Marina Neary

Chapter 1
Wind from the North

(The Abbey Theatre)

(August, 1904)

The Théâtre de la Gaîté-Montparnasse in Paris had a new artistic director who decided to purge the old costume collection. The new fashion on the continent was shifting towards minimalism, cleaner lines, lighter fabrics and neutral hues. The days of brocade, velvet and feathers were coming to an end. One day four giant boxes were delivered to the Abbey Theatre. Lady Gregory did not know whether to interpret the gesture as an act of charity or an insult.

“They must regard us as some junior quasi-amateur company.” She frowned squeamishly. “The cost of shipping these boxes must exceed the worth of the cargo. What do you say, Mr. Yeats? Should we simply discard them without opening?”

“You won’t get any objections from me.” The genius brushed his forelock aside. “I would loathe for Abbey to become known as a second-rate venue that absorbs refuse from the continent. On another hand… Put the Molony girl to work. She’s been wandering aimlessly backstage all morning. Make her sort through those heaps of fabric. She’s sentimental enough to enjoy such a task. I do wonder what Maud has been saying about us to her French colleagues. I don’t want these unsolicited gifts from Parisian companies to become a new tradition.”

“I doubt that Maud has had much time for theater,” Lady Gregory said. “Not with an infant on her hands.”

“Familial obligations never stopped our Maud in the past. The Irish Joan of Arc won’t be hampered by some drooling, whimpering creature.”

“Even if she had anything to do with this… token of generosity from la Gaîté, I’m certain she meant well.”

“Well, I’m not so certain,” Yeats sniffed dubiously. “I have a feeling it was her subtle way of sticking yet another pin into me. For the past two years she’s been aiming to injure my pride, as if refusing my four marriage proposals in a most condescending manner wouldn’t suffice. First, she grants those milksops from Ulster the rights to Cathleen Ní Houlihan, the one I wrote expressively for her. Then she marries that drunken clown MacBride, claiming him to be more heroic and patriotic. And now she’s spreading rumors of my theatre being in dire straits and in need of donations.”

“Come, William,” Lady Gregory chided him, switching to a more familiar form of address. “You’re thinking too much into it. Those are just boxes with old rags, nothing more.”

“Very well, then, assign them to that Molony girl, Maud’s pet from Inghinidhe. Make her useful. She doesn’t disdain dirty work. God knows, with a homely face like hers, she cannot afford to be overly fastidious. It’s entirely in Maud’s vein to take under her wing a compliant, aesthetically inferior creature that would set off her lionine grandeur.” 

The poet was merciless in his agony. In his heart’s core he did not believe Helena to be repellent, nor did he believe Maud to be consciously malevolent. And he would never say to their faces what he said in the presence of Lady Gregory. At times the moans of his wounded ego tuned out the voice of reason. He regarded the big-boned, frizzy-haired girl as a spiritual extension of Maud. Her periodic appearances at the theatre innervated him. She was not hired as a stagehand, nor was she an actress yet, just one of Dudley Digges’ numerous disciples. She had no business spending so much time at the Abbey, yet she never gave anyone a reason to eject her. At the same time, she made for a convenient scapegoat. The poet could belittle and abuse her in his own subtle ways by assigning her dirty chores that she would humbly perform. They had one thing in common – an obsessive veneration of Maud. Although their sentiments were radiating from completely different sources, both Yeats and Helena would be willing to give their lives for that enigmatic woman.

After being in Dublin for a week, Maud still would not disclose where she was lodging or why her husband was not accompanying her. A few time she stopped by the Abbey with her infant son Sean. The look of her left everyone perturbed. Maud’s colleagues knew better than interrogate her, but one did not need to possess supernatural powers to guess that her life in Paris was far from heavenly. As skilled an actress as she was, there were certain things even she could not hide, though she did apply rouge diligently to her sunken cheeks. In just eighteen months of being married to MacBride she had aged good five years. Maud’s once luminiscent eyes now exuded bitterness, alarm and disillusionment. She clutched her little boy to her chest as if trying to protect him from some invisible foe.

“I hope to God it’s not another flare-up of tuberculosis,” Lady Gregory whispered to Yeats. Both realized that Maud’s lungs were the least of their concerns. 

***

“What are your measurements?” Maud asked Helena, when the boxes with costumes were dumped in the giant walk-in closet that was adjacent to the women’s dressing room. “How many inches is your natural waist before you lace up the corset?”

“Twenty-sss…six,” Helena fibbed and averted her eyes. 

She had not measured her waist since the winter holidays and dreaded to even look at a measuring tape, knowing it the numbers would not be encouraging. As for wearing a corset, that was a separate story altogether. Helena had never even this torture device. One day, when she was twelve, her stepmother, feeling particularly maternal, tried to give her a more ladylike silhouette. Guests were coming that day, and Helena was expected to wear a ruffled party dress to contribute to the illusion of a familial idyll. The widowed Mrs. Molony kept instructing her broad-ribbed stepdaughter to suck in her stomach, even though there was very little soft flesh on Helena’s bones. After ten minutes of huffing, squeezing and pulling, the strings broke, and Mrs. Molony found herself covered in vomit. Disgusted and disheartened, the widow never endeavored to repeat the experiment. 

“Twenty-seven inches,” Helena corrected herself. “Just to be safe.”

“Very well then,” Maud resumed in a fatigue, dissipated tone. “Try on the costumes and see which ones fit you. If you stumble across a gem, which is unlikely, come out and demonstrate it for me. I’ll be in the dressing room looking at the scripts. Willie got an avalanche of submissions, most of them from the National University, and he wants my opinion.”

As soon as Helena lifted the wooden lid, the smell of mold, wet wool, spilled makeup and naphthalene wafted over her. She did not gag or even recoil, for she was accustomed to worse smells. On the floor she noticed two black shiny beads. When she picked them up, they started moving tickling the palm. Helena was not afraid of roaches; she had encountered worse creatures. Unperturbed, she tightened her fist, squishing them. She surmised those roaches were not the last international passengers that would disembark on her territory. Whatever emerged from Noah’s Ark next, be it a rat or a maggot, Helena was prepared to deal with it in the same manner.

Good Heavens! Who would have thought that sorting through old rags would be so physically taxing? Helena’s back started perspiring after just ten minutes. The naphthalene saturating the fabric was making her dizzy. Most of the costumes were made of stiff, heavy velvet, with buttons missing and detaching brocade trimming. There was no point in trying most of them one. One would have to possess Atlas’ strength to move on stage in them. 

Finally, from the musty heap Helena pulled out one salvageable piece, a sleeveless knee-length tunic of cream gauze that may have been white a few decades earlier. Having kicked off her boots and taken off her tweed suit, she slipped the tunic over her chemise, tied it with a golden rope around the waist and glanced at the mirror mounted to the door of the closet. The glass was foggy and tended to distort the image, elongating it slightly. In other words, that particular mirror was flattering and merciful. Straightening her back and raising on her tiptoes, Helena examined her reflection critically and philosophically. Not everyone is blessed with perfect anatomy. The costume certainly would be look better on a someone with narrower shoulders and thinner arms. Could anything be done for a sturdier girl to make her look more delicate? Tentantively, Helena unbraided her hair and draped it over her upper body. The diffused tresses instantly broke up the lines of the chest, creating an illusion of certainly frailty. Helena’s face now appeared narrower. Encouraged by the initial result of her experiment, she went on to place a jeweled band over her forehead. 


“Maud ought to see this,” she said to herself.


A second later she heard a man’s voice in the dressing room. “I implore you, Madame. Do intercede with Mr. Yeats on our behalf!”


Dudley Digges with his rudimentary knowledge of opera would classify the visitor’s voice as dramatic tenor. The timbre resembled that of the master bell on St. Peter’s cathedral in Belfast. That upper middle-class Ulster accent! Helena’s mind instantly conjured an image of a robust, forty-year old man with jet-black hair. Could that be Roger Casement? That swarthy enigmatic humanitarian from the British consular service had tickled her fancy. She had read his blood-chilling report from Congo detailing unspeakable abuse of the natives. 


No longer able to contain her curiosity, Helena tightened the golden rope around her waist and tiptoed out of the closet. 

It vexed her to discover that her intuition failed her. The visitor was a willowy youth around her own age, with a plain open visage dominated by a fairly large, harshly defined mouth. His glossy light-brown hair, glowing skin and strong clear fingernails indicated that he had access to wholesome nutrition. Apparently, his diet included plenty of salmon and walnuts. At the same time, his attire suggested that he was trying to disengage from his unmistakably middle-class roots. Folded over his arm was an old, poorly tailored raincoat, the kind that low-end town clerks wore all year long. With his free hand he was twirling a cheap trilby hat, as if trying to make it even more shapeless. 

At a closer look Helena recognized the boisterous founder of the Protestant National Society who came with a small delegation from Belfast to the cèilidh the year before. 

“Your colleague’s obstinacy mystifies me, Madame,” the young man continued. “If Mr. Yeats won’t allow us to stage his plays, will he at least come to see one of our own productions? He’s treating us like criminals or impostors. We’re only trying to bring Irish drama to Ulster.”  


“First of all, who exactly are ‘we’ in this equation?” Maud asked, reclining in her chair.

“Ulster Literary Theatre,” the young man replied. 

“Ah, I remember now,” she droned breathily and crossed her legs, assuming a more guarded pose. “So it’s a theatrical ‘we’? I take it the company is still in existence?”


“Why does that surprise you, Madame? Of course, it’s in existence. None of my endeavors fail. When I start something, it flourishes. My original new play Brian of Banba is sure to be a success. If Mr. Yeats would come to the premiere, he’d see that talent in Ireland is not confined to Dublin alone.” 

He was neither bragging nor joking, merely stating a fact. Maud knew perfectly well who the young man was, but she wanted to throw a bit of a challenge his way. Two years ago he came to the Abbey with his friend David Parkhill asking for Yeats’ permission to stage Cathleen Ní Houlihan in Belfast. The proud dramatist refused indignantly, even though Maire Quin and Dudley Digges volunteered to play the leads, should the play ever make its way to Ulster. Maud chuckled behind her admirer’s back and said: “Don’t mind Willie. He wrote that play for me and gave it to me. It’s mine, and you can put it on whenever you want to.” She paid for her insolence later by having her rights to the play withdrawn. Yeats’ rage at her perceived treachery caused Maud superficial amusement. It was all worth it, just to see the look on Willie’s face. The production of Cathleen Ní Houlihan turned out to be a deplorable affair, as the majority of Belfast had no idea who the title character was and did not care for her. “The show was going rightly until she came on,” said one member of the audience. Obviously, the initial failure did not deter the young enthusiast, since he returned to the Abbey in hopes to win Yeats’ recognition. 


“Forgive me… What was your name, again?” Maud asked.


“John Hobson, Madame,” he replied with a surprisingly reverend bow. “Everyone calls me Bulmer. It’s my mother’s family name. She’s obnoxiously proud of her lineage.”


“Ah, good old Mary Ann!” Maud exclaimed with jocose nostalgia. “We Amazons know each other, even if we come from different tribes.”

 
“Well, Ma has been making terrible fuss over my sister’s diploma.” Bulmer rolled his eyes. “Florence Fulton Hobson, Ireland’s first female architect! Next thing, Ma will commission a statue of Flossie to be placed in front of the city hall. What can I say? The women in my family outshine the men.”


Bulmer’s last statement endeared him to Maud. 


“Then that’s where you should’ve started, young man,” she said. “I was about to kick you out, but now that I know which family you’re from, I have no heart to do so. Suffragists must exercise solidarity towards each other. I could never deny Mary Ann’s boy anything. She certainly raised her children very well.”


Having been around professional actors, Maud could see through strategic coyness. She could tell a rehearsed shrug from a natural one. This young man’s behavior was overtly cavalier. The concept of false modesty appeared foreign to him. He was accustomed to getting his way by merely articulating his demands. Maud had vague memories of Bulmer as a child who accompanied his mother to suffrage rallies. Even at ten he was challenging the rule that children should be seen and not heard, displaying outstanding oratory skills for his age. Many adults would envy his lungs and vocal chords as well as his ability to shape highfaluting sentences. Bulmer’s mother, enraptured by his talents, nudged him into limelight. Mary Ann did not care what her darling boy babbled about, as long as he had an audience. Now, at twenty-one, he appeared to be the epitome of benevolent egotism. The affectionate leggy calf had blossomed into a magnificent young bull, willing to trample down any opponent in the name of the Cause. His warm head, so receptive to kisses and scratches, was not adorned with a set of deadly horns. 
He is handsome, he is witty,

He’s the bull of Belfast city…


“Consider it done,” Maud resumed in a tone both heartfelt and businesslike. “I shall talk to Willie and intercede for you, if only as a favor to your incomparable mother.”


Bulmer hesitated to smile broadly. While his front teeth were straight, his incisors were slightly rotated, which did not detract from his smile but apparently caused him moderate insecurity. It was the first time over the course of the conversation that he showed any inhibition. 
“On behalf of Ulster Literary Theater, we thank you, Madame.”


Before leaving the dressing room, he threw one last glance at Helena. “Miss Molony, you look positively ravishing with your hair loosened. I’ve been meaning to tell you this.”


He blushed, pulled his head into his shoulders and dashed into the hallway with the hastiness of a bank robber.

***


“Are you really going to urge Mr. Yeats to see that play?” Helena asked Maud as soon as the sound of the Ulsterman’s footsteps faded. “I have a premonition it will be awful.”


“Oh, I don’t doubt it will be awful, but I always keep my promises.” Maud raised her finger with maternal austerity. “However, I strongly advise you against befriending that boy, even though he did give you a well-worded and well-timed compliment.”


“Why, is he a libertine?”


“Worse than that: a Quaker,” Maud replied, wincing. “They aren’t like normal Protestants. They’re so disturbingly clean, hospitable, well-mannered and progressive. At the same time, oddly enough, they condemn theatre!”


“Then what was Mr. Hobson doing here?”


“Defying the canons of his faith, no less! His mother was rejected by a rather wealthy suitor because of her fondness for drama. She wouldn’t sacrifice her affinity for all things bohemian, so she married Benjamin Hobson instead. He’s away from home on business half the time and does not interfere with her entertainment. Mary Ann holds suffragette meetings at her house. As for the boy you just saw and his riotous big sister, they have a distinct sadistic streak. They torture animals.”


“I have trouble believing that!” Helena exclaimed. “Mr. Hobson appears… Innocence incarnate!”

“Don’t be deceived by his cherubic pout. He and Flossie used to dress up the family dog in glittery costumes and make him do tricks, rewarding good behavior with sugar cubes. Beppo was his name. An Irish terrier… You should’ve seen that mixture of terror and temptation in his eyes. It was a most disturbing sight.”


“How does that differ from what Mr. Yeats and Lady Gregory do to the actors?”


“Cruelty against animals is more abominable than that against human beings. We are a despicable species. Ah, forgive me, my dear. I’m becoming obscenely cynical at my old age.”

Chapter 2
A Cooler Shade of Orange

(Belfast Central Station)


On the train back to Belfast, the young Quaker immersed himself into the fantasies about the girl he saw at the Abbey. Her glowing shoulders, muscled arms and supple knees appeared before his eyes. In the five minutes spent inside the dressing room at the Abbey he saw more bare skin than he had in the twenty-one year of his life. McDonald, his comrade from the Protestant National Society, collected continental postcards with half-naked corset models and circulated them furtively after the meetings, but that was not quite the same as seeing a real girl. McDonald frequently spoke of certain establishments where young lads could go not only to look at naked girls but also touch them and have their way with them, though he never asserted whether or not he had actually visited such an establishment. Allegedly, those places were good for gaining experience and purging inhibitions. As for Bulmer, he had never even contemplated of going there. His dear mother, whose opinion he trusted more than McDonalds’, had taught him there was no real pleasure to be found in those filthy dens. 

Curiously, Mary Ann never mentioned the spiritual detriment of going to a brothel, just the palpable dirt. She did not speak of sin, only of infectious diseases that could turn a robust young male into a lump of flesh covered with oozing sores. A clean, charming, enlightened, accomplished, self-respecting Quaker boy never pays for carnal favors. Ideally, he waits until marriage. And if he absolutely cannot wait until marriage, then he finds an equally enlightened and discrete young lady of his own intellectual caliber with whom he could negotiate an interim arrangement. Miss Molony certainly looked like the sort of girl Bulmer could negotiate with. He imagined the two of them sitting in a dusky picture house, holding hands and licking ice-cream from the same cone. Their lips and tongues would meet in a vanilla-flavored sea. 

Feeling stifled, Bulmer unbuttoned his jacket, loosened his tie and leaned his head against the cool glass of the window. The biological response triggered by the images looming before his eyes made it necessary for him to shift his briefcase over his lap. The elderly priest sitting across from him had no trouble guessing that the young man was not reciting Hail Mary in his thoughts. The priest also noticed that there was no cross on Bulmer’s neck. 

A shameless, lascivious Prod… 
***


The train arrived just before seven o’clock. The loud hiss of the steam above his head drove Bulmer out of his reverie. Inhaling the smell of coal impudently, his beaming face lifted to the darkening sky, he did not see the gap between the train and the platform. He stepped into the void, and his right leg got caught between the concrete and the steel, his left knee landing on the sharp edge of the platform. A few gasps came from the crowd. Two of his fellow-passengers hurried to his rescue and pulled him out by the arms just before the train started moving again. 
Since rudimentary masculine pride prohibited him from wailing, and Quaker upbringing prohibited him from cursing, Bulmer burst into a song. 

So here's to those great Protestant Men
Who gave their lives to free our land.
All the people sang their praises then
For those brave United Irishmen.

His bewildered rescuers, the elderly priest being one of them, released him as soon as they realized that his leg was not broken. Bulmer was left sitting on the pavement, his knee drawn to his chest, rocking back and forth. 

Suddenly, in the light of the lantern, he saw a young man approaching. Bulmer recognized new comrade Denis McCullough, a pub owner’s son from Divis Street. His gait did not indicate any sense of urgency.


“You really ought to be ashamed of yourself, Hobson,” Denis said without blinking and stretched his hand forward to help his friend to his feet. “Those compassionate gentlemen pulled you from under the train, and how do you repay them? With ungodly howling! I tune instruments all day, and my skill has quite improved. Alas, I cannot tune a human voice. That, I fear, is still beyond my area of expertise.”

 
Denis’ own voice had a peculiar quality reminiscent of a tightly wound string. He had a habit of speaking through his teeth, which caused his nostrils to flare and veins to swell on his neck. Half of the time he sounded like he was wrestling with pain or stifling back sobs. His pale drawn face was marked with that exquisitely morose beauty that would make him ideal for portraying romantic martyrs on stage. Denis harbored no theatrical ambitions and regarded his own good looks as a vexatious nuisance. Seeing no other purpose in life than fighting for Ireland’s freedom, he resented everything that distracted him from his quest. At age twenty-one he was one of the most passionate young republicans in Belfast. The only reason why he tolerated the chatty coddled Quaker was because the latter shared his political views. Denis could take him in small doses. Unluckily, Hobson did not dispense himself in small doses, diving impetuously into every cause, every relationship and every conversation. His speeches left one deaf, and his hugs left one gasping for air. Denis would not mind keeping their alliance confined within the boundaries of vocational camaraderie, but Bulmer, with his titanic candor and maniacal generosity, longed for more. He pursued a full-fledged intimate friendship that involved trading jokes and secrets. 


“Can you walk, Hobson?” 


“I believe so. You really are my guardian angel, McCullough. Were you waiting for someone?”


“For you, naturally.”


“Is something wrong? Did something dreadful happen while I was gone?”


“No, it’s all good news. At least for you, Hobson.”


“Splendid! I have good news too. Best news in the world! Guess what, McCullough? I saw that girl again.”


Denis stumbled over a cobblestone. Was Hobson joking? Was he about to impart another tale of infantile infatuation? The Quaker spoke of the opposite sex with puppyish rapture, which betrayed his utter lack of experience. It was easy for him to idealize women, because he had never gotten sufficiently close to one. 


“Remember that cèilidh hosted by Inghinidhe last year?” Bulmer continued. “That girl danced with Parkhill.”

“Bah! Parkhill danced with every girl in the hall that night! He won’t win any medals for monogamy.”
“Well, one of the girls was Frank Molony’s little sister. I didn’t think much of her then, as I had my eye on the two nurses. But today I spotted her again in the costume room at the Abbey. She looked just like Emer from the book Alice Milligan lent me. Miss Molony is the secretary of Inghinidhe now. And since I’m the founder of Protestant National Society, among other things, it would make us the golden couple of the Irish nationalist movement.”


“This is frightfully romantic,” Denis interrupted him irately, “but did you manage to convince that Gonne-MacBride woman to intercede for us?”


“Oh, that too!” Bulmer waved negligently. “She knows my Ma. Imagine that? She’s a grand lady!”


“A lady? Somehow I always thought of her as a gentleman in a dress.”


“Well, guess what? To me it doesn’t matter what she is. She’s bringing Dublin’s theatrical elite to see my play. I hope Miss Molony comes as well.”


Denis shook his head sternly. “Hobson, those women will be the end of you. A few minutes ago you almost lost your legs because of your moronic fantasies.”


“You’re probably right, McCullough,” Bulmer sighed. “Something tells me, there are more injuries in store for me. I’ll consider myself fortunate if I survive the next decade without breaking my neck. Now, back to your good news… What were you about to tell me?”


“It’s a secret.”


“Then how do I know if it’s good or bad?”

“Patience, Hobson. You’ll see once we get there.”

“Get where? McCullough, where are we going?”

“Just follow me.”

Bulmer sighed and limped along, feeling the blood from his skinned knee trickling down his leg. Denis led him to a hall on Albert Street where the Tír na nÓg branch of Gaelic League met every second and fourt Saturday of the month. Bulmer noticed that the windows were dark. 

“You have me utterly perplexed, McCullough. You dragged me all the way across town to show me an empty building that I’ve seen before a thousand times?”
Denis rattled the keys in his pocket, looking his friend in the eye. “The building isn’t empty,” he said. “Some comrades of mine believe you’d make a welcome addition to the organization.”


“Silly old boy!” Bulmer exclaimed. “How’s that possible? I already belong to every organization under the sun, or at least in Belfast. I started most of them, remember?”


“Why, Hobson, your modesty is breathtaking. You think yourself ubiquitous and omniscient, don’t you?”


“Not without a reason! I am arguably the most ardent activist around here. Who spends all of his free time floating between the various branches of the Gaelic League? You mean to tell me that there’s some secret body from which I’ve been excluded all this time? Now, who would have the audacity to start a club without my knowledge? Everybody knows I’m the chief club-started in Belfast.”


“That ‘club’ has been in existence since ‘58. The same ‘club’ was behind the Rising of ’67. Are there any bells ringing in your pretty little head, Hobson?”


Bulmer tugged the collar of his overcoat, as if verifying that he was awake.


“Oh, McCullough…” he whispered, his eyes widening and igniting. “You mean the followers of James Stephens? They want me?”


Denis nodded slowly and cautiously. “Your candidature was confirmed at the last meeting, after months and months of aggressive advocacy on my part.” 

Bulmer drew back a few steps, trembling, and then leaped forth, hanging on his friend’s neck. “Good heavens, they want me…”


“With reservations, mind you,” Denis hissed, freeing himself from the Quaker’s embrace. “There’s some concern about your ability to keep secrets.”


“Of course, I can keep secrets!” Bulmer shouted, causing a few heads to turn in his direction.


Denis came close to kicking his friend in the bleeding knee. “See? This is precisely what I’m talking about. You’re addicted to limelight. You never learned to modulate your voice.”


The Quaker threw his arms up in distress. “Well, it’s not my fault that I’m so charismatic and popular. God endowed me with superb public speaking skills. Not that I’ve been using those gifts for any selfish gain. Everything I do is for the benefit of Ireland.”


“It’s your discretion and not your devotion that I question,” Denis tried to appease him. “If you blurt something out in the wrong company, if you inadvertently compromise the organization, it will make me look very bad. I took the risk of advocating for you.”

“I’ll never fail you, McCullough,” Bulmer vowed intertwining his fingers under his chin imploringly. “I’ll be your right hand.”


“But, you see, Hobson, I don’t need a right hand at this moment. And even if I did, you wouldn’t necessarily be my first choice. God knows, you don’t need any more notoriety. At first, prepare to do a great deal of observing and listening. Think you can keep your sweet little mouth shut for more than five seconds?”


Bulmer ran his knuckles across his lips solemnly. “From this moment on, I shall speak only when spoken to.”


Denis was not overly optimistic about his friend’s ability to keep the vow. “We’ll see how long you’ll last,” he muttered and unlocked the door. 


As soon as they entered the hall, they heard rustles and whispers coming from an adjacent lecture room. 


“He’s here,” Denis announced in a loud whisper. “I deliver him to you wounded but alive.”


The whispers ceased, and a small procession emerged from the lecture room. The leader was carrying a Bible and a paraffin lamp that gave just enough light to keep him and his companions from stumbling. 


“So this is how it’s done…” Bulmer whispered. 


“This is how it ought to be done,” Denis specified. “I was sworn in by an obese drunk at the door of Donnelly’s pub. It was a disgrace. There was not a sober man in the room. It sickens me just to think of it. Stephens would be enraged. You’re in luck, Hobson. You’ll experience what I was denied.”

Once Bulmer’s eyes adjusted to the semidarkness, he surveyed the faces of the men in the party. He knew most them from Cumann na nGaedheal that was founded in August of 1900 at the suggestion of Arthur Griffith.

“What do I do now?” Bulmer asked.

Denis nodded at the leader of the procession. “Kelly, bring out the good book.”

The beaming torch-bearer stepped forth, and his companions formed a semicircle behind his back. Bulmer’s hand trembled slightly as he placed it on the Bible. As a Quaker, he was prohibited from taking an oath. 
“Ready to proceed, are we?” Denis asked, having detected the tremor in his friend’s fingers. 

“Yes… Yes, we are.” Some inner voice told Bulmer that this was not the last time he would be breaking one of the key principles of his faith.

“In that case, repeat after me. In the presence of God—“

In the presence of God, I, John Bulmer Hobson, do solemnly swear that I will do my utmost to establish the independence of Ireland, and that I will bear true allegiance to the Supreme Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood and the Government of the Irish Republic and implicitly obey the constitution of the Irish Republican Brotherhood and all my superior officers and that I will preserve inviolable the secrets of the organisation. 
Chapter 3

Northern Elysium

(Hopefield Avenue)


The solemnity of the initiation rendered the young Quaker temporarily mute. Denis could not help feeling grateful for this blissful moment of silence, as they were strolling down Albert Street in the dark. He rejoiced too soon: Bulmer’s voice came back, with vengeance. 


“Say, McCullough, it just occurred to me that you still haven’t been to my house. My mother has been wondering where I’ve been spending my evenings and in whose company. It’s time to make proper introduction, don’t you think? I can show you my collection of records and board games. Your jaw will drop, I swear! My father sells tea, so he’s away on business trips a fair amount of time. Of course, I miss the man, but when he comes home, he brings us presents. He never arrives empty-handed. Last time he brought me a game on Franco-Prussian War. The box itself is of red wood, and the figurines are of brass, hand-painted. The rules are hellishly complicated. I’m yet to figure them out. Perhaps, the IRB lads would want to play?”


Denis winced dubiously. “The IRB lads have more important things to do than reenact continental conflicts.”


“Here’s where you are mistaken, McCullough. Wholesome recreation is critical to building a sense of camaraderie.”


Denis did not see how playing war games could make people better friends, but he decided not to stimulate Hobson’s argumentative side.

***


The Hobsons lived on Hopefield Avenue in north Belfast. Denis had no reason to frequent that part of the city, as he had no friends there apart from Bulmer. As soon as he walked through the gate, Denis found himself in an entirely different climate. Not only was the grass thicker, brighter and softer, the very air was warmer and filled with fragrances of flowers not common in Northern Ireland. 


“Our gardener sold his soul to the devil,” Bulmer confided in a mysteriously, reverent whisper. “He’s the Paganini of gardening.”


Being an instrument tuner, Denis knew who Paganini was, and he thought the comparison a bit blasphemous, yet once again, chose not to vocalize his indignation.


“We have seven kinds of apple trees,” Bulmer continued. “The cook presses cider all summer long. We also have raspberries, gooseberries and black and red currants, the likes of which you’ll never get on the market. One thing we still don’t have is a beehive, and we’ve always wanted to produce our own honey. Pa is thinking of buying more land and digging a pond for farming salmon. That’s in the future, depending on how the rest of the year goes in sales. So far it’s been a fabulous year. We expect a handsome surplus. He may invest in a bee farm or just buy another summer home. We aren’t sure yet. When you have money to spare, it’s always a dilemma how to spend it.”


“I can only imagine,” Denis mumbled. 


“I’m sure Pa will find a way to invest wisely. I don’t recall him making a single financial blunder. We Quakers are the Jews of Ulster.” 

The last phrase was uttered in a tone of such unabashed self-complacency 
“Jews of Ulster, eh? Well, I’m never thought of you in these terms, but now that you’ve said it… Now that’s a sharp phrase, Hobson. Do you mind if I use it sometime?”


“By all means, do! It’s a fairly accurate description, you must agree. One day I’ll start my own publication on economics, and I’ll be sure to use Pa’s tactics for generating capital. We’re not greedy with our secrets. Those aren’t even secrets, sheer common sense. The problem is that most people don’t follow common sense. That’s why there’s so much poverty, preventable poverty, mind you. I’m not saying that it’s always the pauper’s fault that he’s a pauper, but people are largely to blame for their own destitution. Why is it that my father prospers? Was he born grossly privileged? No. Grandpa Hobson was just a small farmer from Lurgan, when he…” 

Bulmer continued babbling in praise of the Swiss banking system, but Denis was no longer listening. Suddenly, it was his turn to stumble. As they were walking down the pathway lined with large polished stones, a celestial vision appeared before his bloodshot eyes: a ravishing girl a few years his senior, with golden brown curls and elongated white hands, lolling in a hammock suspended from a giant pear tree. A Venetian lantern filled with fragrant oil was hanging above her head, diffusing a spectrum of blue hues across her delicate animated face. Reclining against a silk pillow, the girl was sketching in a drawing pad, her hand moving in light brisk strokes. She appeared engaged in a wordless conversation with her creation, frowning, squinting and tapping her lips with the tip of the pencil.


“Who’s that?” Denis asked, ogling the outline of her long slender legs under the fabric of her summer dress.

“Oh, that’s my big brother Fulton,” Bulmer replied jovially. 

Denis blinked, rubbed his eyes, and when he opened them again, he was still looking at a beautiful girl.


Bulmer chuckled and nudged him. “Tricked you, didn’t I? Silly old boy… That’s my sister Florence, the Lily of Ulster. I’ll introduce you two later. Right now she’s not to be disturbed. Another masterpiece, no less! Fulton is her middle name. She used it whilst applying for architectural apprenticeships. She’d sign her correspondence F. Fulton Hobson. Finally, she got a response from London, so she went to see the man, bursting with optimism, convinced she’d receive an offer. Well, when he saw that she was just a girl, he laughed in her face and said: ‘If you were a little less good-looking, you’d stand a better chance.’ Even after seeing her qualifications and her sketches, he dismissed her based on her sex alone! Can you believe the bastard?”


Not only could Denis believe the nameless bastard, he also happened to agree with him to a certain extent. Unlike his Quaker mate, who had been dragged to feminist rallies by his insane mother, Denis did not find gender roles particularly offensive. Even though he had no intention of driving his future wife into the kitchen, he certainly would not go out of his way to chase her out either. Surely, it would be grand to marry a witty, educated girl with a handsome income of her own, but if she could offer him nothing more than a clean house and sturdy offspring he could not consider himself terribly deprived. Immersed in his nationalist work, Denis had not bothered to ask himself what else he wanted in life. If anyone asked Denis what his secular aspirations were, he would not be able to answer immediately. One of his few ambitions was to open his own instrument-making shop in a few years. The optimal scenario would be to marry a Catholic girl from Falls Road or whereabouts, preferably not too fat. Secondary education would be a definite plus, as long as it was not accompanied by a sense of superiority. If the girl’s parents were teetotalers that would be dream come true. Denis would assemble bagpipes and string fiddles, and his wife would shoulder the dull, uninspiring administrative aspect of running the business. She would have to be good with numbers and have an eye for clerical detail. To show his appreciation, he would even let her keep some of the profit for personal expenses. Such was Denis’ modest, lower-middle class idyll. His heart did not break for women who longed to build bridges and cathedrals, women who reached for the stars and burned their lily fingers. Thus he did not share Bulmer’s indignation over the comment made by the London architect in Florence’s address. Having a pretty girl by his side would be an unwelcome distraction for a middle-aged careerist. Women were put on earth to assist men, not to distract them.


“All this makes my blood boil,” Bulmer continued raging. “Say, McCullough, if one of your sisters, Mary Ellen or Teresa or even Kathleen, wanted to become an architect or an Arctic explorer, and some arrogant pig in trousers laughed at her dreams, wouldn’t you want to give him a proper thrashing? Sometimes I envy you, papists. You can swing your fists all you want. If I weren’t a Quaker, I swear I’d catch a ferry to London and teach him a lesson. Next time he’ll think twice before insulting a Hobson woman. Are we not equal before God? To quote Maud Gonne, we can’t go into battle with one hand tied behind our back. But all this shall change soon. That’s what my Ma says. She still remembers the days when women were barred from the universities. Now she’s Flossie’s biggest advocate. She’s the one who kept urging my sister to keep fighting for the apprenticeship. For a while there Flossie got distraught and quite ready to give up the idea. At last, Mr. Phillips took her under his wing. Mark my word, McCullough: faith and mother’s love can move mountains. You’ll see what I mean when you meet my Ma.”


Mary Ann Hobson, a queenly Yorkshire woman in her late forties, was sitting on the porch, going through an assortment of shovels, penknives and magnifying glasses. She had just returned from one of her archeological outings. As a prominent member of Belfast Naturalist Club, she contributed articles to Mr. Bigger’s journal and delivered lectures. 

At the sight of her eldest son, she opened her arms with an almost theatrical abandon, as if he had returned from the battlefield. “Come to me, dear boy!” 


 Having forgotten about his companion for an instant, Bulmer charged towards his mother and laid his head on her bosom. She kissed him on the forehead and scratched behind his ears, evoking an image of a cat grooming her kitten. 


“You missed a spot, Ma,” he said, rubbing his crown against her chin.


“Ah, the smell of Dublin trams,” Mary Ann droned, burying her lips in his hair. “Something must be done about that mane of yours. It’s grown much too long.”


“Well, I don’t care! I like it long.”


“But your potential employers may find it unorthodox.”


“They’re just jealous!” Bulmer tossed his head back defiantly and ruffled his forelock. “When did I care about their opinion anyway?”


Mary Ann seized him with a glance of adoration. “How right you are, my boy! They envy your thick shiny hair, and your cherubic face, and your melodic voice and, above all, your spunk and your marvelous ability to hold your own. You can achieve anything you dear heart desires.”


“I know that already, Ma! You aren’t telling me anything new. You’ve been hammering this idea into my head since I was born. And I’ve been proving you correct all along, haven’t I?”


“Now stand tall and give me a broad smile!” She placed her fingertips on the corners of his mouth and tried to elevate them. “Now, don’t hide your back teeth. They are perfectly fine, just a bit crooked. Now you know why I chided you for sucking your thumb and gnawing on pencils when you were a lad.” She then glanced over her son’s shoulder. “Well, won’t you introduce your friend?”


“He needs no introduction! He’s practically my shadow.”


“Everyone needs an introduction, dear boy. Where are your manners?”


“All right, Ma, if you insist. This is Dinny McCullough. He tunes pianos and things. You wouldn’t believe where he took me tonight!”


“Where did he take you, darling?” Mary Ann asked with a mixture of curiosity and alarm. “You know I like to keep abreast of your adventures.”


“Well, McCullough met me at the train station, and we walked to Albert Street,” Bulmer began in his usual chatty gleeful tone. He stammered when he saw the murderous look on Dinny’s face. 


“What then?” Mary Ann asked impatiently. “What happened on Albert Street?”


“We… we saw a baker’s cart overturned,” Bulmer mumbled faintly, looking into his friend’s widened eyes. “Meat pies were scattered all over the pavement. The smell of fried beef and onions was unbearable. It was the accident of the decade, the worst collision to take place on the streets of Belfast.”

***


“We’re quick as thieves, Ma and I,” Bulmer confessed when he and Denis were alone. “She’s not thrilled with the nature of my activities, though she doesn’t say anything. I was raised to live my own truth and follow my own path. It just happens to be the path of republican nationalism. I’m well aware that deep inside Ma cringes, being an Englishwoman and all, but she keeps her mouth shut on the subject. For her to scoff at my cause would go against the teachings of our faith. I suppose, we needn’t agree on everything. Still, I do love her to pieces.”

“Really? I never would’ve guessed that from watching you two interact.” Denis jerked up his eyebrow. “Your rapport is downright Spartan.”

“I’m not her favorite, alas.” Bulmer sighed with pathos. “I’m the neglected middle child. Flossie is the star, and Harold is the baby. He can do no wrong. Ma nursed him until he was five, you know.”

Denis coughed. Just as he had thought Hobson’s frankness could not plunge any lower! “Ahem… Is there any reason why you’re sharing such intimate details?”

“Ah, don’t be such a puritanical savage, McCullough!” Bulmer wagged his hand. “It’s a biological fact that more women ought to use to their advantage. Apparently, it can help space out the children. Giving birth every year would considerably hinder Ma’s activism, so she kept my little brother attached to her bosom for as long as she could. Pa was working so hard to provide for us, Ma simply didn’t have the heart to demand that he exercise self-restraint, so she took the task of controlling the family size upon herself. She believes women should be fully in charge of such matters, as men cannot be trusted. I hear those sheaths and safety caps that are so popular on the continent are unreliable, though Casanova himself swore by them.” 

“Forgive me for saying this, but what you’re describing is an abomination.”

“And breeding poverty isn’t?” Bulmer huffed spitefully. “One day, McCullough, you may find yourself married to a woman whose brain may prove to be as robust as her womb. And what if she decides to take a little sabbatical from procreation like my mother did? At any rate, when my little brother was five, we all got struck with scarlet fever, including Ma. Apparently, when grown women catch such illnesses, it can put an end to their reproductive days. So that’s why there are only three of us. Not that Ma has any regrets. Three children is a perfect number for a modern Protestant family. She still has her figure and her leisure.”

For someone had never been with a woman – and Denis was fairly positive that his Quaker friend had never gone beyond holding a woman’s hand at a cèilidh, otherwise everyone in Belfast would have heard about his conquest – Hobson surely knew a great deal about preventing consequences of carnal union. His theoretical knowledge was above average. One could not deny him that.  
Chapter 4
Food of the Gods
(Hopefield Avenue)


Denis was not good at concealing his hunger. He could not persuade his stomach to growl softer, a little more discretely. In his family those children could not afford to be coy about their physical needs – they simply would not get fed.


“Hah, you have a roaring lion in your belly!” Bulmer remarked. 

“I haven’t eaten since morning,” Denis confessed. “The tuner’s shop was a madhouse all day. As I was about to step out for lunch, some daft piper from Bigger’s band came in with his mangled pipes. Then I had to fetch you at the train station. Look, Hobson, if you’re about to sit down for supper with your family, I don’t want to impose.”


“Silly old boy! We don’t sit down to eat.”

Denis responded with nervous blinking. “You… you don’t?”

“Everyone has a unique internal clock,” Bulmer explained in the tone of a biology professor. “Forcing yourself to eat at certain time is an affront to one’s digestive system.”

“How so?”

“Elementary, McCullough. Feeding should not be ritualized. Those mandatory sit-down suppers are for families where the members are insecure in each other’s devotion. People feel obliged to put on shows for themselves as much as for onlookers. Blessedly, we don’t need to resort to such charades at the expense of our stomachs. Our family is perfect. Ask any of our neighbors. They’ll tell you that the Hobsons of Hopefield are the most hospitable, tolerant, loving lot. That’s why Flossie, Harold and I are so shrewd and accomplished. Now, let’s see what the housekeeper has brought from the market!”


On the kitchen table they found a tray with sliced cucumbers covered in chopped dill, sliced carrots and hearts of celery. Bulmer sniffed the vegetable tray critically, evaluating the freshness, shoved a few cucumber slices behind his cheek and moved onto the bowl with dried fruit and nuts. 


“That’s my supper,” he concluded, filling his hand with raisins and walnuts. “Help yourself, McCullough. The tray and the bowl will be out until midnight. Then the gardener and the housekeeper will split the leftovers. There’s some skim milk and cider, if you’re thirsty.”


Denis picked out a few dried cranberries from the bowl. “You don’t use the stove very often, do you?” he asked, touching the cold spotless surface. 


“Only for boiling water for tea or making blackberry jam. Generally we avoid food that’s been thermally processed. Dr. Nugent, the family physician, gave Ma this fantastic book written by this brilliant German gastroenterologist. Cooking is another way to abuse your digestive system. We try to eat everything in the raw. If you can’t eat something the way Nature offers it, then it probably doesn’t belong in your mouth at all.”


“So there’s no chance of me having some crispy chips tonight?” Denis asked, surmising that the answer would be no. “I know there’s no meat or beer in this house. But perhaps, there are a few shriveled up orphaned spuds lying around? Say, I could fry them in a dab of butter.” 


“Bah, potato is peasant food,” Bulmer replied with a sneer. “Why would you degrade yourself by shoveling worthless starch in your mouth? Mark my word: potato is the prostitute of all crops.”


Now that kind of reply even Denis did not see coming, accustomed as he was to Bulmer’s ways. The Quaker continued taking him by surprise. 


“I ought to start writing down your quotes, Hobson,” Denis said. “Organize them in a book, maybe…”


“You do that, McCullough. When I’m famous, the book will be worth a fortune.”

***

In the Hobson house every child had a separate room, with the exception of Florence, who had two rooms – one for sleeping and another for working. Denis, who had been forced to share a hovel with three brothers and a guard dog, found this concept the toughest to digest. For how much space Bulmer had at his disposal, he did not have too many possessions. The centerpiece of his bedroom was a redwood stand with a gramophone. 


“Do you like Strauss, McCullough?” he asked, going through a stack of records. “There’s a reason they call him the King of Waltzes. My sister brought this album from her last business trip to Austria. A Fenian does not live by gigs and reels alone. Prepare yourself for a trip to Vienna, silly old boy.”


Denis watched him lower the shining disk on the turntable. The machine let out a deafening hiss, and a second later the first chords of The Blue Danube, Austria’s unofficial anthem, poured forth. It was the most articulate and elegant rendition of the piece Denis had ever heard. He knew he would never have access to such instruments.


“All that’s missing is a cup of coffee with a dash of cinnamon and cocoa,” Bulmer remarked with satisfaction. “Perhaps, a string of colorful lanterns would not be out of place. On another hand, that would be more in the spirit of a Venetian carnival.”

 
Suddenly, they heard spry footsteps in the hall, and Florence Hobson appeared in the doorway, hyperventilating with indignation, her sheer summer dress clinging to her lean thighs.   


“Naughty, naughty!” she scolded her younger brother. “How dare you play my favorite waltzes without me?”


Bulmer stopped the record. “Don’t be cross, Flossie. McCullough and I didn’t want to bother you in the garden. Last time I distracted you from work, you stabbed me with a ruler under the ribs. Remember?”


“And I’ll stab you again for touching my records and stirring my nostalgia,” Florence replied unrepentantly. She surveyed her brother’s friend with a critical eye from head to toe, and then smiled approvingly as if he were a perfectly executed blueprint. “Mr. McCullough, do you waltz?”


Denis leaned forward and hummed, his lower jaw detached.


“I interpret that as an affirmation,” Florence concluded and threw her arms around his suddenly flushed neck. “My last employer in London, Mr. Gibson, brought me along on a business excursion to Vienna, where we attended a real ball in a magnificent garden under the stars! The fragrance of the roses made Mr. Gibson forget for an instant that he was my employer. We span and kissed and drank pear nectar from the same glass. How I long to resurrect that night!” She succumbed to bittersweet, subtly hysterical laughter and pressed her partner’s hand to her lower back. “Baby brother, start the tune from the beginning!” she commanded over her shoulder.


It took Bulmer a few attempts to find the beginning of The Blue Danube on the record. The sight of his sister, who had broken many hearts in Belfast as well as on the continent, in the arms of his impressionable working-class left Bulmer mildly apprehensive. Becoming infatuated with the Lily of Ulster was something he would not wish upon his enemy. Bulmer kept praying that Denis would not step on Florence’s foot. She would not forgive him that blunder. She would laugh, as she had laughed at so many other men, and the hapless tuner would be shattered.


The room was spacious for them to move around it freely without any danger of bumping into furniture. They glided, plunged, twirled. From a purely aesthetic perspective, casting aside their religious and social differences, they made a striking pair, both being leggy and agile.   

The duration of the piece was four and a half minutes. Bulmer fought the temptation to put the needle back to the beginning, unnoticeably to the dancers, if only to prolong their embrace. How he regretted not having Miss Molony there! The room could certain accommodate two pairs. Perhaps, some other time… On that night, the dance floor belonged to Flossie and Dinny. 

After the piece ended, they twirled for another few seconds, humming the reprise. Florence was the first one to stop. “Now, this is my favorite part of the dance,” she said and gave Denis a brief but masterful kiss. “Now you and I both have been to Vienna and back! Mr. McCullough, you waltz divinely. I must admit, my baby brother does have handsome friends.”


She giggled madly and fluttered away, leaving a taste of caramel and mint on her dancing partner’s lips.


“Flossie always kisses those she likes,” Bulmer said, patting his friend on the back sympathetically. “You should’ve seen what she did to Parkhill! It happened at Bigger’s party, in front of everyone. Parkhill, poor devil, doubled over and limped away, feeling quite stiff in the trousers. Everyone in the room pretended not to notice, but Flossie and I were grinning smugly.”


Denis squinted bitterly. “You thought that was funny?”


“Hilarious! Parkhill deserved it too. He thinks he can have any girl he wants, king of cèilidh that he is. Well, he can’t have my sister. Flossie cured him of his hubris. She made him stiff and brushed him off in front of everyone. Serves him right!”


“And you, of course, are a saint,” Denis said when his breathing stabilized. “You must never get stiff.”


“Surely, I do, all the time!” Bulmer replied nonchalantly. “And you know how I manage those attacks?”


“Oh, this I must hear!”


“I pray. It’s very simple.”


“Do you?” Denis queried skeptically. He still had not learned to determine when Hobson was mocking him or confiding in him. 
 
“Why is it so difficult to believe? I pray that God sends me a perfect Republican woman to help me alleviate that stiffness.” Bulmer removed the Strauss record, blew the dust off, put it back in the cardboard folder and held it out before Denis. “Here, you can take it home. It’s yours, McCullough, since you like it so much.”


Denis accepted the gift mechanically, then shook his head and returned it to Bulmer. “And what am I to do with it?”


“Play it over and over again. Relive your pas de deux with Flossie!”


“How am I to play it?”


“On a gramophone, silly old boy!”


“The problem is, I don’t actually own a gramophone,” Denis replied through his teeth, pausing after every word.


“That’s nonsense. Everybody owns a gramophone these days.”


“Not everybody, Hobson.”


“Everybody around here does.”


“But you see, Hobson, I’m not ‘everybody’, Hobson, and I’m not from ‘around here’. You know damn well that Belfast isn’t all Hopefield Avenue. Besides, fragile things don’t last very long at my house. That’s why our statues of Mary are made of wood and placed high up where Pa can’t reach them.”


Bulmer took a few seconds to assess his friend’s predicament and shrugged. “Well, McCullough, when you decide that you are ready for your very own gramophone, let me know. I’ll just tell my father to put it on his shopping list next time he goes away. He’ll buy me a new one, and you can have my old one.”


“Just like that, eh?” Denis snapped his fingers. “Will you tell him that the old one broke?”


“What, you think I’d lie to my father to extort gifts from him?” Bulmer sounded deeply insulted by the suggestion. “What sort of crook do you take me for? In this family children don’t need to resort to lies to get what they want. Nor do they have to justify their requests. What’s so criminal or unreasonable about them anyway? I’m not asking Pa to buy me an Indian elephant, for God’s sake. If I tell him that I need a new gramophone or a radio kit, he’ll bring it. No questions asked. He wants me to listen to good music. You realize intellectual formation doesn’t end when you leave school. You can continue to stimulate and refine your brain.” 


“Oh, that’s so astute…”


Bulmer opened his arms and span on his heels. “Look around, McCullough. Whatever you see in this room that you like, you can have. I can always get more.”


Having suddenly he remembered about his skinned knee, Bulmer sat down on the bed, kicked off his shoes and rolled up the leg of the trousers, wincing as the stuck-on fabric separated from the wound. 

“You’re my brother now,” he said, glancing up at Denis. “Can’t you feel the kinship between us? How long will it take to sink it? What’s mine is yours.”


Now Dinny’s discomfort was turning into genuine concern. He tapped the bridge of his nose, struggling to come up with a gentle way of bringing Bulmer back to reality.


“Um, Hobson… Aren’t you taking this brotherhood matter a bit too far? Wouldn’t Harold, your real brother, take offense to your declarations?”


“Not in the least. Don’t worry about Harry. He’s not possessive in that way. He and I barely have anything in common. On some days it’s like we don’t even exist to each other. But I’m dead earnest about all my promises.” Bulmer swiped a stack of books to the floor, making room for Denis. “Why don’t you stay here for the night? We can both revel in our fancies: I about Miss Molony in Dublin, and you – about my sister on the other side of the wall.” He sighed sentimentally. “Indeed, McCullough, we are brothers, in every sense of the word.” 


Tentatively, Denis took the vacant spot next to Bulmer. “Listen now, Hobson… Here’s a little something, a minor rule of public conduct. A big boy – and I assume you are one – does not blabber about his dirty little infatuations. He entrusts the secrets of his heart to his right hand.” Denis concluded with an enigmatic wink. 


Bulmer examined his hands in bewilderment. “I’m afraid I don’t understand. What am I supposed to do with them?”


“It’s another way of alleviating that episodic stiffness, an alternative to prayer.”

“Your riddles are confusing me, McCullough.”

“You mean your enlightened, progressive mother hasn’t told you?”


“The only thing my mother has told me was that I should wait for true love, and it will surely come. Tomorrow or ten years from now.” Suddenly, a ripple of mischief ran across his face. “Huh, I think I know what you’re referring to! I shall use my hand to write Miss Molony a love letter. Yes!” Bulmer seized his flabbergasted friend by the shoulders and wrestled him onto the bed. “McCullough, you’re genius!”


Denis marveled at the softness of Hobson’s bed. The pillow and the mattress must have been stuffed with down. The sheets and the pillowcase, made of finest cotton, were freshly washed and pressed and exuded a faint lavender scent. The pampered Quaker got to sleep like a king every night.


“I know you covet my sister, even though you’ve just met,” Bulmer said, his arm still around Denis’ neck. “Every man in Belfast does. Not only is she obscenely gorgeous and a graceful dancer, she also earns good money. What man could say no to that?” Suddenly, mirth drained from his face. “Listen now… Can I reveal a secret?”


“But then it won’t be a secret anymore.”


“I’ll tell you nonetheless.” Bulmer drew a breath and kept his eyes closed for a few seconds. “I know I have a perfect family,” he resumed in a tone that betrayed uncharacteristic vulnerability. “And it doesn’t merely seem so on the surface. It is so, in every way. But believe it or not, even with all my countless blessings, I have my doubts and uncertainties.”


Denis coughed, trying to loosen Bulmer’s grip. What was that? Did Hobson just say he had uncertainties?


“Sometimes my popularity makes me suspicious,” Bulmer continued in a solemn whisper. “I question the sincerity of those who claim to be my friends. Do they frequent my house because they truly enjoy my company, or are they merely seeking access to my sister’s favors and my father’s connections? Sometimes I envy you, McCullough. Being poor and obscure, you need not lose sleep over such questions. When someone shakes your hand, you know it’s because he’s truly fond of you. What other motives can he have? What else can you offer save for your loyalty? With me it’s different. I come with certainly earthly endowments, so I must question every token of affection. Would they still be friendly with me if I were poor like you? Would my oratory qualities suffice to sustain my popularity?”


“Oh, Hobson, my heart breaks for you,” Denis moaned. “How do you go through life? Say no more, lest I should cry.”


“Please, don’t cry, McCullough. I’m not saying this to sadden you. We all have our crosses to bear. Mine is of constant suspicion. Still, there’s one person whose sincerity I need not question, and that person is you.”


“Me?”


“Yes, you, McCullough… I offer you gifts, and you keep refusing them. You don’t want my records or my board games, all those things that other lads would gladly have. You won’t even eat the food from our kitchen. To me it shows that you aren’t driven by greed. Your motives are pure, which is so rare these days and all the more precious. I can immerse myself into our friendship wholeheartedly. Today you made me very glad. If only I could reciprocate! If granted three wishes, I would use the first one to establish the Republic, the second one to make my sister love you, and the third one to make Helena Molony love me. When I’m the president of the Irish Republic, I’ll make you my chief advisor. Does that sound remotely appealing?”


“Appalling more like it…” Denis confessed under his breath. 

Chapter 5
Outside Elysium

(Divis Street, Belfast) 


When Denis came home that night, it was already one o’clock. His younger sister Teresa, an incurable insomniac, was sitting in the dark kitchen on a bar stool, sharpening knives. The rhythmic squeaking of the blades rubbing against each other helped calm her nerves.


“Are there no candles left in this bloody house?” Denis asked, stumbling over the threshold. 

“I ate the last of them,” Teresa jested venomously from her wobbly perch. “Keep your shoes on, Dinny. Pa shattered the lamp. There might be some broken glass on the floor, though Mary Ellen and I swept up most of it. It’ll cut right through your sock, and we’re out of bandaging gauze.”


“Did you eat that too?”


“A girl must live on something, if there’s no food in the house. By the way, Ma instructed me to slap you on her behalf, a request I’ll gladly fulfill. You were supposed to help her at the pub tonight.”


Dinny let out a long, hoarse grunt. “Ma has six other children. She could’ve asked Pat or Myles.”

“But it was your turn, Dinny. Now, where would you like me to slap you?”

“That accursed apprenticeship gobbles up most of my time. I can’t be in five places at once.”


Teresa slipped off the bar stool and pointed the knife at her brother. “You mean to tell me you were tuning pipes at eleven o’clock at night? Ma came home limping and growling tonight. She dumped a pot of hot water on herself. Her knees and feet are covered in blisters. Now come over and turn your cheek. It doesn’t matter to me which one. You know you won’t get away. Unlike some of us, I keep my promises to Ma. Hey, better me than Pa.”


Teresa handed out most sonorous slaps that would echo through the kitchen. Slapping Denis was great fun. He did not have much flesh on his cheeks, but his jaw made a most hilarious popping sound. Having completed the execution, Teresa climbed back on her perch resumed sharpening the knife.


When the stinging sensation in his face abated, Denis slipped his arm around his sister’s neck. “Say, Terrie, how would you like to live on Hopefield Avenue?”


“What’s on Hopefield Avenue?”

“A lovely home with plenty of food, though all of it is vegetarian.”


“Is someone looking to hire a housekeeper?”


“No, the eldest son of the family is in desperate need of a woman, and you could very well be that woman. I was just on my way home, when this brilliant idea occurred to me.”


Teresa fidgeted under her brother’s arm, disquieted by his conspiratorial tone. “That fellow, is he really old?”


“My age – though he looks younger. Those who don’t know him think him a schoolboy.”


“Is he ugly?”


“He’s tolerable – if you like that lime-washed Scottish type. And he dresses horribly, but that’s part of his act. His name is John, but he goes by Bulmer. His mother likes to keep a bit of her native Yorkshire with her at all times. He’s clever, talkative and generous. He’d rip out his kidneys and give them to you if he could.”


“If this fellow is so grand, why is he still alone?”

“For the very same reason I am still alone, baby sister. Both he and I slave for the Cause. That doesn’t leave much time for courtship politics. However, Bulmer has one hefty advantage over me: prosperity. His family is half the size of ours yet five times richer. It’s amazing how much money can accumulate if the father of the family doesn’t drink it away. Ben Hobson earns a good living, and whatever he brings into the house, stays in the house. What an idea! Like me, Bulmer is a teetotaler. On a less cheerful note, he doesn’t eat meat or recognize the sacraments. He comes from Quaker stock. Did I mention that? The patriarch is a Home Ruler, the only one at his meeting house.”


Teresa bobbed her disheveled head, digesting her big brother’s proposition. “In other words, you’re looking me to marry me off to a grass-eating Prod? Is that your plan, Dinny?”


“Well, you have a better chance of marrying Bulmer than I of marrying his sister. Believe me, if there was any hope of me impressing Flossie Hobson, I wouldn’t be inciting you to impress her brother. Just think of it: we could implant ourselves firmly into that family and never starve again.”


“Oh, I don’t mind starving, Dinny. I’m quite used to sitting in a dark empty kitchen at night with an empty stomach.”


“But it doesn’t need to be so for the rest of your life. You can have a soft bed with a gramophone on the nightstand and a pantry full of honey-roasted walnuts.”


Teresa pulled at her upper lip. “Let me see if I understand, Dinny. You want me to turn my back on the holy Church for a blade of a shoot of scallion from the Hobsons’ kitchen garden? You want me to compromise the salvation of my soul for a stack of records?”


“Of course, you can marry a penniless pugnacious drunk like Pa. Then you’ll be guaranteed eternal salvation.”

Chapter 6

Beauty Touched with Strangeness

(St. Mary’s Minor Hall, Belfast)

December, 1904

In the north is the strength of the wind, of the whirlwind;

In the south there are murmuring waters;

The east has a caoine for its song;

In the west is the strengthless love.


“What in God’s name is that supposed to mean?” Helena waved the first issue of Uladh, the quarterly publication of Ulster Literary Theatre. “Strenghless love…”


“Ask Hobson,” Elizabeth O’Farrell advised her with a teasing nudge. “He authored the lyrical opus.”


“No, don’t ask Hobson!” Julia Grennan interfered anxiously. “You’ll get an earful. He talked us blind at the cèilidh last year. In earnest, Lena, do not encourage this chap. His writing has been dismissed as childish, so now he’s trying to sound cryptic and pretentious.”


“Now, Julie, be kind,” Elizabeth reproached her friend. “The boy is trying.”


“I am being kind!” Julia exploded. “Kinder than I should. I came here to see his silly play, didn’t I?” 


The three women were sitting in the middle row of Mary’s Minor Hall. In spite of Maud Gonne’s cajoling, Yeats boycotted the production of Brian of Banba. Before departing for Paris, Maud made the girls of Inghinidhe promise that they would attend the play as her ambassadors. She simply could not disappoint Mary Ann’s son, and the girls could not disappoint Maud. On a dreary December evening, Helena and the two nurses from Rotunda Hospital arrived in Belfast to fulfill their duty. They were the first members of the audience. Sam Waddell, whose wrote under the pseudonym of Rutherford Mayne, solemnly handed each of them a copy of the playbill with the first edition of Uladh. The front page article described the mission of the publication and the Ulster Literary Theatre. 

Uladh means Ulster. It is still often necessary to state as much; we intend to insist… The goal of the society is to produce literary and artistic plays and to encourage in Ulster a school of writers and actors of such plays. All who are interested in the development of a native art are invited to become members or subscribers.

“I hope we’re not the only people here,” Helena said, throwing a nervous glance at the entrance and straining her ears in hopes to hear footsteps. “If the show flops, I’ll have to stay behind and shelter the weeping playwright on my shoulder. Where is everyone?”


“Having supper, in all likelihood,” Elizabeth proposed. “That’s what normal people do at seven o’clock in the evening. Besides, you know how puritanical those Prestyberians can be towards theatre.”


Exactly ninety seconds before the show, Helena’s prayers were answered and a party of twenty rolled in from the street. It was F.J. Bigger’s marching pipe band. Like their leader, they boys were wearing Ulster kilts in spite of the frigid temperatures outside. They occupied the first two rows, blocking Helena’s view with their berets. She had never been happier to see so many berets in her life.

***


The caretaker at St. Mary’s had placed obstacles in the way of the young theatre enthusiasts, barring them from bringing in the scenery on the grounds of the hall being used for Sunday school. The set designers had to content with little more than drapes and candles, which in the end proved to be a winsome tool, given the spacial constraints.
 

The play opened in the chamber of King Cennedigh Mac-Lorcan, who was on his death bed, in the company of his two sons. The elder one, Mahon, an incarnation of filial piety, was kneeling by his father, while the younger one, Brian, stood with his back turned to them, his haughty face lifted up to the ceiling.


A new wave of amusement came over Elizabeth. “God love Hobson,” she whispered. “He’s so funny when he tries to look angry.”

“I didn’t realize this was a comedy,” Julia Grennan chimed in. “Such a delightful surprise! You walk in expecting to be depressed, and you walk out giddy.”


Helena, who was sitting between the two, dug her nails into their hands. “Hush both of you. Maud would be appalled by your irreverence.” She herself could barely keep from laughing.


Naturally, Hobson had kept the title role for himself on the grounds that he identified with Brian Boru. On another hand, he identified with every other hero in Celtic mythology. Those epic figures had been his constant companions since the time Alice Milligan had lent him Standish O’Grady’s book The Coming of Cúchulainn. To him they were more real than the tangible people around him.

The two nurses continued whispering to each other, in spite of the pain inflicted upon them by Helena.


“The costumes really aren’t terrible,” Elizabeth admitted reluctantly. “Jack Morrow’s design almost aspires to be professional. But that cardboard crown on the king’s head…”


“Why is Brian’s head so shiny? Did they have hair pomade in the tenth century?”


“They probably used animal lard to keep the locks from falling over the eyes. Unless, that glare around his head is meant as a nimbus.”


“Do you have any idea what’s happening on stage, Lizzie? I’m not following the story. You’ve kept me distracted. Shame on you. Why is Brian so sour?”


“His father won’t let him fight the Vikings. The king wants peace, and Brian wants freedom.”


“Oh, I see…” Satisfied and sedated, Julia reclined in her seat. 


In the meanwhille, Brian, against his father’s council, took to the hills with a handful of his men. They same night they ambushed the Viking camp, slaying and burning. And the end of the massacre, he was the only survivor on the side of the Irish. Disguised as a beggar, he limped home to reproach his elder brother for not supporting him. Humbled by the tales of Brian’s victories, Mahon finally agreed to join him on his subsequent campaign. 


“Next time Hobson comes to Dublin, I’ll take him on an excursion to the hospital, just to show him the proper way to limp,” Elizabeth said when the curtain closed. “He needs to learn to drag his foot convincingly.”


After the show the three women were approached by David Parkhill. 


“What is your verdict, ladies?” he inquired, rubbing his large warm hands. 


“You ought to rename your organization from theatre to circus,” Julia replied with her characteristic bluntness. “You’d draw bigger crowds and earn far more money.”


“Don’t mind Julie; she’s only joking,” Helena intervened, gazing at Parkhill tenderly. “The play was…” She swallowed. Even she could not stretch the truth beyond a certain point. “I admire your resourcefulness. It’s certainly an ambitious endeavor to stage an epic with such modest means.”


Parkhill’s chiseled face beamed. “Grand! Hobson will be thrilled to hear that. He truly threw his whole heart into the role, and it really showed tonight. You should’ve seen him before the performance. He was pacing up and down the stage, looking for his wooden sword. The end result made it all worth it, though. Didn’t you feel transported back to the tenth century?” 


“Unfortunately, we must get back to modern Dublin,” Elizabeth stepped in. “Prosaic as it sounds, we have a train to catch. Julie and I have an early shift at the hospital.”


A tiny crease ran between Parkhill’s glossy mobile eyebrows. “So you won’t be able to have supper with us? I’m having a modest but jolly reception at my house as a tribute to our brilliant performers and our generous patrons.”


“Perhaps, I could stay for another few hours,” Helena agreed coyly. “The girls can make their way to Dublin without me.”


“If you miss the last train, you’ll be trapped here until morning,” Julia reminded her austerily. 


“You can spend the night in the guest room of my house,” Parkhill proposed. “Nothing but the best for my Dublin friends. Madame Gonne was so hospitable to us during our trip to the capital.”


The sound of his voice made Helena’s eyelids grow heavier. She leaned forward, parting her lips. “Oh, Mr. Parkhill, I would…”


Suddenly, a swift, long-legged girl from the caoine chorus fluttered up to him and took his arm. “Are you ready, David? That ogre, the caretaker, wants us out of the hall in ten minutes. If we don’t remove every trace of our presence, he’ll flush us out with a water hose.”


Parkhill kissed her alabaster forehead: “You sounded heavenly tonight, Alison darling.” The he glanced back at Helena. “Allow me to introduce to you Miss Molony, the Queen Bee of Inghinidhe, our respected comrade and colleague. She and her friends came all the way from Dublin.”


The caoine girl extended her tiny warm hand to Helena. “I’ve heard so much about the Inghinidhe clique. It’s a pity we have nothing of the sort in the North, except for Irish Women’s Association, where Hobson’s mother is a member, but that’s just not the same. If David and I ever move to Dublin, I’ll be sure to join Inghinidhe.”


“Miss Molony, this is Alison Flynn,” Parkhill proceeded with the introductions. “She is the principal singer of our female chorus. We have plans to marry next year, provided that my practice continues to thrive. She can tell you more over dinner. We just need to help the Morrows wrap up the curtains. I hope you are hungry.”


After sitting through Brian of Banba, which was a test of patience in its own right, would Helena willing to subject herself to the torture of watching Parkhill stroked and doted on by the star of the female chorus?


“I thank you for your generous invitation,” she mumbled faintly, “but I really cannot stay. Obligations are calling. I’ll be going back tonight with Lizzie and Julie. But please give my compliments to the author.”


Parkhill let out a shallow sigh, and that was his only expression of disappointment. He gave his fiancee another kiss, saluted the three Dublin girls and hurried off to give the Morrow brothers a hand with the curtains and the candles. 


Helena buttoned her coat and walked out of the hall, leaving the playbill and the copy of Uladh on her seat. On the train to Dublin she sat quietly with her face pressed against the window. When Julia noticed tears running down the glass, she switched seats and moved closer to her friend. 

“He isn’t worth crying over, this Parkhill fellow. He and his band of loud-mouthed amateurs will never go beyond the walls of St. Mary’s Minor. What you saw tonight is the pinnacle of their glory. You, on another hand, are made for the Abbey. There’s a reason why Mr. Yeats looks down upon those Ulster thespians.”


“And that giggling chorus girl wails like a banshee,” Julia added. “One would think she had bagpipes in her chest. One time I accidentally tripped over an alley cat, and she produced a similar sound. In other words, she’s perfect for Parkhill and their whole cicle. She’ll marry Parkhill, have a few brats by him and grow fat. And you, my dear, have a string of explosive, scandalous affairs ahead of you. Doesn’t she, Lizzie? Help me out here!”


“Absolutely,” Elizabeth confirmed in a fatigued but sincere voice. “Our Helena will be the next Maud Gonne. Married men of formidable social status will forsake their wives and damn their souls for her.”


They spent the next thirty minutes discussing the flaws of the production. The playwright’s ears were probably burning.


“Thank you, girls, for accompanying me,” Helena said finally. “Without you I’d be a complete train wreck.”


“Our pleasure,” Julia replied with a bow. “We’ll never let our Queen Bee fall apart over some drone.”

***


J.W. Good’s position as one of the founders and sponsors of Uladh did not oblige him to write unconditionally flattering reviews of all plays staged at the Ulster Literary Theatre. As a serious a journalist and drama critic, he would not stoop to nepotism. In the second issue of the magazine that came out in February of 1905 he wrote:

If in Brian of Banba the words do not ‘sing and shine’ as in The King’s Threshold, if Mr. Hobson’s figures have not the austere simplicity and magic appeal of Mr. Yeats’ creations, yet he has drawn his inspiration from the same wells, and there is in his work something at once elemental and significant, beauty touched with strangeness.


David Parkhill shook the issue in front of Bulmer’s nose. “Beauty touched with strangeness… Hear that, Hobson? Hold onto that line. That many be the most flattering piece of criticism you’ll ever get.”

Chapter 7
Pilgrimage to Champs-Élysées
(Paris, France)

March, 1905


Respect for privacy was too much to demand from the public. Maud knew that the harder she would try to keep the circumstances around her impending separation from MacBride, the more whimsical stories would emerge. Her best defense was immunity to humiliation. Her estranged husband had already returned to Ireland. 

“I daren’t imagine what sort of things he’s telling about me in Dublin,” Maud told Helena during one of their customary meetings in Paris. They were sitting in the drawing room adjacent to the nursery.


“What have you decided about Sean?” Helena asked fearfully.

“Oh, I demanded sole custody. I told John that if he didn’t agree to let me raise my son in the fashion I saw fit, I would take a case against him in court. He did not seem to object. We started the divorce proceedings, but the only sustainable charge against him was one account of drunkenness.”

Helena found it difficult to maintain eye contact with her benefactress through this conversation. Her original intention was to stay on the topic of Inghinidhe activities. In spite of their closeness, she felt uneasy discussing such a delicate matter, but Maud spoke of her domestic travesty so candidly and nonchalantly that Helena finally dared to ask her the dreaded question.


“Is there any truth to the claims of—”


“MacBride violating Iseult?” Maud did not blink. “Don’t look away, Helena. You must’ve overheard Yeats and Lady Gregory talking. It’s no great secret. It’s all over the French newspapers. Local journalists relish a juicy domestic scandal. You know, when I first told Iseult I was marrying John, she began crying and said that she hated him. I tried to console her, promised to bring lovely gifts from our honeymoon in Spain, but she just would not stop weeping. At first I did not make much of her distress. She wasn’t terribly fond of her natural father either. When Lucien came to visit her, his hands full of most extravagant gifts, she would cringe at his kisses.”


Maud lowered her voice and bent closer to Helena. “A part of me cannot help but wonder whether Iseult is telling the truth about John. That child has such a gothic imagination. This story of violation could very well be a product of it. Her dainty little head is populated with all sorts of monsters. She would find fault with any other man I would bring into my life. Perhaps, the possibility of me bearing another child made her feel threatened, so she resorted to such a desperate measure. Would you believe it? She still won’t hold Sean or come near him. From the very start she’s been behaving as if her brother did not exist.”


Helena blinked and wavered, praying for Maud to stop her fluid narration. In light of her own past, this conversation was making her nauseous. As much as she adored her benefactress, she cringed at the thought that a mother could question her own child’s testimony. 


“I don’t know Iseult well, but I have trouble believing she would do anything of this sort,” Helena tried to defend the young girl. “A child would not hurl such allegations on a whim. In heaven’s name, she was raised in a convent.”


“It pains me to shatter your illusions, my dear, but some of the most cunning, unscrupulous minds emerged from convents. I found that out a little too late. Trust me, I know my own daughter. I even had a doctor examine her. He said there was no physical sign of violation. Iseult is still… untouched… in the way that matters. That is not to say he did not exercise other forms of cruelty to her. I’ve seen that man in a state of intoxication. He’s capable of horrid things. Even if Iseult’s accusations turned out to be false, I’d still divorce John, regardless.”


“God be with you,” Helena whispered, swallowing. “It’s not my place to say anything. Enough has been said already on both sides of the channel.”


“If you insist on the changing the topic, I’d be glad to oblige. After all, you came here to give me a report on your activities in Dublin, not listen to my lamentations.” 


Helena let out a sigh of gratitude and reclined against the padded back of her chair. “I do have a story that’s sure to make you laugh.”


“Good, I need a laugh.”


“As I mentioned in my letter, the girls and I have been up to our ears into an anti-establishment campaign. I was leafleting like a madwoman on Sackville Street, where our home-grown love peddlers walk with their customers from Royal barracks. When I reached Grafton Street, I saw the vice-regal car and pasted a leaflet on the boot. Lady Aberdeen, God bless her, drove around without realizing she was discouraging young Irish lads from enlisting in the British army. Can you appreciate the irony of it?”


“That’s my Emer, the most gallant and bravest of my girls!” Maud blotted her tears and opened her arms to embrace Helena. “I’d be honored to have you for a daughter.”


She said those words before she realized that Iseult had been watching them silently with her sad dark eyes. 


“Come here, dearest,” she beckoned her natural child with an air both affectionate and condescending. “I want to have both of my girls by my side.”


Iseult made a few noiseless tentative footsteps towards the pair, then suddenly turned on her heels and ran away.

Later that night, when Maud came to kiss her goodnight, Iseult burst into tears.

“I hate Miss Molony,” she said. “I wish she’d never come to Paris again.”

“How did Helena offend you?” Maud asked, unperturbed. By then she had grown accustomed to her daughter’s tantrums. 

“You love her better than me,” Iseult blurted out. “I know it.”

“Now, now, is that a fair thing to say, after all the beautiful clothes and jewelry I’ve bought you? What of those satin dresses and garnet bracelets? You are the best-dressed child in Paris. When we stroll down Champs-Élysées, all heads turn in your direction.”

“I don’t want your stupid presents, Mother! I’m sick of them. I want to pile them up and set them on fire. You say things to Miss Molony that you never say to me.”

“That’s not true, darling,” Maud replied coolly, without a hint of remorse or pity. “You are my natural daughter, and Helena is my nationalist daughter. This is not a competition.”

“Yes, it is! It always is. You love baby Sean and Helena. You’d be glad to send me back to the convent, now that I’m dirty and ruined.”

In spite of Iseult’s protestations, Maud bent over and kissed her on forehead. “Good night, darling. Sweet dreams. I hope to find you in better spirits in the morning.”

In the hallway, on her way out of her daughter’s bedroom, she ran into Helena who had overheard the conversation. By then she knew enough French to understand that she was not Iseult’s favorite person.

“Heavens, Maud, perhaps I shouldn’t come here again,” she mumbled, mortified. “We can meet somewhere else, where Iseult wouldn’t see me. The poor child is so agitated. She’s been through enough already. I’d hate to contribute to her distress.”

“Don’t even entertain such nonsense,” Maud curtailed her in a cold, low voice, looking before herself. “We don’t want to cultivate tyranny. Don’t you see what this manipulative girl is doing? She’s trying to cut me off from all my friends. It’s her way of punishing me. The one she truly hates isn’t here, so she’s using you as a scapegoat. You are my daughter too, and you have as much right to be here as she does.”

“Ah, this is making me uneasy,” Helena moaned. 

Maud pressed her cool white finger to her lips. “Hush. Not another word. Tomorrow the weather is supposed to be gorgeous. I intend on taking my two beautiful girls to Champs-Élysées and buying them some fashionable clothes.”
Chapter 8
The Musketeers of Belfast

(Belfast)

Spring, 1905


“My poor mother is in mourning,” Bulmer informed Denis in early April. “Our gardener is leaving. He’s moving back south for some family matter. His ingratitude is infuriating. Ma compensated him very generously, some would say extravagantly.”


“Now that’s a tragedy worthy of Sophocles!”


“For Ma it is! The man understood the soil intimately. He whispered to the worms and the rocks. You’ve tasted the vegetables from our patch, haven’t you? So now we’re frantically searching for his replacement, as the planting season is about to start. Ma has interviewed this fellow from Leitrim. He spent a year in Glasgow helping his uncle who worked as a gardener there. A nice chap he is, handsome and talkative, though not very bright and quite fond of tobacco. In fact, he lost his job as a tram conductor because he got caught smoking on the platform. Would you believe it?”


“For fairness’ sake, Hobson, you too have been dismissed from jobs,” Denis reminded him sternly.


Bulmer started gasping for air. “I beg your pardon, McCullough! I was martyred in the name of my cause. Dare I remind you? The last printing firm dropped me because I don’t walk to the Orange drum. That chap was simply too dimwitted and careless to hide his tracks. Do you not see the difference?”


“Easy, Hobson,” Denis murmured, warding himself off. 


“Of course, Ma didn’t employ him,” Bulmer resumed, having caught his breath. “She couldn’t stand the smell and the fact that he expresses himself like a village dolt. Nevertheless, he and I started chatting after Ma was through with him. He’s with the local branch of the Hibernian Order and awfully keen on all nationalist activities. He also tells me he loves to travel, which I interpreted as a euphemism for him not having a permanent place to stay.”


“Well, did you invite him to the next Dungannon Club meeting?”



“I didn’t need to invite him. That chap practically invited himself. He also promised to bring some friends.”

The Dungannon Club was the Dinny and Bulmer’s latest endeavor to attract young sober nationalists, both Catholic and Protestant. The name of the hatchling symbolized their hope to create a non-sectarian Ulster, in the tradition of United Irishmen. Bulmer had chaired the inaugural meeting in early March, with only seven other members present. 

“In a way I’m even glad that fellow won’t be working for my family,” Bulmer resumed. “I’m all for equality and such, but not everyone can be friends with hired help, you know.”


“What would I know, Hobson? We’ve never had hired help. My sisters did all the dirty work. What’s the fellow’s name anyway?”


“John, I think. John Mc… McDermott. He now calls himself Sean, though his Gaelic is quite poor, as you’ll discover. You’ll see him on Friday with his crew.” 

***

Summer, 1905


Only in Alexandre Dumas’ novels can three men enjoy pure, egalitarian, eternal friendship. Bulmer was soon discovering that real life did not mirror The Three Musketeers. Before long he began regretting introducing Denis to the new fellow from Leitrim. The two took an instant liking to each other and withdrew into their own world, leaving Bulmer feeling locked out. They did not shun him when they were in his company, but he no longer could dominate the conversations. Denis and Sean even looked like brothers. Both were dark and strapping, while Bulmer was fair and plain. 


“It’s so infuriatingly unjust!” he lamented to David Parkhill. “Oh, the ingratitude, the forgetfulness of some people! I go out of my way to embrace McCullough, an impoverished sausage-eating papist that he is. I introduced him to healthy vegetarian food, magnificent continental music and board games that are so good for the training the mind, yet he still clings to crispy chips and jigs. My attempts to reform and enlighten him have led nowhere. In spite of our differences, I was willing to be his friend. And how does he repay me? By befriending another impoverished sausage-eating papist, who’s also a horrible smoker! All that puffing and spitting goes against our principles of abstinence, yet McCullough won’t reprimand him. In his eyes, McDermott can do no wrong. McCullough never comes to my house anymore, my beautiful, spacious house. Yet he visits his reeking new chum all the time, wherever McDermott lodges. At this rate, I’m losing my faith in people. It’s been one betrayal after another: first my mother’s gardener and now McCullough.” 

 
“And that surprises you?” Parkhill was Spartan in his expressions of sympathy. “McCullough and McDermott are made of the same stuff. You shouldn’t even degrade yourself with jealousy. You brought them together, so your job is done. You can leave those malnourished papists to their quaint little superstitions and rejoin your own kind. Dare I remind you of myself and Bigger? And how about your new friend Roger Casement? Let’s not forget him.”


“Ah, yes, Roger!” Bulmer sighed reverently, recalling their first encounter at a festival the previous summer. “You know, he has more chivalry and dignity in one eyebrow than McDermott does on his entire greasy, lousy head.”


“Touché!” Parkhill shouted. “Do you think McDermott even knows what that word means? You think he speaks French?”

“He barely speaks English! He probably can’t tell the Three Musketeers from the Three Manchester Martyrs. To be fair, McDermott is good to look at, as long as you don’t smell him or hear him speak.” 

Suddenly, Parkhill’s glowing face became somber. “I do have a fairly clear idea of what you’re feeling now,” he said after a pause. “I’m no stranger to this sort of jealousy myself. I was in your position, not too long ago.”

“You were?”


Parkhill nodded drily. “When you first took up with McCullough, I too felt slighted. After all you and I have endured together with the Protestant National Association and the Ulster Literary Theatre, you run off with some Catholic pauper whose greatest skill is tightening strings on fiddles.”


Bulmer covered his mouth, flabbergasted by the realization of his disloyalty towards an old friend. Ugly truth be told, he had been ignoring Parkhill for the past year, declining his invitations for supper repeatedly, his free time occupied by the IRB and the Dungannon Clubs activities. 


“I always knew your friendship with McCullough wouldn’t last long,” Parkhill resumed with a shrug. “I knew that sooner or later you’d come back to me, to your own species. And here we are!”


“I swear I’ll never slight you again!” Bulmer exclaimed. “You’re my one true friend. And McCullough is just a Fenian comrade.”


“What sort of colleague?” Parkhill asked, squinting in perplexity. “Did you just say ‘Fenian’?”


Bulmer released him and burst into nervous laughter. 


“Oh, you misheard me, silly old boy. I really said Finton. As in James Finton Lalor, the father of defensive warfare.”


“Hobson, I’m not deaf. I heard you fine. You said ‘Fenian’.”


“Then my tongue must have slipped.” Bulmer’s gaze and tone suddenly became more menacing. “I said ‘Finton’, and I stand by it.”


“Whatever you say,” Parkhill muttered, backing away. “I wouldn’t care either way. You could belong to the Illuminati for all I care.”


“But I don’t! Shall we put the subject to rest already?”


Parkhill whistled and rolled his eyes. 


“Speaking of more pleasant things, last night I received a most amicable letter from the secretary of Inghinidhe. I danced with her at a cèilidh two years ago, and then she came to see Brian of Banba on Madame Gonne’s insistence. Well, apparently Miss Molony has been training for theatre, and she just secured her first leading role. The production itself is nothing grand, similar to the ones we’ve been putting on at St. Mary’s. One University College student wrote the play, and another one directed it. Nevertheless, Miss Molony is terribly excited. She wants me to come and evaluate her performance.”


Bulmer’s face clouded again. 
“She actually wrote to you?”


“Yes, out of the blue. Imagine that? I was, quite honestly, surprised to hear from her after such a long stretch of silence. Right before Christmas I sent her a signed copy of Uladh, and she never acknowledged the receipt. That night after the show she stormed out of St. Mary’s looking quite disgusted, having declined my dinner invitation, so I concluded that she hated the production. And now she wants my opinion.”


“That’s peculiar,” Bulmer whispered, staring ahead. “She never replied to my letter, the one I wrote six months ago.”


“Out of curiosity, Hobson: what exactly did you say in that letter?”


“Oh, nothing… And everything! Just enough to give her reason to ridicule me to her Inghinidhe friends. It was all McCullough’s idea, too. He urged me to write to her. He kept saying: ‘Put your right hand to use.’ Not that it matters anymore. I won’t make a fool of myself twice. I won’t impose my affection upon those who have no need for it. Miss Molony clearly favors you over me. And why wouldn’t she? You’re older, more handsome and have a more lucrative job. Your plays are better attended and garner more favorable reviews from the critics.”


Hugging himself, Bulmer inflated his cheeks and turned his back to his friend. 
Parkhill seized him by the shoulders, trying to rotate him. “A bit touchy, aren’t we? All Miss Molony did was invite me to her show, which I’m not even certain I’ll attend. And if I do, it will be out of sheer politeness and artistic solidarity. Now, why don’t we go to your splendid house, crunch on some raw carrots and play a wickedly stimulating board game?”


Bulmer wiggled in his friend’s grip. “Let go of me, Parkhill. Your pity is insulting.”


“Don’t be daft. I happen to love board games! And I love carrots pulled straight from the soil. Nothing would make me happier than getting down on my fours and chewing on a bunch of fresh parsley, like a hare. Right now you sound like a sulking child, Hobson, and that doesn’t befit you.”


Fortunately, Bulmer’s depression attacks did not last long. His melancholy lifted as quickly as it came on. His inner compass was calibrated to guide him in the direction of optimistic trust. After a few rounds of strategy games and a handful of raisins he reverted to being his boisterous, endearingly egotistical self.


“I really don’t need much,” he told Parkhill. “If I have one true friend and a woman to love me, I’ll be able to save Ireland.” Suddenly, Bulmer frowned and pointed a Prussian soldier figurine at his friend. “I do want you to be clear on something, though. I don’t belong to the IRB or any other silly secret organization. I’ve no taste for intrigue, none whatsoever.”
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