enjoyment, ‘Captain Anthony Ryan and Lieutenant Desmond Ryan.’

‘Oh! then they are Service men,’ he said. ‘I guessed as much. Do you know their regiment?’

The girl smiled and lifted her head proudly as she met Lieutenant Hammond’s bland gaze.

‘They are not in the Service of England,’ she said ‘They are Officers of the Irish Republican Army.’

‘Of the? oh! Come I say. You must be joking. What?’

‘I see nothing to joke about in speaking of the men of our Army, Mr Hammond,’ said Geraldine flushing, ‘Captain Ryan and his brother have just returned from Frongoch, where they were interned as Prisoners of War by the British, and Ireland knows how to love and honour such men.’

Hammond was silent, he literally did not know what to answer, and when he did speak a few minutes later it was only to make some banal remark about the weather, to which Geraldine vouchsafed a rather frosty reply.

He got off the tram at Portobello with punctilious politeness, but saying ‘By Jove—What?’ several times to himself as he reached the pavement, and Geraldine was free to indulge in her own thoughts as the car carried her further on.

And her thoughts were rather troubled ones.

She had not failed to notice that Sheila’s face had lit up at the sight of the young officer, and that she had been undoubtedly glad to meet him.

‘She must have been seeing a good deal of him lately,’ mused the girl, ‘and, of course, Mrs Ryan would be charmed to welcome him—he might come every day to Firfield as far as she is concerned. And Sheila? Well, really she is just an adorable little fool. But it will be stopped now that the boys are home again—that’s one consolation. What splendid fellows they are! Anthony seems rather reserved, but Desmond is a perfect darling,’ and then she laughed in a rather shame-faced manner at her own enthusiasm, as she fitted the latchkey in the door, and entered the narrow hall of No.33 Hillview Avenue.

It was illuminated by a tiny flicker from the turned-down gas jet, and a pungent odour of frying onions was wafted from the kitchen, which was situated down two steps at the end of the passage. A small furry dog ran up these steps with shrill barks of welcome, and from the kitchen itself a hoarse voice cried several times over in rapid succession, ‘Wipe your feet! Wipe your feet! Wipe your feet!’

‘All right, Don Juan,’ Geraldine called back, and at the same moment her landlady—Mrs Brennan—looked out, saying, ‘Is that you, Miss Moore?’

‘Yes,’ replied the girl, ‘and I’m wiping my feet all right.’

‘Are you wet?’ asked Mrs Brennan. ‘You had better leave your mackintosh down here, it will dry off better.’

And Geraldine went down the narrow passage to the rather prim, tidy kitchen, where Mrs Brennan, with Thomas, the big black cat, Fluff the dog, and Don Juan the parrot, a very disreputable old bird with a basilisk eye, were sitting by an economical fire.

Mrs Brennan was a thin little woman of about fifty-five, a martyr to ‘the rheumatics,’ which had indeed crippled her pretty severely, so that she had to use a stick when walking. She had married—rather late in life—a widower with two children, and she was of that prim, methodical and rather acid type of women which is sometimes designated as ‘old maids spoilt’. Her husband had been the love of her youth, but some quarrel or misunderstanding having arisen between them they had parted, and he—man-like—had taken for a wife the first girl who happened to come along. It turned out a bad bargain for him, for Julia Clancy—pretty, with the unhealthy prettiness of the city factory girl, but shallow and feather-brained—developed after marriage into a lazy, untidy sloven. Jim Brennan, owned a cab and an outside car, had often to be out early and late, and he soon found that he need not expect any kind of comfort or order in his home life. His wife would lie in bed till nearly noon and then steal down to the kitchen in curling pins and soiled wrapper to sit by the hob drinking strong tea and eating buttered toast. In the evening she would ‘dress herself and go out to see the shops or go to the pictures with friends of her own type. Poor Brennan had mostly to fend for himself and bitterly regretted the day that he had fallen out with tidy, thrifty little Amelia Byrne, all for the sake of a few sharp words.

When the children came things instead of becoming better, as he had fondly hoped, became worse, for Julia by then had added the home tippling habit to her other faults, and in consequence babies and home were totally neglected. Many a night would poor Brennan hurry home, perhaps losing a good fare by so doing, just to be able to bathe the little ones or give them a warm supper.

After ten years, Julia died, leaving him with the two children—Tom, the elder, aged nine, and Nellie, a little girl of seven. Her last illness had been tedious and to Brennan it was a terrible time. He employed a woman to look after the house and the children—a nurse coming daily to see to his wife—but she robbed him and did little work. He tried others, with only similar results. Then one night in winter, coming home rather late, and letting himself in with his latchkey as usual, he seemed to feel, as it were, a change in the atmosphere. The hall was spotless, and the linoleum on the stairs shone as it had never done since its infancy. He stepped gingerly down to the kitchen to find the same conditions of cleanliness and order—the hearth swept, dresser and tables scrubbed, everything in its place. It was many a long day since Jim Brennan had come home to such a kitchen.

A small, neat figure rose from her seat near the fire. ‘Your supper’s in the oven, Jim,’ a prim voice announced, ‘tripe and onions.’

His favourite dish.

From that day on Miss Byrne came daily to ‘do’ for Brennan, and when his wife died some six weeks later she still continued to come daily, impervious to any talk that might arise—she had a clear conscience and was afraid of no one. Jim Brennan’s comfort and well-being were the most important things to her and she attended to them well. Some months later she married him and so continued to look after him, and after the children also, to whom she was a strictly just and conscientious—if somewhat severe—step-mother.

Well! all that was many years ago now, and ‘the children’ are out in the world—Tom having ‘joined up’ in the British Army at the beginning of the War, and Nellie being in a situation as a superior maid companion to a lady in Blackrock.

Mrs Brennan helped her husband—who in these hard times had only one horse and the cab left—by taking in lodgers, and Geraldine Moore had the use of her front room as ‘combined bed and sitting’. She was a favourite with her landlady, who, under all her chilly exterior and sharp way of speaking, had a very kind heart.

‘Leave your mackintosh and cap on the scullery door,’ she said now, ‘they will dry there. God knows—for I don’t—why you went trapesing off to them Irish Classes on a night like this.’

‘Oh! I don’t mind the wet—I’m well used to it,’ said Geraldine, but she spoke without her usual cheerfulness, which Mrs Brennan was quick to notice.

‘It’s tired you are,’ she said tartly. ‘The hot jar is in your bed, and there’s a nice fire, but I suppose you’ll not get a chance of sleep for the next hour or more—that mad wan is above waiting on you.’

‘Who?’ asked Geraldine quickly. ‘Do you mean—?’

‘Oh! who do you think I’m meanin’ but that suffragette artist. Sure no wan could deny but that it’s mad she is—mad as a March hare.’

‘Mad! mad! Ha! Ha!’ croaked Don Juan with a wicked leer. But Geraldine was already half-way up the narrow stairs and had flung open the door of her room, to be met with a cloud of cigarette smoke and the sound of a very musical and rather deep contralto voice saying;

‘Hallo! Jerry. Here you are at last. By Bacchus! but I had thought you had gone up in an aeroplane.’

‘Why, you know it’s my Irish night,’ replied Geraldine, ‘and I’m not later than usual. How are you, Jill? It’s an age since you were here.’

‘Barely a fortnight, my child,’ said the other.

‘Well it seems longer,’ was the laughing reply, as Geraldine drew the second armchair up to the fire, and sinking into its comfortable, if shabby depths, contemplated her friend with affectionate eyes. Jill Devereux was twenty-five, with a decidedly clever face, which was relieved from plainness by the dark, expressive eyes. She had short bobbed hair of a soft dusky colour, and pretty hands and feet. She always dressed plainly, generally in tweed coat and skirt, and although by no means untidy, still it could be seen that she took but little interest in her appearance. She was a Black and White artist by profession and got plenty of work designing posters and magazine advertisements. Of course her ambition soared much higher in the realms of art, but as she would say herself, ‘One must eat!’ She was very modern, extremely unconventional in her social opinions, and in her religious views quite unorthodox—almost agnostic. Her ancestors had come to Dublin as Huguenot refugees, and she herself had studied and lived for several years in Paris—in the gay Bohemian environment of the Latin quarter—she was really as much French as Irish, and had many of the mannerisms and gestures of a French woman. In the case of her toilet alone she was unlike her Parisian friends, except indeed in one detail—her feet were always daintily and expensively shod. Many other things would Jill Devereux sacrifice before she would wear a cheap or ugly shoe.

She and Geraldine Moore had been friends for several years now, and although totally dissimilar in many ways, they had a very real and true affection for each other.

‘Well! how goes the Gaelic?’ asked Miss Devereux as she lit another of her eternal cigarettes.

‘Oh! all right,’ replied Geraldine. ‘And I’m awfully glad I went tonight. Jill, I met Anthony and Desmond Ryan—Sheila’s brothers.’

Jill Devereaux sat forward suddenly.

‘Why, of course,’ she said slowly, ‘I had forgotten they were back from Frongoch.’

‘Yes,’ said Geraldine. ‘Oh! Jill, they are such splendid fellows. Both are handsome, with an extraordinary resemblance, and yet with an extraordinary difference, too! Desmond is the better looking, and he seemed to me to be of a more friendly disposition than his brother. Anthony appeared rather distant and reserved.’

‘You seem to have observed both of these heroes rather minutely,’ said Jill, with a dry smile, ‘however, it is as you say. Desmond is much pleasanter and some might say more easy-going than his brother.’

Geraldine looked at her in quick surprise.

‘Why, Jill,’ she said, ‘I didn’t know that you had met them?’

‘Oh! yes,’ replied the other, and she flushed slightly. ‘I knew both, but especially Desmond, before they were deported.’

Geraldine sat in silence for a moment. She was frankly puzzled, for never before had she known Jill Devereux to change colour at the mention of any man’s name. As a sex she held them in a kind of tolerant contempt.

‘Desmond Ryan must indeed be fascinating,’ thought Geraldine now, ‘if even Jill has fallen a victim to his charms.’

‘What about their step-mother?’ asked her friend suddenly. ‘Isn’t she of the opposite way of thinking with regard to national questions?’

Jill herself never took any side in either politics or religion. She always affirmed that she regarded herself as of no fixed nationality—she was a cosmopolitan and the whole world was her country. As for religion, it was a negative quantity with her.

‘Oh! yes, Mrs Ryan is a horrid type,’ replied Geraldine; ‘she is the typical Seoinin.’

‘Who or what was she?’ asked Jill, lazily. ‘It seems strange that she should be so different to the others, but after all, of course, she is no real relation. And Sheila, who is their real sister, is not like the boys. She is just a pretty silly doll.’

‘Oh! Jill, I don’t think that Sheila is silly,’ said Geraldine. ‘She is so pretty perhaps her head is a bit turned, and no wonder, but she is sensible enough. As to Mrs Ryan, she was a Mrs Byrne, big dairy people, and her first husband left her well off. She was a widow, going on for forty, when she met Sheila’s father. I suppose she fell in love with him easily enough, but how he ever fancied her I do not know. He was a widower of fifty, a dreamy book-lover, cultured and refined, the very antithesis of the vulgar little woman he married. And I believe his first wife was a charming woman, an Irish Irelander, too; not a toadying “Cawstle Cawtholic” trying to hang on to the fringe of miscalled Irish society like the present Mrs Ryan.’

‘Oh! is that the sort she is?’ queried Jill, lazily puffing at her cigarette and regarding Geraldine’s flushed and earnest face with amusement.

‘Yes, that’s the very sort. Filling the house with British officers and such kindred souls, knitting socks and mufflers and rolling bandages for the soldiers, and attending every meeting of every old Ladies’ War Committee that was ever invented.’

Jill laughed heartily.

‘I wish the good, loyal lady could hear you,’ she said, adding, ‘but Firfield House belongs to Anthony, does it not? And does he allow it to become a rendezvous for the British Army?’

‘He is placed in a rather awkward position,’ replied Geraldine. ‘Sheila told me that he has only a couple of hundred a year, and there is nothing for Desmond or for her. As you know, the two young men are solicitors and have an office near Dame Street, but so far the practice has been almost nil. They are mostly to blame themselves, of course, because they are so deeply involved in other work that they really pay but little attention to their profession. Mrs Ryan, on the other hand, has her own money—nearly a thousand a year—and keeps up Firfield House and grounds at her own expense. It is in beautiful order now, but if Anthony was left to his own resources he would be compelled to let it. He would hate that, and yet Sheila told me that he would prefer to do so rather than to have Mrs Ryan using it as she does at present. I don’t think that either he or his brother will live there much now—they have rooms of a sort off their office, and they often used to sleep there, and I expect will do so again. His father left a written request that Mrs Ryan was not to be asked to leave Firfield until she chooses to do so herself, and Anthony won’t go against his father’s wishes in the matter.’

‘What sort of place is it?’ asked Jill carelessly. ‘I suppose you know it well?’

‘Yes; fairly well,’ replied Geraldine, ‘and it is my own fault that I don’t know it better, for Sheila is always asking me there. But for one thing it is rather out of the way, about twenty minutes’ walk from Dundrum railway station—and then I know perfectly well that Mrs Ryan does not care for me. It is a good-sized square house, with a fine entrance hall which Mrs Ryan has arranged as a room; a large diningroom and drawingroom; a library with a good selection of books and a dear little morning room. The bedrooms are fairly numerous—it’s a rambling place—and there is a fine walled-in garden which the present mistress makes pay well, and fields which she has let, except one, for she keeps two cows and a pony. It is really a lovely place, and in the spring when the lilac and laburnum trees are in blossom I envy those who can live there.’ And her honest grey eyes swept the crabbed dimensions of her ‘combined’ apartment with temporary disgust.

‘Well! never mind; keep up your heart,’ said her friend. ‘You have your Religion and your Republic. They may be only a rainbow trial, but still it is such ideals that make life worth living. Those and Art! And that reminds me that I must be off. Look at the enemy on the mantel-piece—five minutes past eleven. It doesn’t matter for a Bohemian like myself, to whom all hours are the same, and who can stay in bed tomorrow till noon if I like, but you good little devotée have, of course, to be up for seven o’clock mass.’

Geraldine laughed, but she rose to her feet and stretched her hands over her head with a sudden tired gesture and Jill’s keen eyes noticed the lines of fatigue on her face.

‘You do too much, Chérie,’ she said, ‘burning the candle at both ends, though that is my fault at present I admit. No wonder old Mère Brennan didn’t want to let me upstairs to wait for you. She’s a queer character, but devoted to you.’

She turned towards the door, but suddenly stopped and swung round again with one of her graceful movements. ‘Oh! I was nearly forgetting to tell you,’ she said, ‘the two rooms just across the landing in my flat are taken, and by a most fascinating little person with a most fascinating name. I’ll give you three guesses—or, no, I won’t. It’s too late and you would never guess it anyway. But what do you think of Yvonne Delaunay?’

‘Yvonne Delaunay?’ echoed Geraldine. ‘It’s awfully pretty and sounds interesting. What, or who is she?’

‘Well! I haven’t spoken to her yet, but mean to do so as soon as possible,’ said Jill. ‘She is an artist by her paraphernalia and such like, and I imagine that she has been round the world a bit. I am pretty certain, too, that she is a mixture of several nationalities—she is just that type—but what they are I don’t know. Only I think there’s a good bit of my beloved Paris in her composition. She is not at all pretty when you take her to pieces—I was watching her standing at her door yesterday—but take her as a whole and she is perfectly irresistible and fascinating in some queer way of her own. I succumbed at once, and I should imagine that she could do simply whatever she wishes with the opposite sex; thanks be that I’m not a lonely male only separated from her by a landing. Well! Good-night, old girl. I’ll see you soon again if the gods will.’

And she was gone, clattering down the short flight of stairs and narrow hall with her little high heeled shoes and shutting the hall door with a resounding bang that caused Mrs Brennan—already unrobing in her own room—to mutter maledictions on French hussies and their evil ways. But Geraldine smiled as she began rather wearily to prepare for bed.






Chapter II
Yvonne Delaunay



Most people will remember how bitterly cold were the early days of the year 1917, and it was on one of those dark mornings towards the end of January that Jill Devereux, half awake, and turning luxuriously on her pillow for another sleep, thought she heard soft, stealthy footsteps on the stairs. It was a big, iron stairway and ran through the flats from landing to landing, making one giddy when mounting quickly, or if one’s destination lay amongst the stars—in other words, the top landing.

Jill sat up suddenly and listened; yes, there was no chance of her being mistaken, footsteps were certainly creeping up the stairway. Quickly she switched on the electric light over her bed and listened again more intently, while she glanced at her watch. Five o’clock. Who was about so late, or so early? Then she heard the peculiar, sharp click which the door of the flat opposite to her own always made when it was opened, and knew that the footsteps must have been those of Yvonne Delaunay—that queerly fascinating personality, with whom she was now on fairly friendly terms.

‘Where on earth can she have been till this hour?’ thought Jill. ‘Evidently she came home alone—although, of course, friends may have seen her to the street door all right. However, it’s no business of mine,’ and she crept down amongst the bedclothes again and tried to sleep.

But she found it impossible to do so. In spite of her endeavours to put the thing out of her mind, her thoughts would continually hark back to those stealthy footsteps on the stairs, and she could distinctly picture Yvonne Delaunay turning the key in her door and furtively slipping into her room. And yet Jill’s common sense told her that she was surely making a mountain out of a mole hill. She knew that her charming little neighbour across the landing was often at dances; she remembered indeed several times having heard her return in the small hours of the winter’s morning, but here lay the difference—it had always been easy to hear her at such times, she could indeed have been heard at the big door laughing and talking, and gaily calling out ‘Good night,’ or ‘Good morning,’ as the fancy took her, to her companions, of whom there were always several, as noisy and gay as herself.

But this secret, stealthy return was a different matter, and some instinct, intuition—call it what you will—seemed to tell Jill Devereux that Miss Delaunay had her own reasons for not wishing to be either seen or heard on this particular morning.

Jill dozed fitfully after a while, but by eight o’clock she was up and dressed—an unheard of hour for her. She had two rooms: a large airy one with two good windows, and a smaller one off this, which was her sleeping apartment. The furniture was her own, and was a strange medley picked up here and there, at odd places and at odd times, but the whole appearance of the flat was out of the common, artistic, and it must be admitted, untidy, but in a picturesque style.

The big room had to be used as both kitchen and sitting room, but there was little of the kitchen about it, for Jill generally had only her tea and breakfast at home—dining or lunching according to her work and circumstances at a restaurant—and in a recess off the landing there was a sink with hot and cold water where she could wash up and keep her few pots and pans and other unsightly household utensils. Her years as a girl bachelor had taught her many things, and she could light a fire—which she did in a short time on this cold morning—as well as any housemaid; and as she popped the kettle on the gas ring to boil while the fire was blazing up she thought with satisfaction of the fact that she knew how to make coffee—when she said this she meant that she could make it as it should be made—as she had learnt to make it in the dear old days in the ‘Quartier Latin’ in Paris.

But all the time she was drinking it this morning and toasting her feet in their pretty slippers at the fire she was thinking of her neighbour across the landing, and trying to piece together a few details which she had gathered about her.

It was nearly a month now since she had first seen Yvonne Delaunay, and it was inevitable that they should have become friendly—the only two tenants on that landing, and both women and both artists. Still, beyond the fact that the girl was studying at the School of Art, and that she evidently had enough money to live upon without having to earn her own bread, as Jill had to do herself, she really knew little about her.

But the personality of Yvonne Delaunay had a fascination for Jill, as she had confided to Geraldine Moore; and yet she often found herself trying, as it were, to analyse the secret of this fascination and finding herself totally unable to account for it.

‘I am like a lovesick boy,’ she thought with amusement. ‘I am really so gone on the girl, and yet I don’t know why.’

She had almost finished her breakfast when she heard the door across the landing give the usual click which proclaimed that it was being opened, the same sound which she had heard a few hours ago in the cold darkness of the winter’s dawn, and almost immediately afterwards there was a soft knock at her own door.

‘Come in!’ cried Jill, and Yvonne Delaunay entered.

Small and slight, with rather nondescript features; a mouth too large for beauty, and yet how divinely it could pout and what a delightful dimple was near it; eyes neither green nor grey, but ‘betwixt and between,’ and a nose very much inclined to be retroussée. Her head was small and well shaped and on it she carried her one claim to beauty—her hair. It was of that uncommon colour which resembles hot ashes—dull, yet with a seeming warm light flickering through it here and there. She had quantities of it and usually wore it twisted simply into a huge coil wound round and round her head, and instead of ordinary hairpins she always secured it with quaint fasteners of amber and silver, the whole effect being one of careless beauty.

Yet in what did her fascination consist? That she had a wonderful attraction, very few who came under her influence could deny. The majority simply fell down and worshipped without question or demur, slaves—sometimes in spite of themselves—to the dominant vibrating personality, the ego of the woman. Add to this her countless little mannerisms and gestures, a voice which was music itself, to which her rather foreign intonation lent an added charm, and last, but by no means least, the art of dressing to perfection in every detail—and you have Yvonne Delaunay, Yvonne as she appeared to Jill’s eyes crossing the threshold of the room and coming across to the fire.

She was wearing a pale blue satin kimono richly embroidered with flowers and strange birds, and Jill looking at it with involuntary admiration found herself mentally apprising its cost and putting it at a high figure, which, however, fell far short of its real value. ‘She certainly must have money to burn,’ was her thought as she said ‘Good morning, Miss Delaunay. Isn’t it cold—do come near the fire.’

Yvonne smiled as she slipped into a seat and extended her feet, in their quaint little slippers, to the warmth of the fire.

Jill noticed that she looked tired; there were lines of weariness and worry on the always colourless face, and deep shadows beneath the inscrutable eyes. Her wonderful hair hung in two great ropes over each shoulder.

‘How cosy you are here,’ she said. ‘Moi, I was cold—too cold to sleep, and then,’ with a little laugh, ‘I smelt your lovely coffee—it was wafted through the keyhole to me, and I almost thought for a moment that I was back again in my beloved Paris.’

Jill smiled happily.

‘That’s where I learnt to make it,’ she said, as she hastened to pour out a cup for her guest.

‘Oh! but it is delicious—heavenly!’ cried Yvonne, sipping it daintily with real enjoyment. ‘I have a tiny headache this morning, not much, but still I can feel it just there,’ touching her forehead with a rosy and well-manicured finger. ‘I know that this coffee will help me so much.’

‘Now she is going to tell me about last night,’ thought Jill with an odd sense of relief. ‘I suppose she was at a dance and in a sudden fit of virtue did not wish to waken me,’ and she was just on the point of making some laughing remark about her neighbour’s homecoming in the small hours when the words were frozen on her lips by Yvonne Delaunay herself as she said softly in her pretty voice, ‘I always get a headache when I sleep too soundly, and last night I slept all the hours through without waking once, which is what I seldom do. Then this morning, behold! I suffer for my heavy slumbers, and—ah! but what a pity! The dear, little cup!’

For the quaint Dresden coffee-cup—one of a beloved half-dozen picked up in a curio shop on the Quays one day when her exchequer was in a flourishing state—had slipped from Jill’s nerveless grasp and was lying in fragments on the fender.

She stooped quickly to pick up the pieces with her back turned towards Yvonne, trying to recover herself, to appear unconcerned, but all the time she was conscious of a horrible, dazed feeling, as though someone had suddenly given her an unexpected blow between the eyes. But she must pull herself together; she must not allow herself to think just for the present. She knew this instinctively, and by instinct, too, she suddenly felt that she must be on her guard and not allow the other to notice anything peculiar in her manner, and yet she did not really know why she felt this way, but she felt it all the same. She finished picking up the tiny fragments which had once made such a lovely whole, then turned towards Yvonne.

‘How stupid of me!’ she said; ‘I was so fond of those cups. I really feel quite mad with myself.’

‘Oh! but an accident. You are not to blame,’ replied the other, adding, ‘Still it’s no wonder you are sorry, for they are sweet little cups.’

‘Yes; I just had the six of them,’ sighed Jill.

Then for the mere sake of talking and to help her to recover herself she told Yvonne about the day she had brought them. One warm June day when walking down the Quays with more money than usual in her purse she had seen those half-dozen cups and saucers in a window and had succumbed to their old-fashioned charm at once.

‘I really wanted something else very badly—a pair of new shoes to be explicit,’ she said, ‘but I could not resist those little dears,’ with a laughing glance at the remaining cups and saucers.

‘I don’t wonder,’ replied Yvonne. ‘If I was wealthy—really wealthy—I would collect old china and silver and antiques of all kinds. But as it is every penny I have has to go on food and clothes.’

As she spoke she was quick to notice Jill’s involuntary glance at her rich wrapper, and answered the look at once.

‘Oh! yes,’ she said, ‘I know I am a bit extravagant, but I can’t help it. I just love pretty chiffons and glad rags of every kind. I simply could not exist without them.’

Jill made no reply. After all, what could she say. She was not sufficiently intimate with this girl to speak freely to her—as she would have done to Geraldine Moore, for instance, under the same circumstances—to say plainly that she could spend less on her frocks and yet be daintily clad.

Yvonne Delaunay seemed to be gifted with an almost uncanny faculty of reading one’s very thoughts. Jill had noticed this before, and now the girl showed it again by saying:

‘Of course I know I could spend less on my things, but—well, I don’t. I often wish,’ with a little sigh, ‘that I was not inclined to spend so much on myself; perhaps if I had been brought up differently, but my mother was extravagant, too, so it may be that it is in my blood. She was so lovely—my darling mother, and my father idolised her, and while he lived we had plenty of money and so—.’

She paused for a moment and turned her strange eyes to where Jill was sitting opposite to her on the other side of the cheery fire.

‘I hardly know why I am telling you all this,’ she said, ‘but you have the gift of real sympathy, and besides I know—I am certain—that it is destined that we should become very great friends,’ she leant across suddenly and laid her hand on Jill’s. ‘I, for my part, would be glad of that friendship if you’—she paused, and Jill caught the little hand that seemed to be fluttering on hers—all her suspicions, her bitterness of heart at the deceit which the other had shown—all gone—vanished before the fascination of the little figure seated opposite in the brocaded kimono.

‘Why, of course, I’ll be delighted!’ she said impulsively, her face flushing with shy delight. ‘I hope we will become real friends—as we should do—being such near neighbours, with a common profession to draw us together.’

‘Ah! but I am glad to hear you speak so,’ cried Yvonne with, as it were, a sigh of relief. ‘Moi, I am lonely. One has acquaintances, of course—so-called friends—in plenty, but they are not the real thing. But with you it is very different—with you I can talk—can speak from my heart.’

And then in her pretty low voice she began to tell Jill about her childhood spent in the sunny South of France. It appeared that her father had been a prosperous silk merchant, and had married her mother—a beautiful Russian—during one of his visits to her country. As Yvonne had said before the lovely wife was very extravagant, but her husband loved her so devotedly that he had not the heart to refuse her anything. He died when his daughter and only child was sixteen, when it was discovered that the reckless way in which they had been living had eaten away the larger part of his capital, so that he had not much to leave behind him. Fortunately the little he had to bequeath was settled on his daughter, the interest only being paid to his wife during Yvonne’s minority.

‘Poor little mother!’ said that daughter now, relapsing into the French tongue, as she always did when moved or excited, and which Jill understood thoroughly, although she was not such a fluent speaker as the other, ‘She was terribly vexed. But what would you do? My father knew her and so did what was best for us both. And then mother had friends in so many of the continental towns, and we had a good time. Oh! such a good time! We went to Russia, too. Ah! but there was the place where one could enjoy life—before the War. And now! Ah! my poor Russia.’

She paused as a wave of pain passed over her face and a deep sigh, that was almost like a sob, broke from her.

‘Then—then the little mother died when I was twenty—we were in Paris then where I was studying Art. Two years after came the War and I—I found other work to do.’ She stopped speaking rather abruptly, and gazed silently into the fire.

‘You would want to help France—that was only natural,’ said Jill, and after a slight pause she said hesitatingly, ‘How is it then that you are in Ireland now? But forgive me. Perhaps I should not ask you that?’

‘But of course—why should you not ask?’ cried the other. ‘The work in France was hard—and—I—I am not too strong, so I had to resign. I was in a big hospital just doing anything that was useful and often thinking I was only in people’s way. I was ordered to go to some quiet place and to take up my Art again. Then, somehow, I thought of Ireland; it seemed quiet enough after what I had been through, and I had some friends—acquaintances—in Dublin, and so I came.’

She smiled vividly as she finished speaking, and, bending forward, kissed Jill lightly on both cheeks—foreign style.

‘And now we are to be friends—is it not so?’ she asked. And so Jill, all her half-formed suspicions lulled to rest, found herself back again under the old spell, and was presently talking away to this girl, telling her all about her own life and work and friends.

And amongst these she mentioned the Ryans.

An acute observer might have noticed the sudden flash of interest that showed for a moment on Yvonne’s face, but Jill, full of her subject, saw nothing.

‘Of course they are really more Geraldine’s friends than mine,’ she was saying, ‘but I knew the boys, especially Desmond, a year ago and I admire them immensely. The sister is a little fool and the stepmother just a parvenu, but the boys are made of the right stuff. Not that they are really boys,’ she added, ‘for they must be about twenty-four; but in this country, as you may have noticed, all young men—and some old ones—are boys all the time. And then I have been so accustomed to hear Sheila and Jerry speak of them as such. But they are men—real men in every sense of the word.’

Yvonne’s smile was a little strange, and the queer inscrutable look, which many of her friends knew, but few could read, hovered for a second in her eyes and around her mouth. But she only said carelessly:

‘I suppose that you also are a great Sinn Féiner, and so these wonderful twins are heroes in your eyes?’

But Jill laughed and shook her head.

‘No; not at all,’ she said. ‘I have no politics. I have knocked about so much that I look upon the world as my country—and then my forefathers were French—not Irish, and although I love the Irish nearly, if not quite, as much as the French, still some way I never took any definite side in the present state of affairs here. It is queer, I know, because I detest John Bull and all his works, yet in some strange way here I always feel like an onlooker only.’

‘Well; yes, I suppose it is strange,’ replied Yvonne, in a musing tone of voice, ‘and yet some way that is just exactly how I feel myself. I suppose it is also because I have been in so many countries and among so many people. But I admire—ah! so much—patriotism and heroism, and I would love to meet your dear Ryan boys.’

‘Well! why not?’ cried Jill, ‘Geraldine Moore is always asking me to go out and see Sheila at Firfield. So we will go together some day when the weather is a bit better.’

They talked for another while, and then Yvonne in her pretty wrap and dainty slippers went across to her own room.

Jill cleared away the breakfast table, and then started a new design for a special poster, for which she had obtained an order.

It was not till evening when, the work done, she was sitting once more at the fire that her thoughts reverted to the incident of the early morning hours. She tried vainly to put it from her, but always it rose up to confront her again and again. Always she found herself asking the same question—

‘Why had Yvonne lied to her?’

It was not where the other girl had been, or with whom, that troubled Jill, for truth to tell she cared little, Bohemian to her finger tips, so-called respectability and conventionality meant nothing to her. But she hated deceit and lies, and she knew that she could have forgiven Yvonne many things that in the eyes of ‘Mrs Grundy’ would be very grave offences if only she had been open and truthful towards her.

She had been so sure that the other had understood all this.

Ever since coming to the flat across the landing Yvonne Delaunay had been in the habit of going out very often at night, sometimes to dances with a crowd of other students, sometimes to go to dinner at a restaurant with some man who called for her. For a young woman living alone these proceedings were unconventional to say the least, but to Jill it was all a matter of supreme indifference. To her men, as a sex, seldom appealed, although as intellectual comrades she enjoyed their company. Perhaps one member of the opposite sex did possess the power to quicken her heart beats in a strange way, but if so she would not admit the fact even to herself.

How other women cared to amuse themselves she considered had nothing to do with her, and she knew that Yvonne understood all this and was aware of her point of view. Why then had she—on this occasion alone—crept up the stairs and entered her own room like a thief in the night?

‘It could not be just because she was an hour or so later than usual returning,’ she thought; ‘as if I would mind that.’

What then was the reason for her stealthy homecoming and for the lie which she had gone out of her way to tell about it?

Jill felt bitterly sorry about the whole affair—it was like a hideous secret which she would be obliged to carry around with her in future, and which she knew would be sure to poison, to some extent, the friendship which she would have welcomed so gladly between herself and Yvonne. She felt in honour bound not to confide the matter to anyone else, not even to Geraldine, and that made it all the harder to bear.

So she sat by the fire, smoking cigarette after cigarette as she tried to solve the puzzle which she was not to unravel for many a long day, and which when its meaning at length lay plain before her, she would have almost given her eyes themselves never to have understood.






Chapter III
Firfield House



Not far from the village of Dundrum, Firfield House stood in its own grounds amidst fields and great trees, a well-kept avenue leading from the lodge gates to the front door. The lodge itself with its latticed windows and rose-covered porch was a pretty sight, and Mrs Maguire—who knew her mistress ‘inside out’ as she used to say—always kept herself and her children clean and tidy, while her cottage was an example to all housewives.

The country road beyond the lodge gates was very quiet. To the left it led upwards by a gradual ascent to the mountains, and by the path on the right Dundrum or Milltown could be reached. The avenue up to the house ran between two fields, and these fields were separated from the avenue and from the front of the house by barbed wire. The field on the right Mrs Ryan kept for her own use, and there her two sleek cows and her fat pony enjoyed their leisure hours, while that on the left was let to one of the farmers in the district, and was generally full of young cattle. There was only a gravel sweep in front of the house—a big, grey building, with stone steps leading up to the nail-studded oaken door—both vegetable and flower gardens being at the back.

The morning room at Firfield, designated by Geraldine Moore as the prettiest room in the house, was situated at the rear, and its French windows opened on to a smooth, well-kept lawn, which in summer was almost like an outdoor parlour, surrounded as it was on both sides with trees of lilac and laburnum, and one big cedar, under the spreading branches of which were seats and a table. At the back was the house, and straight in front a wicket gate led in to the orchard, which on this May day of which we write, was a mass of pink and white blossom.

Yes, May had come at last, and the long dark winter and early spring of that year were gone at last. Gone, too, the frost and the cold which had lingered so long over their time, and here at last were spring flowers and warm sunshine again. Quite warm it was, too, on this particular evening, so warm indeed that Mrs Ryan had ordered tea to be brought out on to the lawn, where she was sitting under the big cedar tree, while her family and guests were scattered around her.

The twins and Sheila, with Jill Devereux, Geraldine Moore and Yvonne Delaunay, were all chatting and laughing, a happy, noisy group. To look at them one could hardly imagine that such things as sorrow and suffering and pain existed in the world, or that an inhuman war was devastating Europe. But after all it is surely better to laugh than to cry, and even though the laughter be only on the surface—as was the case with some of those we write about—still for that very reason it is better to face the battle of life with a smile instead of a tear. Mrs Ryan was a stout, fair-complexioned woman of late middle age, attired in the latest fashion. She was reclining in a low deck chair, but her fingers were working rapidly, for she was, as usual, engaged in knitting ‘comforts’ of some kind for the ‘boys in France’. She was looking rather bored, as with the exception of Yvonne Delaunay the present visitors were not much to her liking.
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