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"Life is a train of moods like a string
of beads; and as we pass through them they prove to be many colored
lenses, which paint the world their own hue, and each shows us only
what lies in its own focus." Emerson.



 




CHAPTER I.



IN A YEAR.



The room fronted the west, but a black
cloud, barred[7] with red, robbed the hour of twilight's tranquil
charm. Shadows haunted it, lurking in corners like spies set there
to watch the man who stood among them mute and motionless as if
himself a shadow. His eye turned often to the window with a glance
both vigilant and eager, yet saw nothing but a tropical luxuriance
of foliage scarcely stirred by the sultry air heavy with odors that
seemed to oppress not refresh. He listened with the same
intentness, yet heard only the clamor of voices, the tramp of feet,
the chime of bells, the varied turmoil of a city when night is
defrauded of its peace by being turned to day. He watched and
waited for something; presently it came. A viewless visitant,
welcomed by longing soul and body as the man, with extended arms
and parted lips received the voiceless greeting of the breeze that
came winging its way across the broad Atlantic, full of healthful
cheer for a home-sick heart. Far out he leaned; held back the
thick-leaved boughs already rustling with a grateful stir, chid the
shrill[8] bird beating its flame-colored breast against its prison
bars, and drank deep draughts of the blessed wind that seemed to
cool the fever of his blood and give him back the vigor he had
lost.



A sudden light shone out behind him
filling the room with a glow that left no shadow in it. But he did
not see the change, nor hear the step that broke the hush, nor turn
to meet the woman who stood waiting for a lover's welcome. An
indefinable air of sumptuous life surrounded her, and made the
brilliant room a fitting frame for the figure standing there with
warm-hued muslins blowing in the wind. A figure full of the
affluent beauty of womanhood in its prime, bearing unmistakable
marks of the polished pupil of the world in the grace that flowed
through every motion, the art which taught each feature to play its
part with the ease of second nature and made dress the foil to
loveliness. The face was delicate and dark as a fine bronze, a low
forehead set in shadowy waves of hair, eyes full of slumberous
fire, and a passionate yet haughty mouth that seemed shaped alike
for caresses and commands.



A moment she watched the man before her,
while over her countenance passed rapid variations of pride,
resentment, and tenderness. Then with a stealthy step, an assured
smile, she went to him and touched his hand, saying, in a voice
inured to that language which seems made for lovers' lips—



"Only a month betrothed, and yet so cold
and gloomy, Adam!"



With a slight recoil, a glance of soft
detestation veiled and yet visible, Warwick answered like a satiric
echo—



"Only a month betrothed, and yet so fond
and jealous, Ottila!"[9]



Unchilled by the action, undaunted by
the look, the white arm took him captive, the beautiful face drew
nearer, and the persuasive voice asked wistfully—



"Was it of me you thought when you
turned with that longing in your eye?"



"No."



"Was it of a fairer or a dearer friend
than I?"



"Yes."



The black brows contracted ominously,
the mouth grew hard, the eyes glittered, the arm became a closer
bond, the entreaty a command.



"Let me know the name, Adam."



"Self-respect."



She laughed low to herself, and the
mobile features softened to their former tenderness as she looked
up into that other face so full of an accusing significance which
she would not understand.



"I have waited two long hours; have you
no kinder greeting, love?"



"I have no truer one. Ottila, if a man
has done unwittingly a weak, unwise, or wicked act, what should he
do when he discovers it?"



"Repent and mend his ways; need I tell
you that?"



"I have repented; will you help me mend
my ways?"



"Confess, dear sinner; I will shrive you
and grant absolution for the past, whatever it may be."



"How much would you do for love of
me?"



"Anything for you, Adam."



"Then give me back my liberty."



He rose erect and stretched his hands to
her with a gesture of entreaty, an expression of intense desire.
Ottila fell back as if the forceful words and action swept her
from[10] him. The smile died on her lips, a foreboding fear looked
out at her eyes, and she asked incredulously—



"Do you mean it?"



"Yes; now, entirely, and
forever!"



If he had lifted his strong arm and
struck her, it would not have daunted with such pale dismay. An
instant she stood like one who saw a chasm widening before her,
which she had no power to cross. Then as if disappointment was a
thing impossible and unknown, she seized the imploring hands in a
grasp that turned them white with its passionate pressure as she
cried—



"No, I will not! I have waited for your
love so long I cannot give it up; you shall not take it from
me!"



But as if the words had made the deed
irrevocable, Warwick put her away, speaking with the stern accent
of one who fears a traitor in himself.



"I cannot take from you what you never
had. Stand there and hear me. No; I will have no blandishments to
keep me from my purpose, no soft words to silence the hard ones I
mean to speak, no more illusions to hide us from each other and
ourselves."



"Adam, you are cruel."



"Better seem cruel than be treacherous;
better wound your pride now than your heart hereafter, when too
late you discover that I married you without confidence, respect,
or love. For once in your life you shall hear the truth as plain as
words can make it. You shall see me at my best as at my worst; you
shall know what I have learned to find in you; shall look back into
the life behind us, forward into the life before us, and if there
be any candor in you I will wring from you an acknowledgment that
you have led me into an unrighteous compact. Unrighteous, because
you[11] have deceived me in yourself, appealed to the baser, not
the nobler instincts in me, and on such a foundation there can be
no abiding happiness."



"Go on, I will hear you." And conscious
that she could not control the will now thoroughly aroused, Ottila
bent before it as if meekly ready to hear all things for love's
sake.



A disdainful smile passed over Warwick's
face, as with an eye that fixed and held her own, he rapidly went
on, never pausing to choose smooth phrases or soften facts, but
seeming to find a relish in the utterance of bitter truths after
the honeyed falsehood he had listened to so long. Yet through all
the harshness glowed the courage of an upright soul, the fervor of
a generous heart.



"I know little of such things and care
less; but I think few lovers pass through a scene such as this is
to be, because few have known lives like ours, or one such as we.
You a woman stronger for good or ill than those about you, I a man
untamed by any law but that of my own will. Strength is royal, we
both possess it; as kings and queens drop their titles in their
closets, let us drop all disguises and see each other as God sees
us. This compact must be broken; let me show you why. Three months
ago I came here to take the chill of an Arctic winter out of blood
and brain. I have done so and am the worse for it. In melting frost
I have kindled fire; a fire that will burn all virtue out of me
unless I quench it at once. I mean to do so, because I will not
keep the ten commandments before men's eyes and break them every
hour in my heart."



He paused a moment, as if hotter words
rose to his lips than generosity would let him utter, and when he
spoke again there was more reproach than anger in his
voice.[12]



"Ottila, till I knew you I loved no
woman but my mother; I wooed no wife, bought no mistress, desired
no friend, but led a life austere as any monk's, asking only
freedom and my work. Could you not let me keep my independence?
Were there not men enough who would find no degradation in a
spiritual slavery like this? Would nothing but my subjection
satisfy your unconquerable appetite for power?"



"Did I seek you, Adam?"



"Yes! Not openly, I grant, your art was
too fine for that; you shunned me that I might seek you to ask why.
In interviews that seemed to come by chance, you tried every wile a
woman owns, and they are many. You wooed me as such as you alone
can woo the hearts they know are hardest to be won. You made your
society a refreshment in this climate of the passions; you hid your
real self and feigned that for which I felt most honor. You
entertained my beliefs with largest hospitality; encouraged my
ambitions with a sympathy so genial that I thought it genuine;
professed my scorn for shammery, and seemed an earnest woman, eager
to find the true, to do the right; a fit wife for any man who
desired a helpmate, not a toy. It showed much strength of wit and
will to conceive and execute the design. It proved your knowledge
of the virtues you could counterfeit so well, else I never should
have been where I am now."



"Your commendation is deserved, though
so ungently given, Adam."



"There will be no more of it. If I am
ungentle, it is because I despise deceit, and you possess a guile
that has given me my first taste of self-contempt, and the draught
is bitter. Hear me out; for this reminiscence is my
justifica[13]tion; you must listen to the one and accept the other.
You seemed all this, but under the honest friendliness you showed
lurked the purpose you have since avowed, to conquer most entirely
the man who denied your right to rule by the supremacy of beauty or
of sex alone. You saw the unsuspected fascination that detained me
here when my better self said 'Go.' You allured my eye with
loveliness, my ear with music; piqued curiosity, pampered pride,
and subdued will by flatteries subtly administered. Beginning afar
off, you let all influences do their work till the moment came for
the effective stroke. Then you made a crowning sacrifice of maiden
modesty and owned you loved me."



Shame burned red on Ottila's dark cheek,
and ire flamed up in her eyes, as the untamable spirit of the woman
answered against her will—



"It was not made in vain; for,
rebellious as you are, it subdued you, and with your own weapon,
the bare truth."



He had said truly, "You shall see me at
my best as at worst." She did, for putting pride underneath his
feet he showed her a brave sincerity, which she could admire but
never imitate, and in owning a defeat achieved a victory.



"You think I shall deny this. I do not,
but acknowledge to the uttermost that, in spite of all resistance,
I was conquered by a woman. If it affords you satisfaction to hear
this, to know that it is hard to say, harder still to feel, take
the ungenerous delight; I give it to you as an alms. But remember
that if I have failed, no less have you. For in that stormy heart
of yours there is no sentiment more powerful than that you feel for
me, and through it you will receive the retribution you have
brought upon yourself. You were elated with success, and forgot too
soon the character you had so well supported. You thought[14] love
blinded me, but there was no love; and during this month I have
learned to know you as you are. A woman of strong passions and weak
principles; hungry for power and intent on pleasure; accomplished
in deceit and reckless in trampling on the nobler instincts of a
gifted but neglected nature. Ottila, I have no faith in you, feel
no respect for the passion you inspire, own no allegiance to the
dominion you assert."



"You cannot throw it off; it is too
late."



It was a rash defiance; she saw that as
it passed her lips, and would have given much to have recalled it.
The stern gravity of Warwick's face flashed into a stern
indignation. His eye shone like steel, but his voice dropped lower
and his hand closed like a vice as he said, with the air of one who
cannot conceal but can control sudden wrath at a taunt to which
past weakness gives a double sting—



"It never is too late. If the priest
stood ready, and I had sworn to marry you within the hour, I would
break the oath, and God would pardon it, for no man has a right to
embrace temptation and damn himself by a life-long lie. You choose
to make it a hard battle for me; you are neither an honest friend
nor a generous foe. No matter, I have fallen into an ambuscade and
must cut my way out as I can, and as I will, for there is enough of
this Devil's work in the world without our adding to it."



"You cannot escape with honor,
Adam."



"I cannot remain with honor. Do not try
me too hardly, Ottila. I am not patient, but I do desire to be
just. I confess my weakness; will not that satisfy you? Blazon your
wrong as you esteem it; ask sympathy of those who see not as I see;
reproach, defy, lament. I will bear it all, will make any other
sacrifice as an atonement, but I[15] will 'hold fast mine
integrity' and obey a higher law than your world recognizes, both
for your sake and my own."



She watched him as he spoke, and to
herself confessed a slavery more absolute than any he had known,
for with a pang she felt that she had indeed fallen into the snare
she spread for him, and in this man, who dared to own his weakness
and her power, she had found a master. Was it too late to keep him?
She knew that soft appeals were vain, tears like water on a rock,
and with the skill that had subdued him once she endeavored to
retrieve her blunder by an equanimity which had more effect than
prayers or protestations. Warwick had read her well, had shown her
herself stripped of all disguises, and left her no defence but
tardy candor. She had the wisdom to see this, the wit to use it and
restore the shadow of the power whose substance she had lost.
Leaving her beauty to its silent work, she fixed on him eyes whose
lustre was quenched in unshed tears, and said with an earnest,
humble voice—



"I, too, desire to be just. I will not
reproach, defy, or lament, but leave my fate to you. I am all you
say, yet in your judgment remember mercy, and believe that at
twenty-five there is still hope for the noble but neglected nature,
still time to repair the faults of birth, education, and
orphanhood. You say, I have a daring will, a love of conquest. Can
I not will to overcome myself and do it? Can I not learn to be the
woman I have seemed? Love has worked greater miracles, may it not
work this? I have longed to be a truer creature than I am; have
seen my wasted gifts, felt my capacity for better things, and
looked for help from many sources, but never found it till you
came. Do you wonder that I tried to make it mine? Adam, you are a
self-elected missionary to the world's[16] afflicted; you can look
beyond external poverty and see the indigence of souls. I am a
pauper in your eyes; stretch out your hand and save me from
myself."



Straight through the one vulnerable
point in the man's pride went this appeal to the man's pity.
Indignation could not turn it aside, contempt blunt its edge, or
wounded feeling lessen its force; and yet it failed: for in Adam
Warwick justice was stronger than mercy, reason than impulse, head
than heart. Experience was a teacher whom he trusted; he had
weighed this woman and found her wanting; truth was not in her; the
patient endeavor, the hard-won success so possible to many was
hardly so to her, and a union between them could bring no lasting
good to either. He knew this; had decided it in a calmer hour than
the present, and by that decision he would now abide proof against
all attacks from without or from within. More gently, but as
inflexibly as before, he said—



"I do put out my hand and offer you the
same bitter draught of self-contempt that proved a tonic to my own
weak will. I can help, pity, and forgive you heartily, but I dare
not marry you. The tie that binds us is a passion of the senses,
not a love of the soul. You lack the moral sentiment that makes all
gifts and graces subservient to the virtues that render womanhood a
thing to honor as well as love. I can relinquish youth, beauty,
worldly advantages, but I must reverence above all others the woman
whom I marry, and feel an affection that elevates me by quickening
all that is noblest and manliest in me. With you I should be either
a tyrant or a slave. I will be neither, but go solitary all my life
rather than rashly mortgage the freedom kept inviolate so long, or
let the impulse of an hour mar the worth of coming
years."[17]



Bent and broken by the unanswerable
accusations of what seemed a conscience in human shape, Ottila had
sunk down before him with an abandonment as native to her as the
indomitable will which still refused to relinquish hope even in
despair.



"Go," she said, "I am not worthy of
salvation. Yet it is hard, very hard, to lose the one motive strong
enough to save me, the one sincere affection of my life."



Warwick had expected a tempestuous
outbreak at his decision; this entire submission touched him, for
in the last words of her brief lament he detected the accent of
truth, and longed to answer it. He paused, searching for the just
thing to be done. Ottila, with hidden face, watched while she wept,
and waited hopefully for the relenting sign. In silence the two, a
modern Samson and Delilah, waged the old war that has gone on ever
since the strong locks were shorn and the temple fell; a war which
fills the world with unmated pairs and the long train of evils
arising from marriages made from impulse, and not principle. As
usual, the most generous was worsted. The silence pleaded well for
Ottila, and when Warwick spoke it was to say impetuously—



"You are right! It is hard that when two
err one alone should suffer. I should have been wise enough to see
the danger, brave enough to fly from it. I was not, and I owe you
some reparation for the pain my folly brings you. I offer you the
best, because the hardest, sacrifice that I can make. You say love
can work miracles, and that yours is the sincerest affection of
your life; prove it. In three months you conquered me; can you
conquer yourself in twelve?"



"Try me!"[18]



"I will. Nature takes a year for her
harvests; I give you the same for yours. If you will devote one
half the energy and care to this work that you devoted to that
other,—will earnestly endeavor to cherish all that is womanly and
noble in yourself, and through desire for another's respect earn
your own,—I, too, will try to make myself a fitter mate for any
woman, and keep our troth unbroken for a year. Can I do
more?"



"I dared not ask so much! I have not
deserved it, but I will. Only love me, Adam, and let me save myself
through you."



Flushed and trembling with delight she
rose, sure the trial was safely passed, but found that for herself
a new one had begun. Warwick offered his hand.



"Farewell, then."



"Going? Surely you will stay and help me
through my long probation?"



"No; if your desire has any worth you
can work it out alone. We should be hindrances to one another, and
the labor be ill done."



"Where will you go? Not far,
Adam."



"Straight to the North. This luxurious
life enervates me; the pestilence of slavery lurks in the air and
infects me; I must build myself up anew and find again the man I
was."



"When must you go? Not soon."



"At once."



"I shall hear from you?"



"Not till I come."



"But I shall need encouragement, shall
grow hungry for a word, a thought from you. A year is very long to
wait and work alone."[19]



Eloquently she pleaded with voice and
eyes and tender lips, but Warwick did not yield.



"If the test be tried at all it must be
fairly tried. We must stand entirely apart and see what saving
virtue lies in self-denial and self-help."



"You will forget me, Adam. Some woman
with a calmer heart than mine will teach you to love as you desire
to love, and when my work is done it will be all in vain."



"Never in vain if it be well done, for
such labor is its own reward. Have no fear; one such lesson will
last a lifetime. Do your part heartily, and I will keep my pledge
until the year is out."



"And then, what then?"



"If I see in you the progress both
should desire, if this tie bears the test of time and absence, and
we find any basis for an abiding union, then, Ottila, I will marry
you."



"But if meanwhile that colder, calmer
woman comes to you, what then?"



"Then I will not marry you."



"Ah, your promise is a man's vow, made
only to be broken. I have no faith in you."



"I think you may have. There will be no
time for more folly; I must repair the loss of many wasted
days,—nay, not wasted if I have learned this lesson well. Rest
secure; it is impossible that I should love."



"You believed that three months ago and
yet you are a lover now."



Ottila smiled an exultant smile, and
Warwick acknowledged his proven fallibility by a haughty flush and
a frank amendment.



"Let it stand, then, that if I love
again I am to wait in silence till the year is out and you absolve
me from my pledge. Does that satisfy you?"[20]



"It must. But you will come, whatever
changes may befall you? Promise me this."



"I promise it."



"Going so soon? Oh, wait a
little!"



"When a duty is to be done, do it at
once; delay is dangerous. Good night."



"Give me some remembrance of you. I have
nothing, for you are not a generous lover."



"Generous in deeds, Ottila. I have given
you a year's liberty, a dear gift from one who values it more than
life. Now I add this."



He drew her to him, kissed the red mouth
and looked down upon her with a glance that made his man's face as
pitiful as any woman's as he let her lean there happy in the hope
given at such cost. For a moment nothing stirred in the room but
the soft whisper of the wind. For a moment Warwick's austere life
looked hard to him, love seemed sweet, submission possible; for in
all the world this was the only woman who clung to him, and it was
beautiful to cherish and be cherished after years of solitude. A
long sigh of desire and regret broke from him, and at the sound a
stealthy smile touched Ottila's lips as she whispered, with a
velvet cheek against his own—



"Love, you will stay?"



"I will not stay!"



And like one who cries out sharply
within himself, "Get thee behind me!" he broke away.



"Adam, come back to me! Come
back!"



He looked over his shoulder, saw the
fair woman in the heart of the warm glow, heard her cry of love and
longing, knew the life of luxurious ease that waited for him, but
steadily went out into the night, only answering—



"In a year."






CHAPTER II.



WHIMS.



"Come, Sylvia, it is nine o'clock!
Little slug-a-bed, don't[21] you mean to get up to-day?" said Miss
Yule, bustling into her sister's room with the wide-awake
appearance of one to whom sleep was a necessary evil, to be endured
and gotten over as soon as possible.



"No, why should I?" And Sylvia turned
her face away from the flood of light that poured into the room as
Prue put aside the curtains and flung up the window.



"Why should you? What a question, unless
you are ill; I was afraid you would suffer for that long row
yesterday, and my predictions seldom fail."



"I am not suffering from any cause
whatever, and your prediction does fail this time; I am only tired
of everybody and everything, and see nothing worth getting up for;
so I shall just stay here till I do. Please put the curtain down
and leave me in peace."



Prue had dropped her voice to the
foreboding tone so irritating to nervous persons whether sick or
well, and Sylvia laid her arm across her eyes with an impatient
gesture as she spoke sharply.



"Nothing worth getting up for," cried
Prue, like an aggravating echo. "Why, child, there are a hundred
pleasant things to do if you would only think so. Now[22] don't be
dismal and mope away this lovely day. Get up and try my plan; have
a good breakfast, read the papers, and then work in your garden
before it grows too warm; that is wholesome exercise and you've
neglected it sadly of late."



"I don't wish any breakfast; I hate
newspapers, they are so full of lies; I'm tired of the garden, for
nothing goes right this year; and I detest taking exercise merely
because it's wholesome. No, I'll not get up for that."



"Then stay in the house and draw, read,
or practise. Sit with Mark in the studio; give Miss Hemming
directions about your summer things, or go into town about your
bonnet. There is a matinée, try that; or make calls, for you owe
fifty at least. Now I'm sure there's employment enough and
amusement enough for any reasonable person."



Prue looked triumphant, but Sylvia was
not a "reasonable person," and went on in her former despondingly
petulant strain.



"I'm tired of drawing; my head is a
jumble of other people's ideas already, and Herr Pedalsturm has put
the piano out of tune. Mark always makes a model of me if I go to
him, and I don't like to see my eyes, arms, or hair in all his
pictures. Miss Hemming's gossip is worse than fussing over new
things that I don't need. Bonnets are my torment, and matinées are
wearisome, for people whisper and flirt till the music is spoiled.
Making calls is the worst of all; for what pleasure or profit is
there in running from place to place to tell the same polite fibs
over and over again, and listen to scandal that makes you pity or
despise your neighbors. I shall not get up for any of these
things."



Prue leaned on the bedpost meditating
with an anxious[23] face till a forlorn hope appeared which caused
her to exclaim—



"Mark and I are going to see Geoffrey
Moor, this morning, just home from Switzerland, where his poor
sister died, you know. You really ought to come with us and welcome
him, for though you can hardly remember him, he's been so long
away, still, as one of the family, it is a proper compliment on
your part. The drive will do you good, Geoffrey will be glad to see
you, it is a lovely old place, and as you never saw the inside of
the house you cannot complain that you are tired of that
yet."



"Yes I can, for it will never seem as it
has done, and I can no longer go where I please now that a master's
presence spoils its freedom and solitude for me. I don't know him,
and don't care to, though his name is so familiar. New people
always disappoint me, especially if I've heard them praised ever
since I was born. I shall not get up for any Geoffrey Moor, so that
bait fails."



Sylvia smiled involuntarily at her
sister's defeat, but Prue fell back upon her last resource in times
like this. With a determined gesture she plunged her hand into an
abysmal pocket, and from a miscellaneous collection of treasures
selected a tiny vial, presenting it to Sylvia with a half pleading,
half authoritative look and tone.



"I'll leave you in peace if you'll only
take a dose of chamomilla. It is so soothing, that instead of
tiring yourself with all manner of fancies, you'll drop into a
quiet sleep, and by noon be ready to get up like a civilized being.
Do take it, dear; just four sugar-plums, and I'm satisfied."



Sylvia received the bottle with a docile
expression; but the next minute it flew out of the window, to be
shivered[24] on the walk below, while she said, laughing like a
wilful creature as she was—



"I have taken it in the only way I ever
shall, and the sparrows can try its soothing effects with me; so be
satisfied."



"Very well. I shall send for Dr. Baum,
for I'm convinced that you are going to be ill. I shall say no
more, but act as I think proper, because it's like talking to the
wind to reason with you in one of these perverse fits."



As Prue turned away, Sylvia frowned and
called after her—



"Spare yourself the trouble, for Dr.
Baum will follow the chamomilla, if you bring him here. What does
he know about health, a fat German, looking lager beer and talking
sauer-kraut? Bring me bona fide sugar-plums and I'll
take them; but arsenic, mercury, and nightshade are not to my
taste."



"Would you feel insulted if I ask
whether your breakfast is to be sent up, or kept waiting till you
choose to come down?"



Prue looked rigidly calm, but Sylvia
knew that she felt hurt, and with one of the sudden impulses which
ruled her the frown melted to a smile, as drawing her sister down
she kissed her in her most loving manner.



"Dear old soul, I'll be good by-and-by,
but now I'm tired and cross, so let me keep out of every one's way
and drowse myself into a cheerier frame of mind. I want nothing but
solitude, a draught of water, and a kiss."



Prue was mollified at once, and after
stirring fussily about for several minutes gave her sister all she
asked, and departed to the myriad small cares that made her
happiness. As the door closed, Sylvia sighed a long sigh of
re[25]lief, and folding her arms under her head drifted away into
the land of dreams, where ennui is unknown.



All the long summer morning she lay
wrapt in sleeping and waking dreams, forgetful of the world about
her, till her brother played the Wedding March upon her door on his
way to lunch. The desire to avenge the sudden downfall of a lovely
castle in the air roused Sylvia, and sent her down to skirmish with
Mark. Before she could say a word, however, Prue began to talk in a
steady stream, for the good soul had a habit of jumbling news,
gossip, private opinions and public affairs into a colloquial
hodge-podge, that was often as trying to the intellects as the
risibles of her hearers.



"Sylvia, we had a charming call, and
Geoffrey sent his love to you. I asked him over to dinner, and we
shall dine at six, because then my father can be with us. I shall
have to go to town first, for there are a dozen things suffering
for attention. You can't wear a round hat and lawn jackets without
a particle of set all summer. I want some things for dinner,—and
the carpet must be got. What a lovely one Geoffrey had in the
library! Then I must see if poor Mrs. Beck has had her leg
comfortably off, find out if Freddy Lennox is dead, and order home
the mosquito nettings. Now don't read all the afternoon, and be
ready to receive any one who may come if I should get
belated."



The necessity of disposing of a
suspended mouthful produced a lull, and Sylvia seized the moment to
ask in a careless way, intended to bring her brother out upon his
favorite topic,—



"How did you find your saint,
Mark?"



"The same sunshiny soul as ever, though
he has had[26] enough to make him old and grave before his time. He
is just what we need in our neighborhood, and particularly in our
house, for we are a dismal set at times, and he will do us all a
world of good."



"What will become of me, with a pious,
prosy, perfect creature eternally haunting the house and exhorting
me on the error of my ways!" cried Sylvia.



"Don't disturb yourself; he is not
likely to take much notice of you; and it is not for an indolent,
freakish midge to scoff at a man whom she does not know, and
couldn't appreciate if she did," was Mark's lofty reply.



"I rather liked the appearance of the
saint, however," said Sylvia, with an expression of naughty malice,
as she began her lunch.



"Why, where did you see him!" exclaimed
her brother.



"I went over there yesterday to take a
farewell run in the neglected garden before he came. I knew he was
expected, but not that he was here; and when I saw the house open,
I slipped in and peeped wherever I liked. You are right, Prue; it
is a lovely old place."



"Now I know you did something dreadfully
unladylike and improper. Put me out of suspense, I beg of
you."



Prue's distressful face and Mark's
surprise produced an inspiring effect upon Sylvia, who continued,
with an air of demure satisfaction—



"I strolled about, enjoying myself, till
I got into the library, and there I rummaged, for it was a charming
place, and I was happy as only those are who love books, and feel
their influence in the silence of a room whose finest ornaments
they are."



"I hope Moor came in and found you
trespassing."



"No, I went out and caught him playing.
When I'd[27] stayed as long as I dared, and borrowed a very
interesting old book—



"Sylvia! did you really take one without
asking?" cried Prue, looking almost as much alarmed as if she had
stolen the spoons.



"Yes; why not? I can apologize prettily,
and it will open the way for more. I intend to browse over that
library for the next six months."



"But it was such a liberty,—so rude,
so—- dear, dear; and he as fond and careful of his books as if they
were his children! Well, I wash my hands of it, and am prepared for
anything now!"



Mark enjoyed Sylvia's pranks too much to
reprove, so he only laughed while one sister lamented and the other
placidly went on—



"When I had put the book nicely in my
pocket, Prue, I walked into the garden. But before I'd picked a
single flower, I heard little Tilly laugh behind the hedge and some
strange voice talking to her. So I hopped upon a roller to see, and
nearly tumbled off again; for there was a man lying on the grass,
with the gardener's children rioting over him. Will was picking his
pockets, and Tilly eating strawberries out of his hat, often
thrusting one into the mouth of her long neighbor, who always
smiled when the little hand came fumbling at his lips. You ought to
have seen the pretty picture, Mark."



"Did he see the interesting picture on
your side of the wall?"



"No, I was just thinking what friendly
eyes he had, listening to his pleasant talk with the little folks,
and watching how they nestled to him as if he were a girl, when
Tilly looked up and cried, 'I see Silver!' So I ran[28] away,
expecting to have them all come racing after. But no one appeared,
and I only heard a laugh instead of the 'stop thief' that I
deserved."



"If I had time I should convince you of
the impropriety of such wild actions; as I haven't, I can only
implore you never to do so again on Geoffrey's premises," said
Prue, rising as the carriage drove round.



"I can safely promise that," answered
Sylvia, with a dismal shake of the head, as she leaned listlessly
from the window till her brother and sister were gone.



At the appointed time Moor entered Mr.
Yule's hospitably open door; but no one came to meet him, and the
house was as silent as if nothing human inhabited it. He divined
the cause of this, having met Prue and Mark going downward some
hours before, and saying to himself, "The boat is late," he
disturbed no one, but strolled into the drawing-rooms and looked
about him. Being one of those who seldom find time heavy on their
hands, he amused himself with observing what changes had been made
during his absence. His journey round the apartments was not a long
one, for, coming to an open window, he paused with an expression of
mingled wonder and amusement.



A pile of cushions, pulled from chair
and sofa, lay before the long window, looking very like a newly
deserted nest. A warm-hued picture lifted from the wall stood in a
streak of sunshine; a half-cleared leaf of fruit lay on a taboret,
and beside it, with a red stain on its title-page, appeared the
stolen book. At sight of this Moor frowned, caught up his
desecrated darling and put it in his pocket. But as he took another
glance at the various indications of what had evidently been a
solitary revel very much after his own heart, he relented, laid
back the book, and, putting[29] aside the curtain floating in the
wind, looked out into the garden, attracted thither by the sound of
a spade.



A lad was at work near by, and wondering
what new inmate the house had gained, the neglected guest waited to
catch a glimpse of the unknown face. A slender boy, in a
foreign-looking blouse of grey linen; a white collar lay over a
ribbon at the throat, stout half boots covered a trim pair of feet,
and a broad-brimmed hat flapped low on the forehead. Whistling
softly he dug with active gestures; and, having made the necessary
cavity, set a shrub, filled up the hole, trod it down
scientifically, and then fell back to survey the success of his
labors. But something was amiss, something had been forgotten, for
suddenly up came the shrub, and seizing a wheelbarrow that stood
near by, away rattled the boy round the corner out of sight. Moor
smiled at his impetuosity, and awaited his return with interest,
suspecting from appearances that this was some
protégé of Mark's employed as a model as well as gardener's
boy.



Presently up the path came the lad, with
head down and steady pace, trundling a barrow full of richer earth,
surmounted by a watering-pot. Never stopping for breath he fell to
work again, enlarged the hole, flung in the loam, poured in the
water, reset the shrub, and when the last stamp and pat were given
performed a little dance of triumph about it, at the close of which
he pulled off his hat and began to fan his heated face. The action
caused the observer to start and look again, thinking, as he
recognized the energetic worker with a smile, "What a changeful
thing it is! haunting one's premises unseen, and stealing one's
books unsuspected; dreaming one half the day and masquerading the
other half. What will happen next?[30] Let us see but not be seen,
lest the boy turn shy and run away before the pretty play is
done!"



Holding the curtain between the window
and himself, Moor peeped through the semi-transparent screen,
enjoying the little episode immensely. Sylvia fanned and rested a
few minutes, then went up and down among the flowers, often pausing
to break a dead leaf, to brush away some harmful insect, or lift
some struggling plant into the light; moving among them as if akin
to them, and cognizant of their sweet wants. If she had seemed
strong-armed and sturdy as a boy before, now she was tender
fingered as a woman, and went humming here and there like any
happy-hearted bee.



"Curious child!" thought Moor, watching
the sunshine glitter on her uncovered head, and listening to the
air she left half sung. "I've a great desire to step out and see
how she will receive me. Not like any other girl, I fancy."



But, before he could execute his design,
the roll of a carriage was heard in the avenue, and pausing an
instant, with head erect like a startled doe, Sylvia turned and
vanished, dropping flowers as she ran. Mr. Yule, accompanied by his
son and daughter, came hurrying in with greetings, explanations,
and apologies, and in a moment the house was full of a pleasant
stir. Steps went up and down, voices echoed through the rooms,
savory odors burst forth from below, and doors swung in the wind,
as if the spell was broken and the sleeping palace had wakened with
a word.



Prue made a hasty toilet and harassed
the cook to the verge of spontaneous combustion, while Mark and his
father devoted themselves to their guest. Just as dinner was
announced Sylvia came in, as calm and cool as if wheelbarrows
[31]were myths and linen suits unknown. Moor was welcomed with a
quiet hand-shake, a grave salutation, and a look that seemed to
say, "Wait a little, I take no friends on trust."



All through dinner, though she sat as
silent as a well-bred child, she looked and listened with an
expression of keen intelligence that children do not wear, and
sometimes smiled to herself, as if she saw or heard something that
pleased and interested her. When they rose from table she followed
Prue up stairs, quite forgetting the disarray in which the
drawing-room was left. The gentlemen took possession before either
sister returned, and Mark's annoyance found vent in a philippic
against oddities in general and Sylvia in particular; but his
father and friend sat in the cushionless chairs, and pronounced the
scene amusingly novel. Prue appeared in the midst of the laugh, and
having discovered other delinquencies above, her patience was
exhausted, and her regrets found no check in the presence of so old
a friend as Moor.



"Something must be done about that
child, father, for she is getting entirely beyond my control. If I
attempt to make her study she writes poetry instead of her
exercises, draws caricatures instead of sketching properly, and
bewilders her music teacher by asking questions about Beethoven and
Mendelssohn, as if they were personal friends of his. If I beg her
to take exercise, she rides like an Amazon all over the Island,
grubs in the garden as if for her living, or goes paddling about
the bay till I'm distracted lest the tide should carry her out to
sea. She is so wanting in moderation she gets ill, and when I give
her proper medicines she flings them out of the window, and
threatens to send that worthy, Dr. Baum, after them. Yet she must
need something to set her right, for she is either overflow[32]ing
with unnatural spirits or melancholy enough to break one's
heart."



"What have you done with the little
black sheep of my flock,—not banished her, I hope?" said Mr. Yule,
placidly, ignoring all complaints.



"She is in the garden, attending to some
of her disagreeable pets, I fancy. If you are going out there to
smoke, please send her in, Mark; I want her."



As Mr. Yule was evidently yearning for
his after-dinner nap, and Mark for his cigar, Moor followed his
friend, and they stepped through the window into the garden, now
lovely with the fading glow of summer sunset.



"You must know that this peculiar little
sister of mine clings to some of her childish beliefs and pleasures
in spite of Prue's preaching and my raillery," began Mark, after a
refreshing whiff or two. "She is overflowing with love and good
will, but being too shy or too proud to offer it to her
fellow-creatures, she expends it upon the necessitous inhabitants
of earth, air, and water with the most charming philanthropy. Her
dependants are neither beautiful nor very interesting, nor is she
sentimentally enamored of them; but the more ugly and desolate the
creature, the more devoted is she. Look at her now; most young
ladies would have hysterics over any one of those pets of
hers."



Moor looked, and thought the group a
very pretty one, though a plump toad sat at Sylvia's feet, a
roly-poly caterpillar was walking up her sleeve, a blind bird
chirped on her shoulder, bees buzzed harmlessly about her head, as
if they mistook her for a flower, and in her hand a little field
mouse was breathing its short life away. Any tender-hearted girl
might have stood thus surrounded by helpless[33] things that pity
had endeared, but few would have regarded them with an expression
like that which Sylvia wore. Figure, posture, and employment were
so childlike in their innocent unconsciousness, that the contrast
was all the more strongly marked between them and the sweet
thoughtfulness that made her face singularly attractive with the
charm of dawning womanhood. Moor spoke before Mark could dispose of
his smoke.



"This is a great improvement upon the
boudoir full of lap-dogs, worsted-work and novels, Miss Sylvia. May
I ask if you feel no repugnance to some of your patients; or is
your charity strong enough to beautify them all?"



"I dislike many people, but few animals,
because however ugly I pity them, and whatever I pity I am sure to
love. It may be silly, but I think it does me good; and till I am
wise enough to help my fellow-beings, I try to do my duty to these
humbler sufferers, and find them both grateful and
affectionate."



There was something very winning in the
girl's manner as she spoke, touching the little creature in her
hand almost as tenderly as if it had been a child. It showed the
newcomer another phase of this many-sided character; and while
Sylvia related the histories of her pets at his request, he was
enjoying that finer history which every ingenuous soul writes on
its owner's countenance for gifted eyes to read and love. As she
paused, the little mouse lay stark and still in her gentle hand;
and though they smiled at themselves, both young men felt like boys
again as they helped her scoop a grave among the pansies, owning
the beauty of compassion, though she showed it to them in such a
simple shape.



Then Mark delivered his message, and
Sylvia went away[34] to receive Prue's lecture, with outward
meekness, but such an absent mind that the words of wisdom went by
her like the wind.



"Now come and take our twilight stroll,
while Mark keeps Mr. Moor in the studio and Prue prepares another
exhortation," said Sylvia, as her father woke, and taking his arm,
they paced along the wide piazza that encircled the whole
house.



"Will father do me a little
favor?"



"That is all he lives for, dear."



"Then his life is a very successful
one;" and the girl folded her other hand over that already on his
arm. Mr. Yule shook his head with a regretful sigh, but asked
benignly—



"What shall I do for my little
daughter?"



"Forbid Mark to execute a plot with
which he threatens me. He says he will bring every gentleman he
knows (and that is a great many) to the house, and make it so
agreeable that they will keep coming; for he insists that I need
amusement, and nothing will be so entertaining as a lover or two.
Please tell him not to, for I don't want any lovers yet."



"Why not?" asked her father, much amused
at her twilight confidences.



"I'm afraid. Love is so cruel to some
people, I feel as if it would be to me, for I am always in
extremes, and continually going wrong while trying to go right.
Love bewilders the wisest, and it would make me quite blind or mad,
I know; therefore I'd rather have nothing to do with it, for a
long, long while."



"Then Mark shall be forbidden to bring a
single specimen. I very much prefer to keep you as you are. And[35]
yet you may be happier to do as others do; try it, if you like, my
dear."



"But I can't do as others do; I've
tried, and failed. Last winter, when Prue made me go about, though
people probably thought me a stupid little thing, moping in
corners, I was enjoying myself in my own way, and making
discoveries that have been very useful ever since. I know I'm
whimsical, and hard to please, and have no doubt the fault was in
myself, but I was disappointed in nearly every one I met, though I
went into what Prue calls 'our best society.' The girls seemed all
made on the same pattern; they all said, did, thought, and wore
about the same things, and knowing one was as good as knowing a
dozen. Jessie Hope was the only one I cared much for, and she is so
pretty, she seems made to be looked at and loved."
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