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TO
NANCE AND STEPHEN O’MARA
under whose kind roof the greater part of this
book was written. I dedicate it with my love
and gratitude.




BOOK I



The Eve of All Saints





The First Chapter


By eight o’clock the last day of October was about as well lighted as it would be. Tenuous sunshine, swathed in river mist, outlined the blocks and spires of Mellick, but broke into no high lights on the landscape or in the sky. It was to be a muted day.


Roseholm, the white house where the Mulqueens lived, stood amid trees and lawns on the west side of the river. Viewed from the town in fine weather, it could often seem to blaze like a small sun, but it lay this morning as blurred as its surroundings. It neither received nor wanted noise or light, for its preoccupation now was to keep these two subdued. And this morning that was easy; there was no wind about to rattle doors or tear through dying leaves, but only an air that moved elegiacally and carried a shroud of mist.


Agnes Mulqueen slept with her curtains open, so that at eight o’clock, though still almost asleep, she was aware of movement and light. She turned in her bed, and the weak sun fell upon her face though her eyelids still resisted it.


One by one the Mass bells ceased to ring in Mellick, and as their last note dropped away the clock in the hall at Roseholm, always slow, boomed out its cautious strokes. Agnes stirred and sighed. Once, when every whisper in the house had seemed to aggravate her mother’s suffering, she had suggested silencing that clock. But Teresa would not have it. ‘When I can’t hear it any more,’ she said, ‘I’ll know I’m at the Judgment Seat.’


Agnes opened her eyes and pulled herself into a sitting posture. Bells and clock and thin autumnal light were calling her back to things she did not wish to face. They had done so every morning for a long time now.


There was a knock at the door. Old Bessie entered with hot water.


‘Good mornin’, Miss Agnes, good mornin’ to you, child.’


Agnes made a reluctant effort at response.


‘Let you get up smart now, Miss. The Master’ll be in from Mass in half an hour’s time.’


‘How did Mother sleep, Bessie?’


‘Ah, betther then, thanks be to God. Sister Emmanuel is after sayin’ below that she had a quiet night, the creature. Ah, the poor misthress! ’Tis she’s the saint if ever I seen wan! God help us all! God help us all!’


Praying and shaking her head, old Bessie waddled from the room.


God help us all. Agnes bent her head into the support of her two hands. The baby frills on the neck and cuffs of her white nightgown, and the silky dark plait of hair that lay on the curve of her long back made her seem younger than twenty-five. She stayed very still, her knees bent upwards to take the weight of her hands and head. But there was more neutrality than weariness in the attitude, as if her soul were a camel, crouched to receive the usual baggage of its day’s march. And here it was assembled for her now, according to routine.


Sometimes at this hour of the morning she found herself inclined to idle and melancholy reminiscence. She wondered then if other lives had more unity than hers, which seemed to have only a circumstantial and not a spiritual consistency. Her early childhood, for instance, except for a few comic and catastrophic memories, and a suspicion that then already her sister Marie-Rose had seemed specially to decorate the scene for her, might have been from her present vantage point someone else’s, uninteresting, normal, happy and unhappy. Schooldays with their violences, their ludicrous peaks and chasms, intellectual triumphs and emotional shames, their crazy, agonising spurts of fun, their priggishness, savagery and vanity, seemed again the experience of another person, neither the child of early memory, nor the young woman who remembered. Though through that time the thread of Marie-Rose indeed ran vividly. The little sister, two years older than herself, had then been for her prettiness and grace and sweet, supporting friendliness an absolute mania, an adolescent craze. Hero-worship had begun to flame, perhaps, on an evening of their first term, when she was ten and Marie-Rose just twelve. A new-made friend of Agnes’s had informed her that she was, by popular vote, the plainest girl in the school. This affirmation of what she herself believed had so shattered Agnes that unwisely she yielded to Marie-Rose’s commands to tell her what the matter was. The savage, ribald public vengeance which she took then, golden-headed twelve-year-old, upon the luckless insulter of her little sister, had been both shocking and delicious – and had turned her for a while, in Agnes’s eyes, into a dangerous, delightful Joan of Arc. But schooldays were not particularly happy thereafter, nevertheless. The idea stayed that she was ugly and awkward, and that Marie-Rose’s denial of these facts was quixotry. Her mental superiority to most of her schoolfellows, including Marie-Rose, was no real comfort, for she observed, through her sister and some other girls, that beauty carried the surest weapons. And she conceded the naturalness of this. So, jealous of every pretty face except Marie-Rose’s, for the empire of which she fought many a vigorous field, she became at school priggish and shy and insolent, a gusty awkward creature, whom now, smiling at her, she could call stranger, except for the linking love for Marie-Rose, which proved her to be very Agnes.


And then there had been another Agnes – gone too, but much regretted. The home-from-school and just-out Agnes, who, encouraged by family standards to be extravagant in adornment, and encouraged and guided most exhilaratingly to that end by Marie-Rose, had discovered cautiously, had at last been unable longer to deny to the long mirror, that she was, after all her doubtings, beautiful. Ah, then the world had blossomed! Marie-Rose, two years her senior, had been a worldly and amusing foil, a merry guide, at her first ball, at her first dinner-party. Sharing this room, sharing this bed, as they had done since nursery days, sharing each other’s secrets and giggles, ribbons and perfumes – the hero-worship long forgotten, they had become the very best of boon companions, and had together grown extremely frivolous. The days wore a radiant inconsequence – flirtations, conquests, billets-doux, and long advisings, long confidings every night in bed with Marie-Rose.


And then they met Vincent – Vincent de Courcy O’Regan – and Marie-Rose married him, and with her going, for ever now, to their beloved Dublin, loneliness settled down for its remaining inmate on the room that had hitherto been only half her own.


Then, her occupation gone, Agnes had time to observe what was happening to the other members of her father’s house. This, from being a noisy place, had suddenly, it seemed to her, grown very quiet. Her eldest brother, Ignatius, who was eleven years older than her, had long been gone away, and now was in Australia, a Redemptorist missionary. Reggie, the next brother, who lately did nothing for his living, hung about at home; Alice, Agnes’s eldest sister, married to a country doctor, lived in the wilds of Galway, overwhelmed by many babies. Daniel was on the Stock Exchange in Dublin; John, a barrister, lived in London, in the Middle Temple – and Marie-Rose had married Vincent. Young Joe, still at school when Marie-Rose was married, went up to the University the following autumn to begin his medical studies.


No wonder then that Roseholm had grown quiet. And it was in that autumn too that Teresa, Agnes’s mother, gave up her pretence of being perfectly well, and entered into the long illness, the chain of operations and treatments, ups and downs, hopes and fears, that was not ended yet. For two and a half years now Teresa Mulqueen had fought a losing battle with life, and as pain alternately half-strangled and then half-released, whilst never ceasing to defeat her, the quiet house grew deadly quiet. People moved creepingly now on the stairs and slid past the board that creaked on the first landing. Teresa herself lay too still and spent to make a noise; Reggie, her son, whose only stay and light she was, was too much frightened by her plight and his to let any protest break that might define it; and Danny, her husband, jealous of the lifted look that Reggie could bring to the tortured woman’s face, and he could not, jealous and sick with pity, could do no more to ease things for himself than potter to and fro in false and chatty cheerfulness. It was too quiet a house, in which the only permissible noise was Reggie’s Chopin-playing.


‘I’ll open both doors, and then you’ll hear fine, Mother darling.’


‘Try to get to the end of it for me this time, will you?’


‘I’ll try.’


But he never got to the end.


It was too quiet a house for Agnes, on whose courage and direction it had come to depend entirely now. And as it had no room for gaiety, neither had it place for the irrelevant griefs of the young and strong. There was no space in it where a heart might scold against a private wound, and so, though Agnes had been mortally hurt on the day when she and Marie-Rose met Vincent, in three years she had learnt to fix her eyes upon the griefs of others and, for her sanity’s sake, ignore her own.


Still, in the hour of waking, she sometimes reflected coldly upon the unrelated phases of her life, through which the only unifying thread was Marie-Rose. The lives she read about in novels were not like that. There one thing always led to another, whereas what struck her about her own span of experience was that no section of it seemed to have offered preparation or warning for the next.


That was not true, however, of her present day-to-day existence. At each falling asleep she knew what she would presently wake to; at every waking her spirit went through the same dull exercise of pulling itself together for the foreseen.


Still with her head bent on her knees, she said her usual Morning Offering – the simple one that she had learnt to say at school:


‘Oh, my God, I offer Thee all the thoughts, words and actions of this day, that Thou mayst make it wholly Thine.’ The formula both saddened and consoled her – and this double effect was, she often thought, one of the menaces of prayer, which made its ideal of purity almost unattainable. Prayer that should humble gave relief by self-inflation. Agnes often wondered how it was possible to accept and honour God and yet steer clear of heroics. Would it be more honest, more prayerful, not to pray at all? But that would be a deliberate spiritual pride, and would lead her further into the desert than she had courage to go.


Desert, indeed? She lifted her head and laughed. She must be feeling very sorry for herself this morning. She got out of bed, pulled on her dressing-gown and crossed to the further window. She had always loved the prospect that it gave, and by now it was so fully associated with memories and meditations that looking at it was an escape from the rigidity of time. To-day its furthest eastern backcloth of high, snowcapped mountains was not visible, for the sky was woolly, but the town spread along the river-bank wore its usual mood of unobtrusive dignity, varied masses of grey and brown broken here by a spire, there by the gentle tones of fading sycamores. There was a pious Sunday morning stir about it now; she could hear the discreet sound of carriage wheels, and see figures moving up and down the hilly side-streets that crossed the town from the water’s edge. She remembered going to tea with her grandfather long ago – she must have been about five – in one of those hilly streets; an ugly old man who had kept tame greenfinches.


There were a good many ships in dock this week, at Vereker’s Wharf, at Hennessy’s and at Considine’s, where her father was director. The river was full and choppy, and by the Boat Club pier deserted wags and pleasure-boats bobbed uneasily around the buoys. How many times had she and Marie-Rose set off for picnics from that pier? Far down the stream she could hear the dredger coughing, and she remembered once again her little sister’s silly joke about: ‘Your poor husband’s asthma is very bad, my dear!’ – a joke so feeble that Agnes had had to forbid it in the bedroom. Nowadays she often heard the fluty, giggling voice repeat it to her memory, catching itself back on a delighted half-breath while she, Agnes, rushed to administer punishment. Foolish doings like that had seemed to be great fun. But here was her father now, turning in at the gate and coming up the drive. He must have gone to seven o’clock Mass. How old and small he looked – he was getting very fat. Through the half-stripped trees she could see him trying to roll his umbrella as he walked. But she must hurry – she was very late this morning.




The Second Chapter


Teresa Mulqueen had also heard the Mass bells ring, the hall clock strike, the distant dredger cough, sounds to which her day had always begun for thirty-seven years. So well did she know those sounds that often now, when in pain or in a morphia half-dream, she was uncertain whether she heard or only remembered them. But this morning, after a night which she must not let herself think about, there had suddenly been some real sleep and a lull. She was awake, and the pain was vague, hardly there at all, you might say. God was merciful.


She must use the chance to think – it wasn’t often she felt as clear in the head as this. But first she would say her morning prayers. That was due to God, who had granted her this hour of blessed release. The least she might do was pray to Him sometimes when she could give her mind to what she was doing, for she knew that often lately she answered prayers that Sister Emmanuel said, and said some of her own, without being able to think at all of what they meant.


She fumbled about the counterpane for her rosary beads.


‘Sister Emmanuel,’ she croaked – she had hardly any voice nowadays – ‘Sister Emmanuel, where did you put my beads from me this morning?’


Nurse Cunningham came to her bedside.


She was a pretty, firm-featured woman of thirty, who had recently been sent down from Dublin as day-nurse to this case by the specialist in charge of it. Teresa would have preferred to see the holy old face of the Blue Nun who took care of her at night.


‘Sister Emmanuel is gone for to-day, Mrs Mulqueen, and you’ve got to put up with me, I’m afraid. But here are your beads.’ She put them into Teresa’s hand, and straightened her pillow skilfully. ‘That better?’ she asked, with a bright smile.


Teresa nodded. She did not resent the cheerfulness, although it exhausted her; she understood that it was trained into the young woman, but she thought of how the old nun would have given them to her in silence, or would maybe have gone on murmuring the sweet Latin of her Office while she did whatever had to be done to the pillow.


She fingered the silver cross.


‘I believe in God, the Father Almighty …’ What feast of the Church was it to-day? ‘Do you know whose feast it is, Nurse, by any chance?’


‘It’s Sunday, Mrs Mulqueen – the 31st October – I don’t know—’


‘Well, now – the Eve of All Saints’. A glorious day; and to-morrow better still, and after that the Suffering Souls – I’m glad you reminded me. I’ll say the Glorious Mysteries—’


She shut her eyes and let the brown beads slip through her worn-out fingers. First Glorious Mystery, the Resurrection. Our Father who art in Heaven – there had always been great fun in this house on the Eve of All Saints’. The girls used to come home from school for it and have a party; Danny used to be great at playing snap-apple with them. Well, this time there wouldn’t be much fun – but only Dr Coyle coming from Dublin to-morrow night, she supposed, if he was to see her on Tuesday. She groaned a little in anxiety. She must have another operation. She had the strength for it, she knew she had. She could not leave her unprotected son – not yet, not yet. Not until she could see him somehow prepared to live without her. Dr Coyle must keep her alive – no matter how. But she must say her rosary now. Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee … it was time some of them were coming in to say good morning to her, surely. Oh, Reggie, my son. But she must pray awhile, she must try to mind her prayers.


Beyond the draught-screen that guarded her bedroom door she thought she heard a movement, but her senses did not function surely now beyond the immediate region of her bed. Yes, here was someone. Agnes, tall, light-footed, came and bent to kiss her.


‘Good morning, Mother.’


‘Good morning, child. I wondered when you were coming in to see me.’


‘I’m afraid I’m late. I’m sorry, Mother.’


‘It’s to your father you should be saying that, and he waiting for his breakfast, I suppose. I don’t know how this house is going at all these times.’


Teresa had always had an inclination to nag her youngest daughter, and now on her better days it revisited her. Agnes smiled at the good sign.


‘It’s going badly,’ she said, with graciousness. Teresa looked pleased.


‘You needn’t tell me.’


‘You’re looking well,’ the girl went on. She never inquired of Teresa herself about her nights, wanting to keep her mother’s thoughts from them. Looking down at her now she felt the irony of the true thing she had said. Teresa did look better – but better than what? Not better than death certainly, which was the only good thing left to want for her.


‘Do you know the day it is?’ she queried.


‘The Eve of All Saints’,’ said Teresa proudly.


‘Clever!’ said Agnes, laughing at her. ‘And I suppose you’re thinking of getting up to play snap-apple?’


‘Well, I was thinking it’s a pity you’ll have no fun to-night, child.’


Agnes laughed, almost too much.


‘Snap-apple days are over,’ she said. ‘Do you realise I’m twenty-five?’


Teresa was exhausted by her own talkativeness. She closed her eyes. Twenty-five was young, she thought. When she was twenty-five she was carrying Reggie. A hot summer it was, and she felt wretched nearly all the time. It didn’t seem long ago. How old was Reggie now? But the dear name, which was now the only one that never, in her sick dreams and fantasies, moved dissociate from a face and a meaning, stabbed hard with a clear and sane reminder of present grief. Reggie was thirty-five, wasted, unhappy, dangerous – dependent for his own decency and for his whole interest in life, on his devotion to her – and she was leaving him – and God had not answered her yet or told her where he was to turn then, so that he would do no harm in his weakness, and yet might be a little happy, a little less than desolate. That was what she had to think about with whatever strength these interludes conferred – not silly nonsense about fun for Agnes. Agnes could look out for herself – but Reggie – what was to become of him when she was gone? God must hear and answer. Either He must save her life – never mind how middlingly, so that her son might have her shielding always – or He must provide another shield. And where could that be found – for a man unfit to love, unfit to marry? Oh, God must be implored, since He was merciful and died for sinners. God must let her live, like this, if necessary, for five years more, for ten years. To keep him safe, to keep him interested, to keep his misery from making misery. Teresa’s eyes were closed, and Agnes, observing the passionate constriction of the withered and bitten brown mouth, knew where her thoughts were, knew the despairing prayer that that defeated frame was urging up to heaven. She saw her mother’s dilemma, but, with impatience, did not see why Reggie could not be compelled to face his own.


The history of this dilemma was never mentioned in Roseholm, and to this day Agnes did not know how much or little of it her brothers and sisters understood. But during the last year it had become one of her duties to be in the house when Dr Curran called, and to hear what he had to say about her mother’s condition and occasionally about her brother’s. This general practitioner had been appointed to routine charge of Teresa by her specialist, Dr Coyle, of Merrion Square, Dublin – and recently he had taken charge of Reggie. It followed that in his professional conversations with Agnes he had had to mention many things about which no member of her family could have been explicit. At last, briefly but with exactitude, he had explained her brother’s medical history to her.


Reggie was now thirty-five. Ten years ago, in 1870, he had been infected with syphilis, and for three years had spent long periods in nursing homes, until sufficiently cured to live uninterruptedly at home. But marriage and love were forbidden him henceforward and seasonal doses of mercury, increased and decreased as considered necessary, and doing their specific work, also did harm. But a greater harm was wrought upon mind and spirit by the sustained humiliations and fears of his state of health, so that a native invalidism became a justified habit, until he gave up all pretence of doing any work, or leading the life of a normal man. But he was a shareholder in the rich firm from which his father’s wealth was drawn, and had more than enough money for his pitifully restricted attempts at self-indulgence. The life which as a young man he had always coveted – of slippered, pottering laissez-faire – had become his ironically soon. He had always been good-natured, sentimental, sensual and coarsely amusing – but these attributes were of little purpose now. He had always been vain of his loose and swarthy good looks, and these were puffed and bloated now. He had always half-desired to play the piano well – but now his thickened hands were more tentative than ever as he fooled at his eternal Chopin. As the years had deepened a misery which his lazy mind would no more than half confront, and then only that he might use it as a weapon in self-pity, he had found one good thing – the love which his mother Teresa had flung like a shield before him. This love, which in the first terrified months of his illness had given understanding and patience to a woman as prudish as she was holy, had been his courage and his hope. In his invalid years, when she was still well, she had devoted herself to his consolation and amusement, thereby compelling him to keep his wits bright for her, to keep his shrewdness on the move, to keep his piano open. Firmly, ruthlessly, without a word of pity or sentiment, she had built for her wasted son a life that was safe from life. She had built it with a concentration of purpose which had almost cost her the love of her other children, and had certainly caused the withdrawal of their confidence, since it was plain to them, who did not know its reason, where her true attention was. She had concentrated on Reggie almost to the extent of forgetting the existence of her husband, who understood, in part at least, her fierce devotion, and made no complaint. Then disease had spread its dark wing over her, and for all her resistance, its shadow dimmed and shortened her view ahead from month to month. In her pain, in weary recoveries and distressed relapses, in delirium and half-dream, the bread which she had cast on the waters came back to her, for her son, for all he was worth, endeavoured to give her the courage and forgetfulness which she had resolutely found for him. He loved her now with an active anxiety which was both delight and anguish to her. He read to her, he gossiped and joked for hours by her fire, he played his bits of Chopin over and over, he sang in his weak, true tenor voice.


His love was almost heroism in its surrender of laziness to perpetual small exactions. But Reggie was not heroic enough to look beyond it. Though often terrified by the spectacle of his dying mother, he would not think of her as dead, and himself deprived of her in a world which she had both withheld from him and made endurable. For ten years there had been no future, but only this sheltered ambling from day to day. Nothing else was now imaginable – and that depended solely on his mother. Therefore such things as agony and delirium and near-death fantasies were only fantasies. She would live, since his life lived in her. She would live, because nothing else was bearable.


To Agnes, this situation of her brother, its long chain of small unselfishnesses founded on a mighty selfishness, was hideous. To her it seemed that the only way to love this tortured woman, her mother, was to set her free by making her feel, however wrongfully, that her work was done, that the strength she had put out had built something, and that the charge which she left reluctantly behind, would be safe hence-forward, because of her ten years of bulwarking. She was young, and could not bear to see the eyes of a human being filmed against the consequences of himself. She could not bear the vast exactions of the sentimental. She wanted a quiet mind and a happy death for her mother – and only her brother barred them off.


‘Where’s Reggie?’ Teresa asked, without opening her eyes. ‘He’s very long about coming in to say good morning to me.’


Agnes moved her head in the direction of the screen. ‘Here he is,’ she said.


Teresa’s eyes opened and grew bright as her son approached her. He was a large wreck of a man, and although he had the habit of moving with caution, a non-adjustment between his big, virile bones and his increasing flaccidity kept him clumsy. His flesh, uniformly red, was dry and flaky about his mouth and bulging neck, and sweaty on his forehead and hands. His hair, which Teresa remembered thick and dark and wavy, had receded completely from his temples and the top of his head, and was only a dusty straggle about his ears and the back of his skull. His eyes, well set, and once quite fine with a spark of impudent virility, were lashless and bloodshot, and the black brows above them thinned away to untidy tufts. His teeth were discoloured and broken; his hands thick, hot and beautifully cared for. His whole appearance had an exaggerated, antiseptic immaculacy. He was a wreck, but still, in the tilt of his shoulders, and in the smile that now lit his face for Teresa, there were revealed the tatters of a commonplace charm, a departed power to please women.


He took his mother’s hand and her rosary beads.


‘Good morning, Mother darling. You’re looking grand today.’


‘I’m feeling grand, my son.’


Agnes observed now, as often before, the change which came over her mother when Reggie was in the room, a change which was obviously a mighty and painful piece of acting. Teresa raised her voice almost to normal tone and energy for him; spoke in longer sentences when he was there, and attempted little jokes; really put up the appearance of a woman who was not so very desperately ill.


Reggie jingled the rosary beads up and down in his hand, and laid them on her bedside table.


‘Well, then, give Heaven a rest for a while, let you. Enjoy yourself, woman – there’s plenty of time for praying.’


Teresa kept on smiling at him. Nurse Cunningham stepped up to the other side of the bed.


‘Now, now, Mr Mulqueen – my patient isn’t well enough to be bullied, you know,’ she said good-temperedly.


There was a quality in this woman’s voice which Agnes could not stand. With a smile to her mother she left the room.


‘We’ve got to keep our patient especially well today, you know,’ the nurse went on, ‘with Dr Coyle coming to-night.’


Reggie’s face clouded. Facts were things which he ignored as much as possible, and he had managed to wake and dress this morning without confronting this one of the specialist’s coming. He could not bear her doctors, because they insisted that she was seriously ill.


‘I can’t see why he wants to come here plaguing you,’ he said.


Teresa took her cue.


‘I’m glad he is coming, if you want to know. Because, with the help of God, I’ll be so well for him that he’ll be able to put new heart into all of you.’


‘Oh, Mother – is that true?’


‘What’d be the good of saying it if it was a lie?’


He stared at her, loving the spurious conviction of her words. But it was too much comfort; it brought weak tears streaming down his face.


‘Tch, tch,’ said Teresa. ‘There, there – you mustn’t cry.’ She tried to move a hand towards him and he dropped on his knees and pressed his heavy head against the counterpane. She stroked his bald temple, where once the hair had been like heavy silk. ‘There, there, don’t cry. I’ll be better soon. You’ll see.’


Teresa knew that she was at the end of her long bluff, and that very soon even Reggie would not be deceived by these lies which, because of the actress effort they exacted, were nearly impossible to her now. Often, therefore, she played with the idea of telling him the truth – that her death was only a very little distant and that the interim must be, so far as her value to him was concerned, as increasingly like death as would make no matter. But again and again she funked such conversation. In her day she had been used to bully his weakness jocosely, or even firmly – and the method had served. But now such dregs of vigour as she had were always split in pity. And soon there would not be even that poor virtue with which to cosset him. The dark stretch was coming – when on flux and reflux, pain and morphia, she would be borne, stupefied and fantasia-maddened, into death. She would not even know him soon when he came whimpering; she would not hear his broken Chopin any more, or recognise the sad shuffle of his slippers.


Now, stroking his head faithfully, though the little movement roused up pain that had been sluggish, stroking his unhappy head, she pondered him. Amazing how he still drank up the nonsense that she talked about getting better! Amazing that he never caught a hint of her effort to assume a normally pitched voice for him, never dreamt that it was now almost impossible for her to stroke his head like that! He seemed to have no understanding at all of her disease and its relentless movement, or rather refused to understand it. As at first he had refused the realities of his own affliction. Coward! Ostrich! Yet she had no reproof to add to life’s long vengeance on him. She only reproved herself in his regard. For she saw that her method of making his spoilt life liveable had been a mistake. But no other had presented itself – she did not see how another could, or what was to become of him when she had wrung the very last possible allowance of days and nights from life? Oh, God! Oh, God! She groaned very softly in spite of herself.


Nurse Cunningham came to the bed-side again.


‘Really, Mr Mulqueen, this is too bad of you. Your mother was splendid until you came in upsetting her.’


Reggie stood up at once, both ashamed and reassured. Splendid was she, except for his stupidity?


‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mother darling.’ He dried his eyes.


‘But I’m all right, son,’ said Teresa.


He beamed at her.


‘You see, Nurse, she isn’t as upset as you make out.’


Nurse Cunningham smiled humouringly.


Reggie bent and kissed Teresa.


‘Have a good rest this morning,’ he said, ‘and then we’ll have a grand read of Miss Braddon in the afternoon.’


He tapped the book which lay on the little table.


‘We will, my son,’ said Teresa, smiling at him.




The Third Chapter


Agnes found her father alone by the dining-room fire, reading a letter. She recognised Marie-Rose’s writing on the sheet of paper.


Danny Mulqueen removed his spectacles and lifted his round, worried face to receive a kiss from his tall daughter.


‘Sorry I kept you waiting, Father.’


‘That’s all right, my dear. That’s all right. Been to see your mother?’


‘Yes. She seems much easier this morning.’


‘Thank God. I looked in before I went to Mass, and she was sleeping. Sister Emmanuel said that after one o’clock she got some rest, thanks be to God.’


He fidgeted the letter in his hand. Agnes moved to the head of the breakfast-table.


‘Come and sit down, Father. What news has Marie-Rose?’


‘Well, I don’t know whether you’ll think it inconvenient, child, but she says she’s coming here to-day.’


Agnes’s head had been bent over the tea-tray. Now it flashed upward involuntarily, a light of excitement in her eyes.


‘Oh!’ she said, and seemed as if she had many things in her mind to say. But she was smiling and Danny looked relieved. As head of the house, he was always treated with meticulous respect by his daughters, who wrote to him of their proposed arrangements, and asked his permission about matters small and large, entirely as a gesture of politeness in which they were trained. These informations and requests, however, always worried him, since they required a reaction, which until it had been indicated for him by Teresa, or nowadays by Agnes, he was unable to produce. There was nothing remarkable in Marie-Rose’s announcement that she was coming to stay – but the onus of declaration had been thrown on him, and he simply could not decide whether, with the specialist expected to stay in the house on the following night, it was convenient or inconvenient news. However, Agnes was smiling, and the matter now being in her hands, it seemed quite pleasant and usual.


‘Mother will be delighted,’ Agnes said.


‘That’s right, that’s so,’ said Danny, and helped himself to butter. ‘And one more visitor in the house won’t be disturbing for her, I suppose. Here’s the letter, child, here’s the letter.’


Agnes stretched her hand for it. These simple notes from Marie-Rose generally meant more than they expressed.






My dearest Father,


I have been worrying about Mother as your letters have not been very cheerful lately, and I have decided to go down to Mellick by the afternoon train tomorrow (Sunday). I would like to see her for myself and stay at Roseholm for a day or two. I hope that this will be quite convenient. Vincent is very well and sends love to you all. If he were not so busy at present he would like to come with me, but that is impossible. Please give my love to Mother and Reggie, but you can tell Agnes that it is a fortnight since she wrote to me, and so we are not on speaking terms.


With much love to you also, dearest Father.


Your affectionate daughter,


Marie-Rose








Agnes read this twice, keeping on her face the expression of light affection and pleasure which her father might expect to see. But her deductions and feelings were complicated.


To begin with, a letter from Marie-Rose was always a shaft of light in her present loneliness, for, until they both met Vincent, the little elder sister had been the most precious person in the world. And now, in spite of him, because of him, Marie-Rose was still of terrible importance. Therefore Agnes’s primary feeling was not of light, sisterly pleasure – but of relief, a relief as difficult to bear as when the blood creeps back into a limb that has been frozen. Marie-Rose was coming home. That, whatever it meant and whatever pain it might carry, was an unlooked-for radiance on the morning.


But it flung its own shadows, as Agnes knew. And deducing them with sympathy, she could spare a smile for her sister’s ruthless use of her mother as a pretext. Little hypocrite! Not that she did not worry and grieve over Teresa – they all did – but any excuse could be made to serve the imperious moods of Marie-Rose. This sudden activity of worry meant, Agnes knew, another crisis of self-will and temper between Vincent O’Regan and his wife. It was only a repetition of a trick of escape which had been used at least a dozen times in their three years of married life – the only trick open to the conventionally bounded pair, and, for Marie-Rose, a useful one. For when hatred stood, almost declaring itself, between her and her husband, she who must be loved or wither remembered all the years of Agnes’s love – and fled to it, imperiously, undoubtingly – and finding it, bathing her bruised, vain, charming spirit in its tenderness, its flattery, its indulgence for three, four, five, six days, was able to return, her petals dewy and refreshed, to subjugate again the perverse and irritable stranger who was her husband.


But, ironically, in the last year, her trick had somewhat failed her. Four times in that period she had, as this morning, with one pretext or another, written to her father to announce her immediate arrival in Mellick alone – and each time Vincent had come, too. With no explanation beyond an abrupt ‘I felt I’d like to,’ he had arrived – and everyone had smiled at his lover-like devotion to his wife, and even Marie-Rose, soothed from the instant that Agnes’s eyes fell on her, had seemed to find a forgivable flattery in his tiresomeness.
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