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The author addresses her readers in these words, by way of Preface
to the Second Volume of Fern Leaves:—

“Six months since, I was in a deplorable state of ignorance as
to the most felicitous style in which I could address my readers; at
this lapse of time I find myself not a whit wiser. You will permit
me, therefore, in pressing again your kindly hands, simply to say,
that I hope my second offering of Fern Leaves will be more worthy
of your acceptance than the first.”

To this the Publishers of the English edition need only add, that
the great popularity which this and the preceding series of Fern
Leaves have attained, both in England and America, has induced
them to enter into arrangements with the proprietors of the copyright,
whereby the present edition of this work might obtain the
benefit of the author’s sanction and revision. To say anything by
way of recommending so well-known a writer as the sister of
N. P. Willis is quite unnecessary—the acute knowledge of the world,
the womanly pathos and sympathy for the poor and neglected, the
genial, almost masculine, sense of humour and force of language,
the fearless expression of opinion, and the true wit and genius displayed
in these Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio, cannot fail to ensure
for them a large and sympathising audience among the British
public.





Amen Corner, Paternoster Row,



August, 1854.
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I can see it now: the little brown house, with its sloping roof, its
clumsy old chimneys, and its vine-clad porch; where the brown bee
hummed his drowsy song, and my silver-haired old father sat dozing
the sultry summer noons away, with shaggy Bruno at his feet. The
bright earth had no blight or mildew then for me. The song of the
little birds, resting beneath the eaves, filled my heart with a quiet
joy. It was sweet, when toil was over, to sit in the low door-way,
and watch the golden sun go down, and see the many-tinted clouds
fade softly away (like a dying saint) into the light of heaven, and
evening’s glittering star glow, like a seraph’s eye, above them.
’Twas sweet, when Autumn touched the hill-side foliage with rainbow
dyes, to see the gorgeous leaves come circling down on the soft
Indian summer breeze. ’Twas sweet, when the tripping, silver
stream lay still and cold in Winter’s icy clasp, and the flowers
fainted beneath his chilly breath, and the leafless trees stretched out
their imploring arms, and shook off, impatiently, their snowy burthen,
and the heavy waggon-wheels went creaking past, and the ruddy
farmer struck his brawny arms across his ample chest, for warmth,
and goaded the lazy, round-eyed oxen up the icy hill. Even then
it was sunshine still in the little brown house: in the ample chimney
glowed and crackled the blazing faggots; rows of shining pans
glittered upon the shelves; the fragrant loaf steamed in the little
oven; the friendly tea-kettle, smoking, sang in the chimney corner,
and by its side still sat the dear old father, with the faithful newspaper,
that weekly brought us news from the busy world, from which
our giant forest-trees had shut us out.

Ah! those were happy days: few wants and no cares! the
patriarch’s head was white with grave blossoms, yet his heart was
fresh and green. Alas! that, under the lowliest door-way, as through
the loftiest portal, the Guest unbidden cometh. The morning sun
rose fair, but it shone upon silver locks that stirred with no breath of
life; upon loving lips for ever mute; upon a palsied, kindly hand that
gave no returning pressure. Soon, over the heart so warm and true,
the snow lay white and cold; the winter wind sang its mournful
requiem, and from out the little brown house the orphan passed with
tearful gaze and lingering footstep.
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Oh, the bitter, bitter bread of dependence! No welcome by the
hearth-stone: no welcome at the board: the mocking tone, the
cutting taunt, the grudged morsel. Weary days, and sleepless,
memory-torturing nights.

“Well, Josiah’s dead and gone,” said my uncle, taking down his
spectacles from the mantel, to survey me, as I sank on the settle, in
the chimney corner. “Take off your bonnet, Hetty. I suppose we
must give you house-room. Josiah never had the knack of saving
anything—more’s the pity for you. That farm of his was awfully
mismanaged. I could have had twice the produce he did off that
land. Sheer nonsense, that shallow ploughing of his, tiring the land
all out; he should have used the sub-soil plough. Then he had no
idea of the proper rotation of crops, or how to house his cattle in
winter, or to keep his tools where they wouldn’t rust and rot. That
new barn, too, was a useless extravagance. He might have roofed
the old one. It’s astonishing what a difference there is in brothers,
about getting beforehand in the world. Now, I’ve a cool thousand in
the bank, all for taking care of little things. (There, Jonathan!
Jonathan! you’ve taken the meal out of the wrong barrel: it was
the damaged meal I told you to carry to Widow Folger.)

“Well, as I was saying, Hetty, in the first place, your father
didn’t know how to manage; then he didn’t know how to say No.
He’d lend money to anybody who wanted it, and pay his workmen
just what they took it into their heads it was right to ask. Now,
there’s Jonathan, yonder; a day or two since, he struck for higher
wages. Well, I let him strike, and got an Irishman in his place.
This morning he came whining back, saying that his wife was sick,
and his youngest child lay dead in the house, and that he was willing
to work on at the old wages. That’s the way to do, Hetty. If
Jonathan chose to saddle himself with a wife and babies before he
was able to feed them, I don’t see the justice of my paying for it!
But it’s time for family prayers; that will be something new to you,
I suppose. I don’t want to judge any body; I hope your father has
gone to Heaven, but I’m afraid he didn’t let his light shine. Don’t
whimper, child; as the tree falls, so it must lie. You must see that
you do your duty: make yourself useful here in my house, and
try to pay your way. Young people of your age consume a great
deal in the way of food and clothes.”

Oh, the monotony of those weary days! how memory lingered
over the sunny past: how thought shrank back affrighted from the
gloomy future: how untiringly and thanklessly I strove to cancel
the debt for daily bread, and how despairingly I prayed for relief
from such bitter thraldom.
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“Make up the bed in the north room, Hetty,” said my aunt; “it’s
our turn to board the schoolmaster this week. You needn’t put on
the best sheets: these book-learning folks are always wool-gathering.
He never’ll know the difference. What a hungry set these schoolmasters
are, to be sure: it keeps a body all the time cooking. A
bushel of doughnuts is a mere circumstance. When the last master
was here, our winter barrel of cider went off like snow in April. I
hope Jonathan learned enough at school to pay for it, but I have my
doubts; he trips in the multiplication table yet. Your uncle and I
think that this boarding schoolmasters is a poor business—a losing
bargain. He says I must put less on the table, but it is no use to try
that game with George Grey. He’s as independent as Adam in
Eden, before the serpent and his wife got in. He’d just as lief call
for anything he wanted as not; and somehow or other, when he does,
I always feel as if I had no choice about bringing it. That eye of his
always makes me think of forked lightning; and yet he’s kindly
spoken, too. He is as much of a riddle to unravel, as one of Parson
Jones’ doctrinal sermons. But, go make his bed, Hetty, and mind
you stuff a few rags in that broken pane of glass over it. I spoke to
your uncle about getting it mended, but he said warm weather would
be along in three months, and that’s very true, Hetty. Hist! your
uncle is calling you. He says he is going out in the barn to thresh,
and if Peter Tay comes up the road, and stops in here again, for him
to subscribe towards the minister’s new cloak, you must say that he
has gone to Jifftown, and will not be home for a week at least. Now
don’t forget, Hetty; people seem to think one earns money now-a-days
on purpose to give away. A new cloak! humph! I wonder if
the Apostle Paul’s hearers ever gave him a new cloak? I wonder if
John the Baptist ever had a donation party? Don’t the minister
have his salary, two hundred dollars a year—part in produce, part in
money; paid regularly, when the times ain’t too hard? Go make the
schoolmaster’s bed now, Hetty. One pillow will do for him. Goodness
knows he carries his head high enough when he is awake. I
shouldn’t wonder if he had been captain or colonel, or something,
some muster day.”

The schoolmaster! Should I be permitted to go to school? or
should I be kept drudging at home? Would this Mr. Grey think
me very ignorant? I began to feel as if his forked-lightning eyes
were already on me. My cheeks grew hot at the idea of making a
blunder in his awful presence. What a miserable room my aunt had
provided for him! If I could but put up some nice white curtains at
the window, or get him a cushioned chair, or put in a bureau, or chest
of drawers. It looked so comfortless—so different from the welcome
my dear old father was wont to give to “the stranger within the
gates;” and now memory pictured him, as he sat in the old arm-chair,
and I knelt again at the low footstool at his feet, and his hand strayed
caressingly over my temples, and I listened to old continental stories,
till the candle burned low in the socket, and only the fire-light
flickered dimly on the old portrait of General Washington, and on
my father’s time-worn face.

My aunt’s shrill voice soon roused me from my reverie. Dinnertime
had come, and with it Mr. Grey—a gentlemanly young man, of
about two and twenty, with a bright, keen, blue eye, and a frank,
decided, off-hand manner, that seemed to me admirably in keeping
with his erect, imposing figure and firm step. Even my uncle reefed
in a sail or two in his presence, and my aunt involuntarily qualified
her usual bluntness of manner. I uttered a heartfelt thanksgiving
when dinner was over.
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“Hetty,” said my uncle, as the door closed upon Mr. Grey, “I
suppose you must go to school, or the neighbours will say we don’t
treat you well. You ought to be very thankful for such a home as
this, Hetty; women are poor, miserable creatures, left without
money. I wish it had pleased Providence to have made you a boy.
You might then have done Jonathan’s work just as well as not, and
saved me his wages and board. There’s a piece of stone wall waiting
to be laid, and the barn wants shingling. Josiah, now, would be at
the extravagance of hiring a mason and a carpenter to do it.

“Crying? I wonder what’s the matter now? Well, it’s beyond
me to keep track of anything in the shape of a woman. One moment
they are up in the attic of ecstasy; the next, down in the cellar of
despondency, as the almanac says; and it is as true as if it had been
written in the Apocrypha. I only said that it is a thousand pities
that you were not a boy; then you could graft my trees for me, and
hoe, and dig, and plant, and plough, and all that sort of thing.
This puttering round, washing dishes a little, and mopping floors a
little, and wringing out a few clothes, don’t amount to much toward
supporting yourself. Let me see: you have had, since you came
here”—and my uncle put on his spectacles, and pulled out a well-thumbed
pocket memorandum—“You’ve had t-w-o p-a-i-r-s of shoes,
at t-h-r-e-e s-h-i-l-l-i-n-g-s a pair, and nine yards of calico, for a
dress, at s-i-x c-e-n-t-s a yard. That ’mounts up, Hetty, ’mounts
up. You see it costs something to keep you. I earned my money,
and if you ever expect to have any, you must earn yours”—and my
uncle took out his snuff-box, helped himself to a pinch, and, with
the timely aid of a stray sunbeam, achieved a succession of very
satisfactory sneezes.

The following day, under the overwhelming consciousness of my
feminity and consequent good-for-nothingness, I made my debut at
Master Grey’s school.

It was a huge barn of a room, ill-lighted, ill-warmed, and worse
ventilated, crowded with pupils of both sexes, from the little, chubby
A B C D-arian, to the gaunt Jonathan of thirty, who had begun to
feel the need of a little ciphering and geography, in making out his
accounts, or superscribing a business letter. There were rows of
awkward, mop-headed, freckled, red-fisted boys; and rosy-cheeked,
buxom lasses, bursting out of their dresses, half-shy, half-saucy, who
were much more conversant with “apple bees,” and “husking
frolics,” than with grammar or philosophy. There was the parson’s
son, and the squire’s and the blacksmith’s son, besides a few who
hadn’t the remotest idea whose sons they were, having originally
been indentured to their farming masters by the overseers of the
county alms-house.

Amid these discordant elements Master Grey moved as serenely
as the August moon of a cloudless night; now patting some little
curly head, cruelly perplexed by “crooked S;” now demonstrating
to some slow, older brain, a stumbling-block in Euclid; now closing
the creaking door after an ill-mannered urchin; now overlooking
the pot-hooks and hangers of an unsophisticated scribe, who
clutched the pen as if it were a hoe-handle; now feeding the great,
draftless Behemoth of a stove with green hickory knots, and vainly
attempting to thaw out his own congealed fingers.

In a remote corner of the school-room sat Zeb Smith, the village
blacksmith’s son, who came into the world with his fists doubled up,
and had been pugilist-ing ever since. It was Zeb’s proud boast that
“he had whipped every schoolmaster who had ever appeared in
Frog-town,” and in his peaceful retreat from under his bent brows,
he was now mentally taking the measure of Master Grey, ending his
little reverie with a loud, protracted whistle.

Master Grey turned quickly round, and facing his overgrown
pupil of thirty, said, in a voice clear as the click of a pistol, “You
will be pleased not to repeat that annoyance, Mr. Smith.” Zeb bent
his gooseberry eyes full upon the master, and gave him a blast of
“Yankee Doodle.”

All eyes were bent on Master Grey. The gauntlet of defiance
was thrown in his very teeth. Zeb had a frame like an ox, and
a fist like a sledge-hammer, and he knew it. Master Grey was
slight, but panther-y; to their unscientific eyes he was already
victimized.

Not a bit of it! See! Master Grey’s delicately white fingers are
on Zeb’s check shirt-collar; there is a momentary struggle; lips
grow white; teeth are set; limbs twist, and writhe, and mingle, and
now Zeb lies on the floor, with Master Grey’s handsome foot on his
brawny chest. Ah, Master Grey! science is sometimes a match for
bone and muscle. Your boxing-master, Monsieur Punchmellow,
would have been proud of his pupil.

Peace restored, Master Grey shakes back from his broad forehead
his curly locks, and summons the first class in geography. A row
of country girls, round as little barrels and red as peonies, stand
before him, their respect and admiration for “the master” having
been increased ten per cent. by his victory over Zeb. Feminity
pardons anything in a man sooner than lack of courage. The
recitation goes off very well, with the exception of Miss Betsey
Jones, who persists in not reciting at all. Master Grey looks at her:
he has conquered a man, but that’s no reason why he should suppose
he can conquer a woman. He sees that written in very legible characters
in Miss Bessie’s saucy black eye. Miss Bessie is sent to her
seat, and warned to stay after school, till her lesson is learned and
recited perfectly. With admirable nonchalance, she takes her own
time to obey, and commences drawing little caricatures of the master,
which she places in her shoe, and passes round under the desk, to
her more demure petticoat neighbours.

School is dismissed: the last little straggler is kicking up his
heels in the snow drifts, and Master Grey and Miss Bessie are left
alone. Master Grey inquires if the lesson is learned, and is told
by Miss Bessie, with a toss of her ringlets, that she has no intention
of learning it. Master Grey again reminds her that the lesson must
be recited before she can go home. Bessie looks mischievously at
the setting sun, and plays with the master’s commands and her
apron strings. An hour passes, and Bessie has not opened the book.
Master Grey consults his watch, and reminds her “that it is growing
dark.” Bessie smiles till the dimples play hide-and-seek on her
cheek, but she says nothing. Another hour: Master Grey bites his
lip, and, replacing his watch in his pocket, says, “I see your intention,
Miss Betsey. It is quite impossible, as you know, for us to
remain here after dark. To-morrow morning, if your lesson is not
earned, I shall punish you in the presence of the whole school.
You can go.”

“Thank you, sir,” says Bessie, with mock humility, as she crushes
her straw hat down over her bright ringlets.

“Mischief take these women,” Master Grey was heard to utter,
as he went through the snow by starlight to a cold supper. “Shall
I conquer Zeb, to strike my colours to a girl of sixteen?”

There was plenty to talk about over the brown bread and milk
at the farmers’ tea-tables that night; the youngsters all made up
their minds that if there was “a time to play,” it was not in Master
Grey’s school-room; and the old farmers said they were glad the
District had a schoolmaster at last that was good for something, and
that they should think better of city chaps in future for his sake.
Even Zeb himself acknowledged, over his father’s forge, as he mended
his broken suspenders, that Master Grey was a “trump.”

The nine o’clock bell summoned again the Frog-town pupils to the
District School. Master Grey in vain looked in Bessie’s face for any
sign of submission. She had evidently made up her mind to brave
him. After the usual preliminary exercises, she was called up to
recite. Fixing her saucy black eyes upon him, she said, “I told you
I would not learn that lesson, and I have not learned it.” “And I
told you,” said Master Grey (a slight flush passing over his forehead),
“that I should punish you if you did not learn it. Did I not?”
Bessie’s red lip quivered, but she deigned him no reply.

“You will hold out your hand, Betsey,” said Mr. Grey, taking up
a large ferule that lay beside him. The colour left Bessie’s cheek,
but the little hand was extended with martyr-like determination; and
amid a silence that might be felt, the ferule came down upon it, with
justice as unflinching as if it were not owned by a woman. Betsey
was not proof against this humiliation; she burst into tears, and the
answering tear in Master Grey’s eye showed how difficult and
repugnant had been the task.

From that day, Master Grey was “monarch of all he surveyed;”
and truth compels me to own, by none better loved or more implicitly
obeyed than by Miss Bessie.

Master Grey’s “boarding week” at my uncle’s had now expired.
What a change had it effected in me! Life was no longer aimless:
the old, glad sparkle had come back to my heavy eye; I no longer
dreaded the solitude of my own thoughts. The dull rain dropping on
my chamber roof had its music for my ears; the stars wore a new
and a glittering brightness, and Winter, with his snowy mantle,
frosty breath, and icicle diadem, seemed lovelier to me than violet-slippered
Spring, with roses in her hair. I still saw Master Grey
each day at school. How patiently he bore with my multiplied
deficiencies, and with what a delicate and womanly appreciation of
my extreme sensitiveness he soothed my wounded pride. No pale-eyed
flower fainting beneath the garish noonday heat, ever so
thirsted for the cool dews of twilight, as did my desolate heart for his
soothing tones and kindly words.

CHAPTER V.


Table of Contents



“Hetty,” said my uncle, “we shall want you at home now. It
will be impossible for me to get along without you, unless I hire a
hand, and times are too hard for that: so you must leave school.
You’ve a good home here, for which you ought to be thankful, as I’ve
told you before; but you must work, girl, work! Some how or other
the money goes” (and he pulled out the old pocket-book). “Here’s
my grocer’s bill—two shillings for tea, and three shillings for sugar;
can’t you do without sugar, Hetty? And here’s a dollar charged for
a pair of India rubbers. A dollar is a great deal of money, Hetty;
more than you could earn in a month. And here’s a shilling for a
comb; now that’s useless; you might cut your hair off. It won’t do—won’t
do. I had no idea of the additional expense when I took
you in. Josiah ought to have left you something; no man has a right
to leave his children for other people to support; ’tis n’t Christian.
I’ve been a professor these twenty years, and I ought to know. I
don’t know as you have any legal claim on me because you are my
niece. Josiah was thriftless and extravagant. I suppose ’tis in your
blood, too, for I can’t find out that you have begun to pay your way
by any chores you have done here. If you must live on us (and I
can’t say that I see the necessity), I repeat, I wish you had been born
a boy.”

“But as I am not a boy, uncle, and as I do not wish to be a
burthen to you, will you tell me how to support myself?”

“Don’t ask me. I’m sure I don’t know. That is your business.
I have my hands full to attend to my own affairs. I am deacon of
the church, beside being trustee of the Sandwich Island Fund. I
don’t get a copper for the office of deacon; nobody pays me for
handing round the contribution box; not a cent of the money that
passes through my hands goes into my till; not a mill do I have, by
way of perquisite, for doling it out to bed-ridden Widow Hall, or
asthmatic Mr. Price. Not a penny the richer was I, for that twenty
dollars I collected in the contribution box at last communion: no, I
am a poor man, comparatively speaking. I may die yet in the alms-house;
who knows? You must work, girl, work; can’t have any
drones in my hive.”

A shadow just then passed the window. I should know that
retreating footstep! Could it be that Master Grey had come to the
door with the intention of calling, and overheard my uncle? At
least, then, I was spared the humiliation of exposing his parsimony.
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It was the night for the weekly vestry lecture. I was left quite
alone in the old kitchen. My uncle had extinguished the lamp in
leaving, saying that it was “a waste to burn out oil for me.” The
fire, also, had been carefully taken apart, and the brands laid at an
incombustible  distance from each other. The old clock kept up a
sepulchral, death-watch tick, and I could hear the falling snow drifting
gloomily against the windows.

I drew the old wooden settle closer between the tall andirons,
and sat sorrowfully gazing into the dying embers. What was to
become of me? for it seemed impossible to bear longer the intolerable
galling of my yoke. Even the charity of strangers seemed to me
preferable to the grudging, insulting tolerance of my kindred. But,
with my sixteen years’ experience of quiet valley-life, where should
I turn my untried footsteps? To Him who guideth the little bird
through the pathless air, would I look.

Weeping, I prayed.

“My poor child,” said a voice at my side; and Master Grey removed
my hands gently from my tear-stained face, and held them in
his own. “My poor Hetty, life looks very dark to you, does it not?
I know all you suffer. Don’t pain yourself to tell me about it. I
overheard your uncle’s crushing words. I know there are none to
love you—none to care for you—none on whom you can lean. It is
a bitter feeling, my poor child. I, too, have passed through it. You
would go from hence, but where? Life is full of snares, and you are
too young and too inexperienced to brave them.

“Hetty,” and Master Grey drew me gently towards him,—“Hetty,
could you be happy with me?”

Is the shipwrecked mariner happy, who opens his despairing eyes
at length in the long looked for, long prayed for, home?

Is the little bird happy, who folds her weary wings safe from the
pursuer’s talons, in her own fleece-lined nest?

Is the little child happy, who wakes, sobbing, in the gloomy night,
from troubled dreams, to find his golden head still safely pillowed on
the dear, maternal bosom?
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It was very odd and strange to me, my new home in the great
busy city; with its huge rows of stores and houses, its myriad restless
feet, and anxious, care-worn faces; its glittering wealth, its squalid
poverty; the slow-moving hearse, and the laughing harlequin crowd;
its noisy Sabbaths, and its gorgeous churches, with its jewelled
worshippers, and its sleepy priests; its little children, worldly-wise
and old; and its never-ceasing, busy hum, late into the day’s pale
light. I had no acquaintances: I needed none; for I moved about
my pretty little home as in a glad dream. My husband was still
“Master Grey,” but over a private school of his own, bounded by no
“District,” subject to the despotic dictation of no “Committee.” In
his necessary absence, I busied myself in arranging and re-arranging
his books, papers and wardrobe, thinking the while such glad
thoughts! And when the little mantel clock chimed the hour of
return, my cheek flushed, my heart beat quick, and my eyes grew
moist with happy tears, at the sound of the dear, loved footstep.

How very nice it seemed to sit at the head of that cheerful little
table—to make, with my own hands, the fragrant cup of tea—to grow
merry with my husband, over crest-fallen Zeb, and poor, stubborn
little Bessie, and my uncle’s time-worn bugbear of a memorandum
book!

And how proud I was of him, as he sat there correcting some
school-boy’s Greek exercise, while I leaned over his shoulder, looking
attentively at his fine face, and at those unintelligible hieroglyphics,
and blushing that he was so much wiser than his little Hetty.

This thought sometimes troubled me. I asked myself, will my
husband never weary of me? I even grew jealous of his favourite
authors, of whom he was so fond. Then I pondered the feasibility of
pursuing a course of reading unknown to him, and astonishing him
some day with my profound erudition. In pursuance of my plan, I
would sit demurely down to some great, wise book; but I saw only
my husband’s face looking out at me from every page, and my self-inflicted
task was sure to end in some blissful dreamy reverie, with
which Cupid had much more to do than Minerva.
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“A proposition, Hetty!” said my husband, throwing aside his
coat and hat, and tossing a letter in my lap. “It is from a widow
lady, who desires that I should take charge of her little boy, and give
him a home in my family, while she goes to the continent, to secure
some property lately left her by a foreign relative. It will be
advantageous to us, in a pecuniary way, to have him board with us,
unless it should increase your cares too much. But, as you are so
fond of children, it may, perhaps, after all, prove a pleasant care to
you. She is evidently a superior woman. Every line in her letter
shows it.”

My husband immediately answered in the affirmative, and the
child arrived a week after. He was a fine, intelligent, gentlemanly
boy of eight years, with large hazel eyes, and transparently beautiful
temples: disinclined to the usual sports of childhood, sensitive, shy,
and thoughtful beyond his years—a human dew-drop, which we look
to see exhale. He brought with him a letter from his mother, which
powerfully affected my husband. During its perusal he drew his
hand repeatedly across his eyes, and sat a long while after he had
finished reading it, with his eyes closed, in a deep reverie. By-and-by
he said, handing me the letter, “There is genius there, Hetty. I
never read anything so touchingly beautiful. Mrs. West must be a
very talented and superior woman.”

I glanced over the letter. It fully justified my husband’s encomiums.
It was a most touching appeal to him to watch with
paternal care over her only child; but while she spoke with a
mother’s tenderness of his endearing qualities, she wished him taught
implicitly, that first of all duties for the young, obedience. Then
followed allusions to dark days of sorrow, during which the love of
that cherished child was the only star in her sky.

I folded the letter and sat very still, after my husband left, in my
little rocking-chair, thinking. Such a gifted woman as that my
husband should have married. One who could have sympathised
with him and shared his intellectual pursuits; who would have been
something besides a toy to amuse an idle hour, or to minister to his
physical necessities. Perhaps it was of this that my husband was
thinking, as he sat there with his eyes closed over the open letter.
Perhaps he had wed me only from a generous impulse of pity, and
that letter had suddenly revealed to him the happiness of which he
was capable with a kindred spirit. I was very miserable. I wished
the letter had never reached us, or that I had declined the care of the
child. Other letters, of course, would come, and the boy would keep
alive the interest in the intervals. I wept long and bitterly. At
length I was aroused by the entrance of little Charley. A bright
flush mounted to his forehead, when he saw my swollen eyes. He
hesitated a moment, then gliding up to my side he said, sweetly,
“Are you sick? Shall I bathe your head? I used to bathe mamma’s
head when it pained her.”

I stood abashed and rebuked in the child’s angel presence, and
taking the boy, her boy, in my arms, I kissed him as tenderly as if I
had been his mother; while in his own sweet way he told me with
childish confidence of his own dead papa; how much he loved
mamma; how many, many beautiful things he used to bring her,
saying that they were not half good, or half handsome enough for
her; how distressed he used to be if she were ill; how carefully he
closed the shutters, and tip-toed about the house, with his finger on
his lip, telling the servants to close the doors gently; and how he
promised him little toys, if he would not disturb mamma’s slumbers;
and then, how like diamonds his eyes shone, when she got well; and
what beautiful flowers he brought her for her vases; and what a nice,
soft-cushioned carriage he brought for her to take the air; and how
tenderly he wrapped the shawls about her, and how many charges
he gave the coachman, to drive slowly and carefully. And then, how
dear papa, at last, grew sick himself; and how mamma watched day
and night beside his bed, forgetting to sleep, or eat, or drink; and
how nobody dared to tell her that the doctor said he must die; and
how papa grew fainter and weaker, and how he said, “Kiss me,
Mary, and lay your cheek to mine; I can’t see you.” And then
how mamma fainted and was carried out, and for many, many long
days didn’t know even her own little Charley;—and how dreadful it
was when she first waked, and tried to remember what had happened;
and how nobody could comfort her but Charley; and how he used
often to wake up in the night, and find her with a lamp looking at
him, because when he was asleep he looked so much like dear, dead
papa; and how bitterly she would sob when she was sick, because
papa was not there to pity her, and bathe her aching head; and how
he (Charley) meant, when he grew up to be a man, to get a nice house
for her, and put everything she wanted in it, and make her just as
happy as he could.

Well has the Saviour said, “Of such is the kingdom of Heaven.”
That night I bent over little Charley’s bed, blessing the little sleeper
for his angel teachings, with a heart as calm and peaceful as the
mirrored lake, reflecting only the smile of Heaven.

Time passed on. Life became earnest; for a little heart pulsated
beneath my own, and a strange, sweet, nameless thrill sent to my
chastened lips a trembling prayer. Tiny caps and robes, with many
a hope and fear interwoven in their delicate threads, lay awaiting the
infant’s advent. I, myself, should know the height, and breadth, and
depth of a mother’s undying love. What could come between me and
this new-found treasure?

Meantime, letters continued to come from Charley’s mother to her
boy, and my husband. It was impossible for me to blind myself to
his growing interest in them. On the days they were expected (for
she wrote at regular intervals), he would be absent and abstracted, or
if any delay occurred, almost irritable. When they were received, his
eye kindled, his step became elastic, and his whole face grew radiant
with happiness.

As the time drew near for the birth of my infant, I grew timid
with sad forebodings. I was sitting, one evening at twilight, watching
the setting sun, and thinking of the quiet grave it was gilding,
where my silver-haired father slept, in the old churchyard, when my
husband entered. An expression of pain flitted over his features, as
he looked at me; and taking my hand, he said, gently, almost tenderly,
“You are less well than usual, Hetty; you must not sit here, moping,
by yourself.”

I laid my head upon his shoulder with a happiness I had not
known for many months. “Listen to me, dear Grey,” said I; “I
have a confidence to repose in you that will ease my heart.

“It was pity, only, that drew your heart to mine; you do not
love me. I have known it a long while since. At first, the discovery
gave me a pang keener than death; but I have had a long and bitter
struggle with myself, and have conquered. It is not your fault that
you cannot love me. To the many voices of your heart, which cry,
‘Give, give,’ my response is weak and unsatisfying. Your wife
should be gifted. She should sympathise with you in your intellectual
pursuits. She should stimulate your pride, as well as your love. Such
a one is Charley’s mother. Your heart has already wed her, and as
God is my witness, I have ceased to blame you. We cannot help our
affections. I cannot help loving you, though I know her mysterious
power over your heart. I have seen your struggles, your generous
self-reproaches, in some sudden outburst of kindness toward me, after
the indulgence of some bright dream, in which I had no share. Dear
Grey, she is worthy of your love. She has a heart, noble, good and
true; a heart purified by suffering. I see it in every line she writes.
Should I not survive the birth of my infant, I could give your
happiness into her keeping without a misgiving, though I have never
looked upon her face.”

Little Hetty’s noble heart has long since ceased to throb with joy
or pain. To her husband’s breast is folded the babe, for whose little
life her own was yielded up. Threads of silver prematurely mingle
amid his ebon locks; for memory writes only on bereaved hearts the
virtues of the dead, while, with torturing minuteness, she pictures
our own short-comings, for which, alas! we can offer no atonement
but our tears.


AUNT HEPSY.
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It was a comical little old shop, “Aunt Hepsy’s,” with its Lilliputian
counter, shelves and stove, and its pigmy assortment of old-fashioned
ginghams, twilled cambrics, red flannels, factory cotton
and homespun calicoes; its miniature window, with its stock of horn-combs
and candy, tin horses and peppermint drops, skeins of yarn
and Godfrey’s Cordial, gaudy picture books, and sixpenny handkerchiefs,
from whose centre Lafayette and George Washington
smiled approbatively upon the big A’s and little A’s printed round the
border.

“Aunt Hepsy;” so every brimless-hatted urchin in the neighbourhood
called her, though it would have puzzled them worse than the
multiplication table, had you asked them why they did so. Year in
and year out, her ruddy English face glowed behind the little shop
window. Sometimes she would be knitting a pair of baby’s socks,
sometimes inventing most astonishing looking bags out of rainbow
fragments of silk or ribbon. Sometimes netting watch-guards, or
unravelling the yarn from some old black stocking, to ornament the
“place where the wool ought to grow,” on the head of some Topsy
doll she was making. Sometimes comforting herself with a sly pinch
of snuff, or, when sunbeams and customers were scarce, nodding
drowsily over the daily papers.

Aunt Hepsy had been a beauty, and her pretty face had won her
a thriftless husband, of whom champagne and cigars had long since
kindly relieved her. And though Time had since forced her to apply
to the perruquier, he had gallantly made atonement by leaving her
in the undisputed possession of a pair of very brilliant black eyes.
Add to this a certain air of coquetry, in the fanciful twist of her gay-coloured
turban, and the disposal of the folds of her lace kerchief over
her ample English bust—and you have a faithful daguerreotype of
“Aunt Hepsy.”

From the window of her little shop she could look out upon the
blue waters of the bay, where lay moored the gallant ships, from
whose tall masts floated the stars and stripes, and whose jolly captains
might often be seen in Aunt Hepsy’s shop, exchanging compliments
and snuff, and their heavy voices heard, recounting long
Neptune yarns, and declaring to the buxom widow that nothing but
the little accident of their being already spliced for life, prevented
their immediately spreading sail with her for the port of Matrimony.
Aunt Hepsy usually frowned at this, and shook her turbaned head
menacingly, but immediately neutralized it by offering to mend a rip
in their gloves, or replace a truant button on their overcoats.

It was very odd, how universally popular was Aunt Hepsy. She
had any number of places to “take tea,” beside a standing invitation
from half-a-dozen families, to Christmas and Thanksgiving dinners,
and to New-Year’s suppers. She had an eligible seat in church,
gratis; an inexhaustible bottle of sherry for her often infirmities,
fresh pies on family baking days, newspapers for stormy day reading;
tickets to menageries, and invitations to picnics.

She always procured lodgings at a cheaper rate than anybody
else; had the pleasantest room in the house at that, the warmest seat
at table, the strongest cup of coffee, the brownest slice of toast, the
latest arrival of buckwheats, the second joint of the turkey, and the
only surviving piece of pie. To be sure, she always praised ugly
babies, asked old maids why they would be so cruel as to persist in
remaining unmarried, entreated hen-pecked husbands to use their
powerful influence over their wives to secure to her their custom,
begged the newly-fledged clergyman to allow her a private perusal of
his last Sunday’s able discourse; complimented ambitious Esaus on
the luxuriant growth of their very incipient and microscopically
perceptible whiskers; asked dilapidated, rejected widowers, when
they intended taking their choice of a wife out of a bevy of rosy
girls; and declared to editors that she might as well try to get
along without her looking-glass, as without their interesting newspapers.

One day the little shop was shut up. Nine o’clock came—eleven
o’clock, and the shutters were still closed, and Aunt Hepsy so punctual,
too! What could it mean? Old Mrs. Brown was ready to
have fits because she couldn’t get another skein of yarn to finish her
old man’s stockings. Little Pat Dolan had roared himself black in
the face, because he couldn’t spend his cent to buy some maple
sugar; and the little match girl stood shivering at the corner for a
place to warm her poor benumbed fingers, while the disappointed
captains stamped their feet on the snow, stuffed their cheeks with
quids, and said it was “deuced funny;” and an old maid opposite,
who had long prayed that Aunt Hepsy’s reign might be shortened,
laid her skinny forefinger on her hooked nose, and rolled up the
whites of her eyes like a chicken with the pip.

It was no great enigma (at any rate, not after you found it out!).
Rich old Mr. Potts ventured into Aunt Hepsy’s shop one day to buy
a watch-ribbon. He was very deaf; so Aunt Hepsy had to come
round the counter to wait upon him, and the upshot of it was, that she
and Cupid together hailed him through an ear-trumpet; and all I
know about it is, that they have now a legalized right to a mutual
pillow and snuff-box, and that the little shop window still remains
unopened, while the old maid hisses between her teeth, as Aunt
Hepsy rolls by in her carriage, “How do you suppose she did it?”


THOUGHTS AT CHURCH.
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I have an old-fashioned way of entering church before the bells
begin to chime. I enjoy the quiet, brooding stillness. I love to
think of the many words of holy cheer that have fallen there, from
heaven-missioned lips, and folded themselves like snow-white wings
over the weary heart of despair. I love to think of the sinless
little ones, whose pearly temples have here been laved at the baptismal
font. I love to think of the weak, yet strong ones, who
have tearfully tasted the consecrated cup, on which is written,
“Do this in remembrance of me.” I love to think of those self-forgetting,
self-exiled, who, counting all things naught for Gethsemane’s
dear sake, are treading foreign shores, to say to the soul-fettered
Pagan, “Behold the Lamb of God.” I love to think of
the loving hearts that at yonder altar have throbbed, side by side,
while the holy man of God pronounced “the twain one.” I love to
think of the seraph smile of which death itself was powerless to rob
the dead saint, over whose upturned face, to which the sunlight lent
such mocking glow, the words, “Dust to dust,” fell upon the pained
ear of love. I love, as I sit here, to list, through the half open vestry
door, to the hymning voices of happy Sabbath scholars, sweet as the
timid chirp of morn’s first peeping bird. I love to hear their tiny
feet, as they patter down the aisle, and mark the earnest gaze of
questioning childhood. I love to see the toil-hardened hand of labour
brush off the penitential tear. I love—“our minister.” How very
sad he looks to-day. Are his parishioners unsympathetic? Does the
labourer’s “hire” come tardily and grudgingly to the overtasked
faithful servant? Do censorious, dissatisfied spirits watch and wait
for his halting?

Now he rises and says, slowly—musically, “The Lord is my
shepherd, I shall not want.” Why at such sweet, soul-resting words,
do his tears overflow? Why has his voice such a heart-quiver?
Ah! there is a vacant seat in the pastor’s pew. A little golden head,
that last Sabbath gladdened our eyes like a gleam of sunlight, lies
dreamlessly pillowed beneath the coffin lid; gleeful eyes have lost
their brightness; cherry lips are wan and mute, and beneath her
sable veil the lonely mother sobs. And so the father’s lip quivers,
and for a moment nature triumphs. Then athwart the gloomy cloud
flashes the bow of promise. He wipes away the blinding tears, and
with an angel smile, and upward glance, he says, “Though He slay
me, yet will I trust in Him.”
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THE BROTHERS.
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Close the door. One would scarcely think, in this luxurious atmosphere,
that we had left mid-winter behind us. The warm air is
heavy with the odour of blossoming greenhouse plants, over whose
fragrant clusters a tiny fountain tosses its sparkling spray: bright-winged,
sweet-voiced canaries dart, like flashes of sunlight, through
the dark green foliage: beautiful are those sculptured infants, cheek
to cheek, over whose dimpled limbs the crimson drapery throws
such a rosy glow: beautiful is that shrinking Venus, with her pure,
chaste brow, and Eve-like grace: lovely those rare old pictures to
the artistic eye: beautiful that recumbent statuette of the peerless,
proud “Pauline.”

Hush! tread softly; on yonder couch a gentleman lies sleeping.
His crimson velvet cap has fallen back from his broad white forehead,
his long curving lashes droop heavily upon his cheek, and his Grecian
profile is as faultless as a sculptor’s dream. Pity that the stain of
sensuality should have left so legible an impress there.

A servant enters, hearing a note upon a silver tray. His master
languidly opens a pair of large dark eyes, and beckons him to
approach. As he breaks the seal, a contemptuous sneer disfigures
his handsome lip, and an angry flush mounts to his brow. Motioning
the servant away, he crushes the note between his fingers, muttering,
“No—no; as he has made his bed, so let him lie in it.” Then
walking once or twice rapidly across the room, he takes up a small
volume, and throws himself again upon the velvet couch. He does
not turn the leaves; and if you peep over his shoulder, you will see
that the book is upside down. His thoughts are far away. He
remembers a bright-eyed, open-browed, guileless-hearted brother,
whom early orphanage had thrown upon his fraternal care; whose
trusting nature he had perverted; whose listening ear he had
poisoned with specious sophistries and worldly maxims; whom
he had introduced to the wine party, where female virtue was
held in derision, and to the “green room,” where the foreign
danseuse understood well how to play her part; whom he had
initiated into modern follies and dissipations, and then launched
upon the Charybdis of fashionable society, without chart, or rudder,
or compass, other than his own headstrong passions and unbridled will.

Soon came a rumour—at first vague and undefined, and then
voraciously seized upon and circulated by Paul Pry penny-a-liners
(who recked little, in their avidity for a paragraph, of broken-hearted
mothers or despairing gray-haired fathers), of a true heart that had
been betrayed, of a disgraced household, of a fair brow that must
henceforth walk the earth shame-branded. Then from his avenging
pursuers the rash boy fled for refuge to him who had first turned his
youthful steps aside from truth and honour. He was repulsed with
scorn; not because he had wronged his own soul and hers whose
star had for ever set in night, but because he had not more skilfully
and secretly woven the meshes for his victim.

Across the seas, amid the reckless debauchery of God-forgetting
Paris, the miserable boy sought oblivion; welcoming with desperate
eagerness the syren Pleasure, in every chameleon shape that could
stifle conscience or drown torturing memory. Sometimes by a
lucky throw of the dice he was enabled to shine as the Adonis of
some ball, or theatre, or gay saloon: sometimes destitute as the
humblest chiffonier, who suns himself in the public square, to solicit
charity of the indifferent passer-by. In the rosy glow of morning,
the bright stars paled while Harry sat at the enticing gaming table,
till even those accustomed to breathe the polluted atmosphere of
those gates of perdition, turned shuddering away from the fiendish
look of that youthful face.

Nature revenged herself at last. Wearisome days of sickness
came, and he who was nurtured in luxury was dependent upon the
charity of grudging strangers.

Oh! what a broad, clear beam eternity throws upon the crooked
by-paths of sin! how like swift visions pass the long-forgotten prayer
at the blessed mother’s knee; the long-forgotten words of Holy
Writ; the soothing vesper hymn of holy time; the first cautious,
retrograding step—the gradual searing of conscience, till the barrier
between right and wrong is ruthlessly trampled under foot; the
broken resolutions, the mis-spent years, the wasted energies; the
sins against one’s own soul, the sins against others; the powerless
wish to pray, ‘mid paroxysms of bodily pain; the clinging hold on
life—the anxious glance at the physician—the thrilling question,
“Doctor, is it life or death?”

Poor Harry! amid the incoherent ravings of delirium, the good
little grisette learned his sad history. Her little French heart was
touched with pity. Through her representations, on his partial
restoration to health, a sufficient sum was subscribed by the
American consul, and some of his generous countrymen, to give
him the last chance for his life, by sending him to breathe again
his native air. Earnestly he prayed that the sea might not be his
sepulchre.

Tearfully he welcomed the first sight of his native shore.
Tremblingly he penned those few lines to the brother whose face he
so yearned to see—and on whose fraternal breast it would seem
almost easy to die. Anxiously he waited the result, turning restlessly
from side to side, till beaded drops of agony started from his
pallid temples. Walter would not refuse his last request. No—no,
The proud man would at least, at the grave’s threshold, forget that
“vulgar rumour” had coupled his patrician name with disgrace.
Oh, why had the messenger such leaden footsteps? when life and
strength, like hour-glass sands, were fleeting! A step is heard upon
the stairs! A faint flush, like the rosy tinting of a sea-shell,
brightens the pallid face.

“No answer, sir,” gruffly says the messenger.

A smothered groan of anguish, and Harry turns his face to the
wall, and tears, such only as despair can shed, bedew his pillow.

“Do go, dear Walter; ’tis your own brother who asks it. If he
has sinned, has he not also suffered? We all so err, so need forgiveness.
Oh, take back those hasty words; let him die on your breast,
for my sake, Walter,” said the sweet pleader, as her tears fell over
the hand she pressed.

“That’s my own husband,” said the happy Mary, as she saw him
relent. “Go now, dear Walter. Take away the sting of those cruel
words, while yet you may, and carry him these sweet flowers, he
used to love, from me. Quick, dear Walter.”



“This way, sir, this way. Up another flight,” said the guide,
gazing admiringly at the fine figure before him, enveloped in a
velvet Spanish cloak. “Second door to the left, sir. Maybe the
gentleman’s asleep now; he’s been very quiet for some time. Seen
trouble, sir, I reckon. ’Tis not age that has drawn those lines on
his handsome face. He’s not long for this world, God rest his soul.
That’s right, sir; that’s the door. Good day, sir.”

Walter stood with his finger on the latch. He had at all times a
nervous shrinking from sickness—a fastidious horror of what he
termed “disagreeables.” He half repented that he had suffered a
woman’s tears to unsettle his purpose. Perhaps Harry would
reproach him. (His own conscience was prompter to that thought.)
There he stood, irresolutely twirling Mary’s lovely flowers in his
nervous grasp.

If Harry should reproach him!

Slowly he opened the door. The flowers fell from his hand!
Was that attenuated, stiffened form, his own, warm-hearted, bright-eyed,
gallant young brother?
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