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THE PASTOR'S PROGRESS.
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Miss Phœbe Tozer, the only daughter of the chief deacon

and leading member of the Dissenting connection in Carlingford,

married, shortly after his appointment to the charge of

Salem Chapel, in that town, the Reverend Mr. Beecham, one

of the most rising young men in the denomination. The

marriage was in many ways satisfactory to the young lady's

family, for Mr. Beecham was himself the son of respectable

people in a good way of business, and not destitute of means;

and the position was one which they had always felt most

suitable for their daughter, and to which she had been almost,

it may be said, brought up. It is, however, scarcely necessary

to add that it was not quite so agreeable to the other leading

members of the congregation. I should be very sorry to say

that each family wished that preferment for its own favourite

daughter; for indeed there can be no doubt, as Mrs. Pigeon

asserted vigorously, that a substantial grocer, whose father

before him had established an excellent business, and who had

paid for his pew in Salem as long as any one could recollect, and

supported every charity, and paid up on all occasions when

extra expense was necessary, was in every way a more desirable

son-in-law than a poor minister who was always dependent on

pleasing the chapel folks, and might have to turn out any day.

Notwithstanding, however, the evident superiority of the

establishment thus attained by Maria Pigeon, there is a certain

something attached to the position of a clerical caste, even

among such an independent body as the congregation at Salem

Chapel, which has its own especial charms, and neither the

young people who had been her companions nor the old people

who had patronized and snubbed her, felt any satisfaction in

seeing Phœbe thus advanced over them to the honours and

glories inalienable from the position of minister's wife. All

her little airs of bridal vanity were considered as so many

offensive manifestations of delight and exultation in her rise in

life. Her trousseau, though pronounced by all competent judges

not half so abundant or fine as Maria Pigeon's, still called forth

comments which nobody ventured to indulge in, in respect to

the grocer's blooming bride. A grocer's lady has a right to

anything her parents can afford; but to see a minister's wife

swelling herself up, and trying to ape the quality, filled the

town with virtuous indignation. The sight of young Mrs.

Beecham walking about with her card-case in her hand, calling

on the Miss Hemmingses, shaking hands with Mrs. Rider the

doctor's wife, caused unmitigated disgust throughout all the

back streets of Carlingford; and “that Phœbe a-sweeping in as

if the chapel belonged to her,” was almost more than the oldest

sitter could bear. Phœbe, it must be added, felt her elevation

to the full, and did not spare her congregation. Sometimes she

would have the audacity to walk from the vestry to the pew, as

if she were an office-bearer, instead of coming in humbly by the

door as became a woman. She would sit still ostentatiously

until every one had gone, waiting for her husband. She quite

led the singing, everybody remarked, paying no more attention

to the choir than if it did not exist; and once she had even paused

on her way to her seat, and turned down the gas, which was

blazing too high, with an air of proprietorship that nobody

could endure.




“Does Salem belong to them Tozers, I should like to know?”

said Mrs. Brown. “Brown would never be outdone by him

in subscriptions you may be sure, nor Mr. Pigeon neither, if

the truth was known. I never gave my money to build a castle

for the Tozers.”




Thus the whole congregation expressed itself with more or

less eloquence, and though the attendance never diminished,

everybody being too anxious to see “what they would do next,”

the feeling could not be ignored. Phœbe herself, with a

courage which developed from the moment of her marriage,

took the initiative.




“It never answers,” she said, solemnly, “to marry one of the

flock; I knew it, Henery, and I told you so; and if you would

be so infatuated, and marry me when I told you not, for your

own interests—”




“They're all jealous of you, my pet, that's what it is,” said

Mr. Beecham, and laughed. He could bear the annoyance in

consideration of that sweet consciousness of its cause which

stole over all his being. Phœbe laughed, too, but not with so

delicious a gratification. She felt that there were people, even

in Salem, who might be jealous of him.




“The end of it all is, we must not stay here,” she said.

“You must find another sphere for your talents, Henery, and

I'm sure it will not be difficult. If you get put on that deputation

that is going down to the North, suppose you take a few

of your best sermons, dear. That can never do any harm—indeed

it's sure to do good, to some poor benighted soul at

least, that perhaps never heard the truth before. And likewise,

perhaps, to some vacant congregation. I have always

heard that chapels in the North were very superior to here.

A different class of society, and better altogether. These

Pigeons and Browns, and people are not the sort of society for

you.”




“Well, there's truth in that,” said Mr. Beecham, pulling

up his shirt-collar. “Certainly it isn't the sort of thing one

was accustomed to.” And he lent a serious ear to the suggestion

about the sermons. The consequence was that an

invitation followed from a chapel in the North, where indeed

Mrs. Phœbe found herself in much finer society, and grew

rapidly in importance and in ideas. After this favourable start,

the process went on for many years by which a young man

from Homerton was then developed into the influential and

highly esteemed pastor of an important flock. Things may

be, and probably are, differently managed now-a-days. Mr.

Beecham had unbounded fluency and an unctuous manner of

treating his subjects. It was eloquence of a kind, though not

of an elevated kind. Never to be at a loss for what you have

to say is a prodigious advantage to all men in all positions, but

doubly so to a popular minister. He had an unbounded

wealth of phraseology. Sentences seemed to melt out of his

mouth without any apparent effort, all set in a certain cadence.

He had not, perhaps, much power of thought, but it is easy to

make up for such a secondary want when the gift of expression

is so strong. Mr. Beecham rose, like an actor, from a long

and successful career in the provinces, to what might be called

the Surrey side of congregational eminence in London; and

from thence attained his final apotheosis in a handsome chapel

near Regent's Park, built of the whitest stone, and cushioned

with the reddest damask, where a very large congregation sat

in great comfort and listened to his sermons with a satisfaction

no doubt increased by the fact that the cushions were soft as

their own easy-chairs, and that carpets and hot-water pipes

kept everything snug under foot.




It was the most comfortable chapel in the whole connection.

The seats were arranged like those of an amphitheatre, each

line on a slightly higher level than the one in front of it, so

that everybody saw everything that was going on. No dimness

or mystery was wanted there; everything was bright daylight,

bright paint, red cushions, comfort and respectability.

It might not be a place very well adapted for saying your

prayers in, but then you could say your prayers at home—and

it was a place admirably adapted for hearing sermons in,

which you could not do at home; and all the arrangements

were such that you could hear in the greatest comfort, not

to say luxury. I wonder, for my own part, that the poor

folk about did not seize upon the Crescent Chapel on the

cold Sunday mornings, and make themselves happy in those

warm and ruddy pews. It would be a little amusing to

speculate what all the well-dressed pew-holders would have

done had this unexpected answer to the appeal which Mr.

Beecham believed himself to make every Sunday to the world

in general, been literally given. It would have been extremely

embarrassing to the Managing Committee and all

the office-bearers, and would have, I fear, deeply exasperated

and offended the occupants of those family pews; but fortunately

this difficulty never did occur. The proletariat of

Marylebone had not the sense or the courage, or the profanity,

which you will, to hit upon this mode of warming themselves.

The real congregation embraced none of the unwashed multitude.

Its value in mere velvet, silk, lace, trinkets, and furs

was something amazing, and the amount these comfortable

people represented in the way of income would have amounted

to a most princely revenue. The little Salems and Bethesdas,

with their humble flocks, could not be supposed to belong to

the same species; and the difference was almost equally marked

between such a place of worship as the Crescent Chapel and

the parish churches, which are like the nets in the Gospel, and

take in all kinds of fish, bad and good. The pew-holders in the

Crescent Chapel were universally well off; they subscribed

liberally to missionary societies, far more liberally than the

people in St. Paul's close by did to the S. P. G. They had

everything of the best in the chapel, as they had in their houses.

They no more economized on their minister than they did on

their pew-cushions, and they spent an amount of money on

their choir which made the singing-people at St. Paul's gnash

their teeth. From all this it will be seen that the atmosphere

of the Crescent Chapel was of a very distinct and individual

kind. It was a warm, luxurious air, perfumy, breathing of

that refinement which is possible to mere wealth. I do not

say there might not be true refinement besides, but the surface

kind, that which you buy from upholsterers and tailors and

dressmakers, which you procure ready made at schools, and

which can only be kept up at a very high cost, abounded and

pervaded the place. Badly dressed people felt themselves out

of place in that brilliant sanctuary; a muddy footprint upon

the thick matting in the passages was looked at as a crime.

Clean dry feet issuing out of carriage or cab kept the aisles

unstained, even on the wettest day. We say cab, because

many of the people who went to the Crescent Chapel objected

to take out their own carriages or work their own horses on

Sunday; and there were many more who, though they did not

possess carriages, used cabs with a freedom incompatible with

poverty. As a general rule, they were much better off than

the people at St. Paul's, more universally prosperous and well-to-do.

And they were at the same time what you might safely

call well-informed people—people who read the newspapers,

and sometimes the magazines, and knew what was going on.

The men were almost all liberal in politics, and believed in Mr.

Gladstone with enthusiasm; the women often “took an interest”

in public movements, especially of a charitable character.

There was less mental stagnation among them probably than

among many of their neighbours. Their life was not profound

nor high, but still it was life after a sort. Such was the flock

which had invited Mr. Beecham to become their pastor when

he reached the climax of his career. They gave him a very

good salary, enough to enable him to have a handsome house in

one of the terraces overlooking Regent's Park. It is not a

fashionable quarter, but it is not to be despised in any way.

The rooms were good-sized and lofty, and sometimes have been

known to suffice for very fine people indeed, a fact which the

Beechams were well aware of; and they were not above the

amiable weakness of making it known that their house was in

a line with that of Lady Cecilia Burleigh. This single fact of

itself might suffice to mark the incalculable distance between

the Reverend Mr. Beecham of the Crescent Chapel, and the

young man who began life as minister of Salem in Carlingford.

And the development outside was not less remarkable than the

development within.




It is astonishing how our prejudices change from youth to

middle age, even without any remarkable interposition of

fortune; I do not say dissipate, or even dispel, which is much

more doubtful—but they change. When Mr. and Mrs.

Beecham commenced life, they had both the warmest feeling

of opposition to the Church and everything churchy. All the

circumstances of their lives had encouraged this feeling. The

dislike of the little for the great, the instinctive opposition of a

lower class towards the higher, intensified that natural essence

of separatism, that determination to be wiser than one's neighbour,

which in the common mind lies at the bottom of all

dissent. In saying this we no more accuse Dissenters in

religion than Dissenters in politics, or in art, or in criticism.

The first dissenter in most cases is an original thinker, to

whom his enforced departure from the ways of his fathers is

misery and pain. Generally he has a hard struggle with himself

before he can give up, for the superlative truth which has

taken possession of him, all the habits, the pious traditions of

his life. He is the real Nonconformist—half martyr, half

victim, of his convictions. But that Nonconformity which has

come to be the faith in which a large number of people are

trained is a totally different business, and affects a very different

kind of sentiments. Personal and independent conviction

has no more to do with it than it has to do with the ardour of

a Breton peasant trained in deepest zeal of Romanism, or the

unbounded certainty of any other traditionary believer. For

this reason we may be allowed to discuss the changes of feeling

which manifested themselves in Mr. and Mrs. Beecham without

anything disrespectful to Nonconformity. Not being persons

of original mind, they were what their training and circumstances,

and a flood of natural influences, made them. They

began life, feeling themselves to be of a hopelessly low social

caste, and believing themselves to be superior to their superiors

in that enlightenment which they had been brought up to believe

distinguished the connection. The first thing which opened

their minds to a dawning doubt whether their enlightenment

was, in reality, so much greater than that of their neighbours,

was the social change worked in their position by their removal

from Carlingford. In the great towns of the North, Dissent

attains its highest social elevation, and Chapel people are no

longer to be distinguished from Church people except by the

fact that they go to Chapel instead of Church, a definition so

simple as to be quite overwhelming to the unprepared dissenting

intelligence, brought up in a little Tory borough, still

holding for Church and Queen. The amazing difference which

this made in the sentiments of Mrs. Phœbe Beecham, née

Tozer, it is quite impossible to describe. Her sudden introduction

to “circles” which Mrs. Pigeon had never entered, and

to houses at the area-door of which Mr. Brown, the dairyman,

would have humbly waited, would have turned the young

woman's head, had she not felt the overpowering necessity of

keeping that organ as steady as possible, to help her to hold

her position in the new world. Phœbe was a girl of spirit, and

though her head went round and round, and everything felt

confused about her, she did manage desperately to hold her

own and to avoid committing herself; but I cannot attempt to

tell how much her social elevation modified her sectarian zeal.

Phœbe was only a woman, so that I am free to assign such

motives as having a serious power over her. Let us hope Mr.

Beecham, being a man and a pastor, was moved in a more

lofty, intellectual, and spiritual way.




But however that may be, the pair went conjugally together

in this modification of sentiment, and by the time they reached

the lofty eminence of the Crescent Chapel, were as liberal-minded

Nonconformists as heart could desire. Mr. Beecham

indeed had many friends in the Low, and even some in the

Broad Church. He appeared on platforms, to promote various

public movements, along with clergymen of the Church. He

spoke of “our brethren within the pale of the Establishment”

always with respect, sometimes even with enthusiasm. “Depend

upon it, my dear Sir,” he would even say sometimes to a

liberal brother, “the Establishment is not such an unmitigated

evil as some people consider it. What should we do in country

parishes where the people are not awakened? They do the

dirty work for us, my dear brother—the dirty work.” These

sentiments were shared, but perhaps not warmly, by Mr.

Beecham's congregation, some of whom were hot Voluntaries,

and gave their ministers a little trouble. But the most part

took their Nonconformity very quietly, and were satisfied to

know that their chapel was the first in the connection, and

their minister justly esteemed as one of the most eloquent.

The Liberation Society held one meeting at the Crescent

Chapel, but it was not considered a great success. At the

best, they were no more than lukewarm Crescent-Chapelites,

not political dissenters. Both minister and people were

Liberal, that was the creed they professed. Some of the congregations

Citywards, and the smaller chapels about Hampstead

and Islington, used the word Latitudinarian instead; but

that, as the Crescent Chapel people said, was a word always

applied by the bigoted and ignorant to those who held in high

regard the doctrines of Christian charity. They were indeed

somewhat proud of their tolerance, their impartiality, their

freedom from old prejudices. “That sort of thing will not do

now-a-days,” said Mr. Copperhead, who was a great railway

contractor and one of the deacons, and who had himself a son

at Oxford. If there had been any bigotry in the Crescent,

Mr. Copperhead would have had little difficulty in transferring

himself over the way to St. Paul's Church, and it is astonishing

what an effect that fact had upon the mind of Mr.

Beecham's flock.




Mr. Beecham's house was situated in Regent's Park, and

was constructed on the ordinary model of such houses. On

the ground-floor was a handsome dining-room, a room which

both Mr. and Mrs. Beecham twenty years before would have

considered splendid, but which now they condescended to, as

not so large as they could wish, but still comfortable. The

drawing-room above was larger, a bright and pleasant room,

furnished with considerable “taste.” Behind the dining-room,

a smaller room was Mr. Beecham's study, or the library, as it

was sometimes called. It was lined with book-cases containing

a very fair collection of books, and ornamented with portraits

(chiefly engravings) of celebrated ministers and laymen

in the connection, with a bust of Mr. Copperhead over the

mantelpiece. This bust had been done by a young sculptor

whom he patronized, for the great man's own house. When

it was nearly completed, however, a flaw was found in the

marble, which somewhat detracted from its perfection. The

flaw was in the shoulder of the image, and by no means

serious; but Mr. Copperhead was not the man to pass over

any such defect. After a long and serious consultation over

it, which made the young artist shake in his shoes, a solution

was found for the difficulty.




“Tell you what, Sir,” said Mr. Copperhead; “I'll give it to

the minister. It'll look famous in his little study. Works of

art don't often come his way; and you'll get a block of the

best, Mr. Chipstone—the very best, Sir, no expense spared—and

begin another for me.”




This arrangement was perfectly satisfactory to all parties,

though I will not say that it was not instrumental in bringing

about certain other combinations which will be fully discussed

in this history. The Beechams were mightily surprised when

the huge marble head, almost as large as a Jupiter, though perhaps

not otherwise so imposing, arrived at the Terrace; but they

were also gratified.




“It is quite like receiving us into his own family circle,” Mrs.

Beecham said with a glance at her daughter, Phœbe, junior,

who, with all her pink fingers outspread, was standing in adoration

before that image of wealth and fabulous luxury.




“What a grand head it is!” cried the young enthusiast,

gazing rapt upon the complacent marble whisker so delightfully

curled and bristling with realistic force.




“It looks well, I must say, it looks well,” said Mr. Beecham

himself, rubbing his hands, “to receive such a token of respect

from the leading member of the flock.” And certainly no more

perfect representation of a bell-wether ever adorned any shepherd's

sanctuary.
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Mr. Copperhead, to whom so much allusion has been made,

was a well-known man in other regions besides that of the

Crescent Chapel. His name, indeed, may be said to have gone

to the ends of the earth, from whence he had conducted lines

of railway, and where he had left docks, bridges, and light-houses

to make him illustrious. He was one of the greatest

contractors for railways and other public works in England,

and, by consequence, in the world. He had no more than a

very ordinary education, and no manners to speak of; but at

the same time he had that kind of faculty which is in practical

work what genius is in literature, and, indeed, in its kind is

genius too, though it neither refines nor even (oddly enough)

enlarges the mind to which it belongs. He saw the right track

for a road through a country with a glance of his eye; he

mastered all the points of nature which were opposed to him

in the rapidest survey, though scientifically he was great in no

branch of knowledge. He could rule his men as easily as if

they were so many children; and, indeed, they were children

in his hands. All these gifts made it apparent that he must

have been a remarkable and able man; but no stranger would

have guessed as much from his appearance or his talk. There

were people, indeed, who knew him well, and who remained

incredulous and bewildered, trying to persuade themselves that

his success must be owing to pure luck, for that he had nothing

else to secure it. The cause of this, perhaps, was that he knew

nothing about books, and was one of those jeering cynics who

are so common under one guise or another. Fine cynics are

endurable, and give a certain zest often to society, which might

become too civil without them; but your coarse cynic is not

pleasant. Mr. Copperhead's eye was as effectual in quenching

emotion of any but the coarsest kind as water is against fire.

People might be angry in his presence—it was the only passion

he comprehended; but tenderness, sympathy, sorrow, all the

more generous sentiments, fled and concealed themselves when

this large, rich, costly man came by. People who were brought

much in contact with him became ashamed of having any feelings

at all; his eye upon them seemed to convict them of humbug.

Those eyes were very light grey, prominent, with a jeer

in them which was a very powerful moral instrument. His

own belief was that he could “spot” humbug wherever he saw

it, and that nothing could escape him; and, I suppose, so much

humbug is there in this world that his belief was justified. But

there are few more awful people than those ignoble spectators

whose jeer arrests the moisture in the eye, and strangles the

outcry on their neighbour's lip.




Mr. Copperhead had risen from the ranks; yet not altogether

from the ranks. His father before him had been a contractor,

dealing chiefly with canals and roads, and the old kind of public

works; a very rough personage indeed, but one to whose fingers

gold had stuck, perhaps because of the clay with which they

were always more or less smeared. This ancestor had made a

beginning to the family, and given his son a name to start with.

Our Mr. Copperhead had married young, and had several sons,

who were all in business, and all doing well; less vigorous, but

still moderately successful copies of their father. When, however,

he had thus done his duty to the State, the first Mrs.

Copperhead having died, he did the only incomprehensible

action of his life—he married a second time, a feeble, pretty,

pink-and-white little woman, who had been his daughter's

governess; married her without rhyme or reason, as all his

friends and connections said. The only feasible motive for this

second union seemed to be a desire on Mr. Copperhead's part

to have something belonging to him which he could always jeer

at, and in this way the match was highly successful. Mrs.

Copperhead the second was gushing and susceptible, and as

good a butt as could be imagined. She kept him in practice

when nobody else was at hand. She was one of those naturally

refined but less than half-educated, timid creatures who are to

be found now and then painfully earning the bread which is

very bitter to them in richer people's houses, and preserving in

their little silent souls some fetish in the shape of a scrap of

gentility, which is their sole comfort, or almost their sole comfort.

Mrs. Copperhead's fetish was the dear recollection

that she was “an officer's daughter;” or rather this had

been her fetish in the days when she had nothing, and was

free to plume herself on the reflected glory. Whether in

the depths of her luxurious abode, at the height of her good

fortune, she still found comfort in the thought, it would

be hard to tell. Everybody who had known her in her youth

thought her the most fortunate of women. Her old school

companions told her story for the encouragement of their

daughters, as they might have told a fairy tale. To see her

rolling in her gorgeous carriage, or bowed out of a shop where

all the daintiest devices of fashion had been placed at her feet,

filled passers-by with awe and envy. She could buy whatever

she liked, festoon herself with finery, surround herself

with the costliest knick-knacks; the more there were of them,

and the costlier they were, the better was Mr. Copperhead

pleased. She had everything that heart could desire. Poor

little woman! What a change from the governess-chrysalis

who was snubbed by her pupil and neglected by everybody!

and yet I am not sure that she did not—so inconsistent is

human nature—look back to those melancholy days with a sigh.




This lady was the mother of Clarence Copperhead, the young

man who was at Oxford, her only child, upon whom (of course)

she doted with the fondest folly; and whom his father jeered

at more than at any one else in the world, more even than at

his mother, yet was prouder of than of all his other sons and

all his possessions put together. Clarence, whom I will not

describe, as he will, I trust, show himself more effectually by

his actions, was like his mother in disposition, or so, at least,

she made herself happy by thinking; but by some freak of nature

he was like his father in person, and carried his mouse's

heart in a huge frame, somewhat hulking and heavy-shouldered,

with the same roll which distinguished Mr. Copperhead, and

which betrayed something of the original navvy who was the

root of the race. He had his father's large face too, and a

tendency towards those demonstrative and offensive whiskers

which are the special inheritance of the British Philistine. But

instead of the large goggle eyes, always jeering and impudent,

which lighted up the paternal countenance, Clarence had a pair

of mild brown orbs, repeated from his mother's faded face,

which introduced the oddest discord into his physiognomy

generally. In the family, that is to say among the step-brothers

and step-sisters who formed Mr. Copperhead's first

family, the young fellow bore no other name than that of the

curled darling, though, indeed, he was as far from being curled

as any one could be. He was not clever; he had none of the

energy of his race, and promised to be as useless in an office as

he would have been in a cutting or a yard full of men. I am

not sure that this fact did not increase secretly his father's

exultation and pride in him. Mr. Copperhead was fond of

costly and useless things; he liked them for their cost, with an

additional zest in his sense of the huge vulgar use and profit of

most things in his own life. This tendency, more than any

appreciation of the beautiful, made him what is called a patron

of art. It swelled his personal importance to think that he

was able to hang up thousands of pounds, so to speak, on his

walls, knowing all the time that he could make thousands more

by the money had he invested it in more useful ways. The

very fact that he could afford to refrain from investing it, that

he could let it lie there useless, hanging by so many cords and

ribbons, was sweet to him. And so also it was sweet to him

to possess a perfectly useless specimen of humanity, which had

cost him a great deal, and promised to cost him still more.

He had plenty of useful sons as he had of useful money. The

one who was of no use was the apex and glory of the whole.




But these three made up a strange enough family party, as

may be supposed. The original Copperheads, the first family,

who were all of the same class and nature, would have made a

much noisier, less peaceable household; but they would have

been a much jollier and really more harmonious one. Mr.

Copperhead himself somewhat despised his elder sons, who

were like himself, only less rich, less vigorous, and less self-assertive.

He saw, oddly enough, the coarseness of their manners,

and even of their ways of thinking; but yet he was a great

deal more comfortable, more at his ease among them, than he

was when seated opposite his trembling, deprecating, frightened

little wife, or that huge youth who cost him so much and

returned him so little. Now and then, at regular periodical

intervals, the head of the family would go down to Blackheath

to dine and spend the night with his son Joe, the second and

the favourite, where there were romping children and a portly,

rosy young matron, and loud talk about City dinners, contracts,

and estimates. This refreshed him, and he came home with

many chuckles over the imperfections of the family.




“My sons buy their wives by the hundred-weight,” he would

say jocularly at breakfast the day after; “thirteen stone if she

is a pound, is Mrs. Joe. Expensive to keep up in velvet and

satin, not to speak of mutton and beef. Your mother comes

cheap,” he would add aside to Clarence, with a rolling laugh.

Thus he did not in the least exempt his descendants from the

universal ridicule which he poured on all the world; but when

he sat down opposite his timid little delicate wife, and by his

University man, who had very little on the whole to say for

himself, Mr. Copperhead felt the increase in gentility as well as

the failure in jollity. “You are a couple of ghosts after Joe

and his belongings, you two. Speak louder, I say, young fellow.

You don't expect me to hear that penny-whistle of

yours,” he would say, chuckling at them, with a mixture of

pride and disdain. They amused him by their dulness and

silence, and personal awe of him. He was quite out of his

element between these two, and yet the very fact pleasantly

excited his pride.




“I speak as gentlemen generally speak,” said Clarence, who

was sometimes sullen when attacked, and who knew by experience

that his father was rarely offended by such an argument.




“And I am sure, dear, your papa would never wish you to

do otherwise,” said anxious Mrs. Copperhead, casting a furtive

frightened glance at her husband. He rolled out a mighty

laugh from the head of the table where he was sitting. He

contemplated them with a leer that would have been insulting,

had he not been the husband of one and the father of the

other. The laugh and the look called forth some colour on

Mrs. Copperhead's cheek, well as she was used to them; but

her son was less susceptible, and ate his breakfast steadily, and

did not care.




“A pretty pair you are,” said Mr. Copperhead. “I like

your gentility. How much foie gras would you eat for breakfast,

I wonder, my lad, if you had to work for it? Luckily for

you, I wasn't brought up to talk, as you say, like a gentleman.

I'd like to see you managing a field of navvies with that nice

little voice of yours—ay, or a mob before the hustings, my boy.

You're good for nothing, you are; a nice delicate piece of china

for a cupboard, like your mother before you. However, thank

Heaven, we've got the cupboard,” he said with a laugh, looking

round him; “a nice big 'un, too, well painted and gilded; and

the time has come, through not talking like a gentleman, that

I can afford you. You should hear Joe. When that fellow

talks, his house shakes. Confounded bad style of house, walls

like gingerbread. How the boards don't break like pie-crust

under Mrs. Joe's fairy foot, I can't make out. By Jove, ma'am,

one would think I starved you, to see you beside your daughter-in-law.

Always had a fine healthy appetite had Mrs. Joe.”




There was nothing to answer to this speech, and therefore a

dead silence ensued. When the master of the house is so distinctly

the master, silence is apt to ensue after his remarks.

Mrs. Copperhead sipped her tea, and Clarence worked steadily

through his breakfast, and the head of the family crumpled the

Times, which he read at intervals. All sorts of jokes had gone

on at Joe's table the morning before, and there had been peals

of laughter, and Mrs. Joe had even administered a slap upon

her husband's ruddy cheek for some pleasantry or other. Mr.

Copperhead, as he looked at his son and his wife, chuckled behind

the Times. When they thought he was occupied they

made a few gentle remarks to each other. They had soft voices,

with that indescribable resemblance in tone which so often

exists between mother and son. Dresden china; yes, that was

the word; and to see his own resemblance made in that delicate

pâte, and elevated into that region of superlative costliness,

tickled Mr. Copperhead, and in the most delightful way.




“How about your ball?” was his next question, “or Clarence's

ball, as you don't seem to take much interest in it,

ma'am? You are afraid of being brought in contact with the

iron pots, eh? You might crack or go to pieces, who knows,

and what would become of me, a wretched widower.” Mr.

Copperhead himself laughed loudly at this joke, which did not

excite any mirth from the others, and then he repeated his

question, “How about the ball?”




“The invitations are all sent out, Mr. Copperhead; ninety-five—I—I

mean a hundred and thirty-five. I—I beg your

pardon, they were in two lots,” answered the poor woman nervously.

“A hundred and thirty-eight—and there is—a few

more—”




“Take your time, ma'am, take your time, we'll get at the

truth at last,” said her husband; and he laid down his paper

and looked at her. He was not angry nor impatient. The

twinkle in his eye was purely humorous. Her stumblings

amused him, and her nervousness. But oddly enough, the most

furious impatience could not have more deeply disconcerted her.




“There are a few more—some old friends of mine,” she went

on, confused. “They were once rather—kind—took an interest;

that is—”




“Oh, the baronet and his daughters,” said Mr. Copperhead,

“by all means let's have the baronet and his daughters.

Though as for their taking an interest—if you had not been a

rich man's wife, ma'am, living in a grand house in Portland

Place—”




“It was not now,” she said, hurriedly. “I do not suppose

that any one takes an interest—in me now—”




Mr. Copperhead laughed, and nodded his head. “Not

many, ma'am, I should think—not many. You women must

make up your minds to that. It's all very well to take an interest

in a pretty girl; but when you come to a certain age—Well,

let's proceed, the baronet—”




“And his two girls—”




“Ah, there's two girls! that's for you, Clarence, my boy. I

thought there must be a motive. Think that fellow a good

parti, eh? And I would not say they were far wrong if he

behaves himself. Make a note of the baronet's daughter,

young man. Lord, what a world it is!” said Mr. Copperhead,

reflectively. “I should not wonder if you had been

scheming, too.”




“I would not for the world!” cried the poor little woman,

roused for once. “I would not for anything interfere with a

marriage. That is the last thing you need fear from me.

Whether it was a girl I was fond of, or a girl I disliked—so

long as she was Clarence's choice. Oh, I know the harm that

is done by other people's meddling—nothing, nothing, would

induce me to interfere.”




Mr. Copperhead laid down his paper, and looked at her. I

suppose, however little a man may care for his wife, he does

not relish the idea that she married him for anything but love.

He contemplated her still with amused ridicule, but with something

fiercer in his eyes. “Oh—h!” he said, “you don't like

other people to interfere? not so much as to say, it's a capital

match, eh? You'll get so and so, and so and so, that you

couldn't have otherwise—carriages perhaps, and plenty of

money in your pocket (which it may be you never had in your

life before), and consideration, and one of the finest houses in

London, let us say in Portland Place. You don't like that

amount of good advice, eh? Well, I do—I mean to interfere

with my son, to that extent at least—you can do what you like.

But as you're a person of prodigious influence, and strong will,

and a great deal of character, and all that,” Mr. Copperhead

broke out with a rude laugh, “I'm afraid of you, I am—quite

afraid.”




Fortunately, just at this moment his brougham came round,

and the great man finished his coffee at a gulp, and got up.

“You look out for the baronet's daughters, then—” he said,

“and see all's ready for this ball of yours; while I go and

work to pay the bills, that's my share. You do the ornamental,

and I do the useful, ha, ha! I'll keep up my share.”




It was astonishing what a difference came upon the room the

moment he disappeared. Somehow it had been out of harmony.

His voice, his look, his heavy person, even his whiskers had

been out of character. Now the air seemed to flutter after the

closing of the door like water into which something offensive

has sunk, and when the ripples of movement were over the large

handsome room had toned down into perfect accord with its

remaining inhabitants. Mrs. Copperhead's eyes were rather

red—not with tears, but with the inclination to shed tears,

which she carefully restrained in her son's presence. He still

continued to eat steadily—he had an admirable appetite. But

when he had finished everything on his plate, he looked up and

said, “I hope you don't mind, mamma; I don't suppose you

do; but I don't like the way my father speaks to you.”




“Oh, my dear!” cried the mother, with an affected little

smile, “why should I mind? I ought to know by this time that

it's only your papa's way.”




“I suppose so—but I don't like it,” said the young man,

decisively. He did not notice, however, as after second thoughts

he returned to the game-pie, that his mother's eyes were redder

than ever.








CHAPTER III. 
MR. COPPERHEAD'S BALL.
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This ball was an event, not only in Mr. Copperhead's household,

but even in the connection itself, to which the idea of balls,

as given by leading members of the flock, was somewhat novel.

Not that the young people were debarred from that amusement,

but it was generally attained in a more or less accidental

manner, and few professing Christians connected with the

management of the chapel had gone the length of giving such

an entertainment openly and with design. Mr. Copperhead,

however, was in a position to triumph over all such prejudices.

He was so rich that any community would have felt it ought to

extend a certain measure of indulgence to such a man. Very

wealthy persons are like spoilt children, their caprices are

allowed to be natural, and even when we are angry with them

we excuse the vagaries to which money has a right. This

feeling of indulgence goes a very great way, especially among

the classes engaged in money-making, who generally recognize

a man's right to spend, and feel the sweetness of spending more

acutely than the hereditary possessors of wealth. I do not

believe that his superior knowledge of the best ways of using

money profitably ever hinders a money-making man from lavish

expenditure; but it gives him a double zest in spending, and

it makes him, generally, charitable towards the extravagances

of persons still richer than himself. A ball, there was no doubt,

was a worldly-minded entertainment, but still, the chapel reflected,

it is almost impossible not to be a little worldly-minded

when you possess such a great share of the world's goods, and

that, of course, it could not be for himself that Mr. Copperhead

was doing this, but for his son. His son, these amiable casuists

proceeded, was being brought up to fill a great position, and no

doubt society did exact something, and as Mr. Copperhead had

asked all the chief chapel people, his ball was looked upon with

very indulgent eyes. The fact that the minister and his family

were going staggered some of the more particular members a

little, but Mr. Beecham took high ground on the subject and

silenced the flock. “The fact that a minister of religion is one

of the first persons invited, is sufficient proof of the way our

friend means to manage everything,” said the pastor. “Depend

upon it, it would be good for the social relations of the country

if your pastors and teachers were always present. It gives at

once a character to all the proceedings.” This, like every other

lofty assertion, stilled the multitude. Some of the elder ladies,

indeed, groaned to hear, even at the prayer-meetings, a whisper

between the girls about this ball and what they were going to

wear; but still it was Christmas, and all the newspapers, and

a good deal of the light literature which is especially current

at that season, persistently represented all the world as in a

state of imbecile joviality, and thus, for the moment, every objection

was put down.




To nobody, however, was the question, what to wear, more

interesting than to Phœbe, junior, who was a very well-instructed

young woman, and even on the point of dress had theories of

her own. Phœbe had, as her parents were happy to think,

had every advantage in her education. She had possessed a

German governess all to herself, by which means, even Mr.

Beecham himself supposed, a certain amount of that philosophy

which Germans communicate by their very touch must have got

into her, besides her music and the language which was her

primary study. And she had attended lectures at the ladies'

college close by, and heard a great many eminent men on a

great many different subjects. She had read, too, a great deal.

She was very well got up in the subject of education for women,

and lamented often and pathetically the difficulty they lay under

of acquiring the highest instruction; but at the same time she

patronized Mr. Ruskin's theory that dancing, drawing, and

cooking were three of the higher arts which ought to be studied

by girls. It is not necessary for me to account for the discrepancies

between those two systems, in the first place because

I cannot, and in the second place, because there is in the

mind of the age some ineffable way of harmonizing them

which makes their conjunction common. Phœbe was restrained

from carrying out either to its full extent. She

was not allowed to go in for the Cambridge examinations because

Mr. Beecham felt the connection might think it strange

to see his daughter's name in the papers, and, probably, would

imagine he meant to make a schoolmistress of her, which he

thanked Providence he had no need to do. And she was not

allowed to educate herself in the department of cooking, to

which Mrs. Beecham objected, saying likewise, thank Heaven,

they had no need of such messings; that she did not wish her

daughter to make a slave of herself, and that Cook would not

put up with it. Between these two limits Phœbe's noble ambition

was confined, which was a “trial” to her. But she did

what she could, bating neither heart nor hope. She read

Virgil at least, if not Sophocles, and she danced and dressed

though she was not allowed to cook.




As she took the matter in this serious way, it will be understood

that the question of dress was not a mere frivolity with her.

A week before the ball she stood in front of the large glass in

her mother's room, contemplating herself, not with that satisfaction

which it is generally supposed a pretty young woman

has in contemplating her own image. She was decidedly a

pretty young woman. She had a great deal of the hair of the

period, nature in her case, as (curiously, yet very truly) in so

many others, having lent herself to the prevailing fashion. How

it comes about I cannot tell, but it is certain that there does

exist at this present moment, a proportion of golden-haired girls

which very much exceeds the number we used to see when

golden hair had not become fashionable—a freak of nature

which is altogether independent of dyes and auriferous fluid, and

which probably has influenced fashion unawares. To be sure

the pomades of twenty years ago are, Heaven be praised! unknown

to this generation, and washing also has become the

fashion, which accounts for something. Anyhow, Phœbe,

junior, possessed in perfection the hair of the period. She had,

too, the complexion which goes naturally with those sunny

locks—a warm pink and white, which, had the boundaries between

the pink and the white been a little more distinct, would

have approached perfection too. This was what she was

thinking when she looked at herself in her mother's great glass.

Mrs. Beecham stood behind her, more full-blown and more

highly-coloured than she, but very evidently the rose to which

this bud would come in time. Phœbe looked at her own reflection,

and then at her mother's, and sighed such a profound

sigh as only lungs in the most excellent condition could produce.




“Mamma,” she said, with an accent of despair, “I am too

pink, a great deal too pink! What am I to do?”




“Nonsense, my pet,” said Mrs. Beecham; “you have a lovely

complexion;” and she threw a quantity of green ribbons which

lay by over her child's hair and shoulders. A cloud crossed

the blooming countenance of Phœbe, junior. She disembarrassed

herself of the ribbons with another sigh.




“Dear mamma,” she said, “I wish you would let me read

with you now and then, about the theory of colours, for instance.

Green is the complementary of red. If you want to

bring out my pink and make it more conspicuous than ever, of

course you will put me in a green dress. No, mamma, dear,

not that—I should look a fright; and though I dare say it does

not matter much, I object to looking a fright. Women are, I

suppose, more ornamental than men, or, at least, everybody

says so; and in that case it is our duty to keep it up.”




“You are a funny girl, with your theories of colour,” said

Mrs. Beecham. “In my time, fair girls wore greens and blues,

and dark girls wore reds and yellows. It was quite simple.

Have a white tarlatan, then; every girl looks well in that.”




“You don't see, mamma,” said Phœbe, softly, suppressing in

the most admirable manner the delicate trouble of not being

understood, “that a thing every girl looks well in, is just the

sort of thing that no one looks very well in. White shows no

invention. It is as if one took no trouble about one's dress.”




“And neither one ought, Phœbe,” said her mother. “That

is very true. It is sinful to waste time thinking of colours and

ribbons, when we might be occupied about much more important

matters.”




“That is not my opinion at all,” said Phœbe. “I should like

people to think I had taken a great deal of trouble. Think of

all the trouble that has to be taken to get up this ball!”




“I fear so, indeed; and a great deal of expense,” said Mrs.

Beecham, shaking her head. “Yes, when one comes to think

of that. But then, you see, wealth has its duties. I don't

defend Mr. Copperhead—”




“I don't think he wants to be defended, mamma. I think it

is all nonsense about wasting time. What I incline to, if you

won't be shocked, is black.”




“Black!” The suggestion took away Mrs. Beecham's

breath. “As if you were fifty! Why, I don't consider myself

old enough for black.”




“It is a pity,” said Phœbe, with a glance at her mother's full

colours; but that was really of so much less importance.

“Black would throw me up,” she added seriously, turning to

the glass. “It would take off this pink look. I don't mind

it in the cheeks, but I am pink all over; my white is pink.

Black would be a great deal the best for both of us. It would

tone us down,” said Phœbe, decisively, “and it would throw us

up.”




“But for you, a girl under twenty, my dear—”




“Mamma, what does it matter? The question is, am I to

look my best? which I think is my duty to you and to Providence;

or am I just,” said Phœbe, with indignation, “to look

a little insipidity—a creature with no character—a little girl

like everybody else?”




The consequence of this solemn appeal was that both the

Phœbes went to Mr. Copperhead's ball in black; the elder in

velvet, with Honiton lace (point, which Phœbe, with her artistic

instincts, would have much preferred, being unattainable); the

younger in tulle, flounced to distraction, and largely relieved

with blue. And the consequence of this toilette, and of the

fact that Phœbe did her duty by her parents and by Providence,

and looked her very best, was that Clarence Copperhead fell a

hopeless victim to her fascinations, and scarcely could be induced

to leave her side all night. The ball was about as

remarkable a ball as could have been seen in London. The

son of the house had contemplated with absolute despair the

list of invitations. He had deprecated the entertainment

altogether. He had said, “We know nobody,” with a despairing

impertinence which called forth one of his father's roars of

laughter. And though Mr. Copperhead had done all he could

to assume the position of that typical Paterfamilias who is

condemned to pay for those pleasures of his family which are

no pleasure to him, yet common-sense was too much for him,

and everybody felt that he was in reality the giver and

enjoyer of the entertainment. It was Mr., not Mrs. Copperhead's

ball. It was the first of the kind which had ever

taken place in his house; the beginning of a new chapter

in his social existence. Up to this moment he had not shown

any signs of being smitten with that craze for “Society,”

which so often and so sorely affects the millionnaire. He had

contented himself hitherto with heavy and showy dinners,

costing Heaven knows how much a head (Mr. Copperhead

knew, and swelled visibly in pride and pleasure as the cost

increased), which he consumed in company with twenty people

or so of kindred tastes to himself, who appreciated the cost and

understood his feelings. On such people, however, his Dresden

china was thrown away. Joe and Mrs. Joe were much more in

their way than the elegant University man and the well-bred

mother, who was “a poor little dowdy,” they all said. Therefore

the fact had been forced upon Mr. Copperhead that his

circle must be widened and advanced, if his crowning glories

were to be appreciated as they deserved.




The hunger of wealth for that something above wealth which

the bewildered rich man only discovers the existence of when

he has struggled to the highest pinnacle of advancement in his

own way, began to seize this wealthy neophyte. To be sure,

in this first essay, the company which he assembled in his fine

rooms in Portland Place, to see all his fine things and celebrate

his glory, was not a fine company, but they afforded more

gratification to Mr. Copperhead than if they had been ever so

fine. They were people of his own class, his old friends,

invited to be dazzled, though standing out to the utmost of

their power, and refusing, so far as in them lay, to admit how

much dazzled they were. It was a more reasonable sort of

vanity than the commoner kind, which aims at displaying its

riches to great personages, people who are not dazzled by

any extent of grandeur, and in whose bosoms no jealousy is

excited towards the giver of the feast. Mr. Copperhead's

friends had much more lively feelings; they walked about

through the great rooms, with their wives on their arms, in a

state of semi-defiance, expressing no admiration, saying to each

other, “This must have cost Copperhead a pretty penny,” as

they met in doorways; while the ladies put their flowery

and jewelled heads together and whispered, “Did you ever see

such extravagance? And what a dowdy she is with it all!”

This was the under-current of sentiment which flowed strong

in all the passages, and down the rapids of the great staircase;

a stream of vigorous human feeling, the existence of which

was as deeply gratifying to the entertainer as the sweetest

flattery. The lord and the ladies who might have been tempted

to his great house would not have had a thought to spare for

Mr. Copperhead; but the unwilling applause of his own class

afforded him a true triumph.




Amid this throng of people, however, there could be little

doubt that the one young lady who attracted his son was

the least eligible person there, being no other than Phœbe

Beecham, the pastor's daughter. Almost the only other

utterly ineligible girl was a pale little maiden who accompanied

Sir Robert Dorset and his daughters, and who was

supposed to be either their governess or their humble companion.

The Dorsets were the only people who had any

pretensions to belong to “society,” in all those crowded

rooms. They were distantly related to Mrs. Copperhead, and

had been, she gratefully thought, kind to her in her youth, and

they had no particular objection to be kind to her now that she

was rich, though the Baronet, as Mr. Copperhead always called

him, winced at so rampant a specimen of wealth, and “the

girls” did not see what good it was to keep up relations with

a distant cousin, who though so prodigiously rich was of no

possible use, and could neither make parties for them, nor

chaperon them to the houses of the great. When they had

received her present invitation, they had accepted it with

surprise and hesitation. Chance only had brought them to

London at that time of the year, the most curious time surely

to choose for a ball, but convenient enough as affording a little

amusement at a season when little amusement was ordinarily

to be had. Sir Robert had consented to go, as a man with no

occupation elsewhere might consent to go to the Cannibal

Islands, to see how the savages comported themselves. And

little Ursula May, another poor relative on the other side of

the house, whom they had charitably brought up to town with

them, might go too, they decided, to such a gathering. There

was no Lady Dorset, and the girls were “girls” only by

courtesy, having passed the age to which that title refers.

Such good looks as they had were faded, and they were indifferently

dressed. This last circumstance arose partly from the

fact that they never dressed very well, and partly because they

did not think it necessary to put themselves to much trouble

for poor Mrs. Copperhead's ball. Their little companion,

Ursula, was in a white frock, the sort of dress which Phœbe

had rebelled against. She was all white and had never been

to a ball before. This little party, which represented the

aristocracy at the Copperhead's ball, went to the entertainment

with a little expectation in their minds: What sort of people

would be there? Would they be “frights?” They were not

likely to be interesting in any other way, the Miss Dorsets

knew; but to little Ursula a ball was a ball, and meant delight

and glory she was aware, though she did not quite know how.

The expectations of the party, however, were strangely disappointed.

Instead of being “a set of frights,” Mrs. Copperhead's

guests were found to be resplendent in toilette. Never,

even under a ducal roof, had these ladies found themselves in

such a gorgeous assembly, and never before, perhaps, even at

the Duchess's grandest receptions, had they been unable to

discover a single face they knew. Sir Robert was even more

appalled by this discovery than his daughters were. He put

up his glass and peered more and more wistfully into the

crowd. “Don't know a soul,” he repeated at intervals. Poor

Sir Robert! he had not thought it possible that such an event

could happen to him within the four seas. Accordingly the

Dorsets clung, somewhat scared, to Mrs. Copperhead's side,

and Ursula along with them, who looked at the crowd still

more wistfully than Sir Robert did, and thought how nice it

would be to know somebody. Unfortunately the Miss Dorsets

were not attractive in personal appearance. Clarence Copperhead,

though he was not indifferent to a baronet, was yet not

sufficiently devoted to the aristocracy to do more than dance

once, as was his bounden duty, with each of the sisters. “It

seems so strange not to know any one,” these ladies said.

“Isn't it?” said Clarence. “I don't know a soul.” But

then he went off and danced with Phœbe Beecham, and the

Miss Dorsets stood by Mrs. Copperhead, almost concealing

behind them the slight little snow-white figure of little Ursula

May.




Clarence was a very well-behaved young man on the whole.

He knew his duty, and did it with a steady industry, working

off his dances in the spirit of his navvy forefather. But he

returned between each duty dance to the young lady in black,

who was always distinguishable among so many young ladies

in white, and pink, and green, and blue. The Miss Dorsets

and Ursula looked with interest and something like envy at

that young lady in black. She had so many partners that she

scarcely knew how to manage them all, and the son of the

house returned to her side with a pertinacity that could not

pass unremarked. “Why should one girl have so much and

another girl so little?” Ursula said to herself; but, to be

sure, she knew nobody, and the young lady in black knew

everybody. On the whole, however, it became evident to

Ursula that a ball was not always a scene of unmixed delight.




“It is very kind of you to remember what old friends we

are,” said Phœbe. “But, Mr. Clarence, don't be more good

to me than you ought to be. I see your mother looking for

you, and Mr. Copperhead might not like it. Another time,

perhaps, we shall be able to talk of old days.”




“There is no time like the present,” said the young man,

who liked his own way. I do not mean to say that it was

right of Phœbe to dance with him, especially dances she had

promised to other people. But he was the personage of the

evening, and that is a great temptation. Mr. Copperhead

himself came up to them more than once, with meaning in his

eyes.




“Don't be too entertaining, Miss Phœbe,” he said; for he

saw no reason why he should not speak plainly in his own

house, especially to the minister's daughter. “Don't be too

entertaining. This is Clarence's ball, and he ought to be civil

to other people too.”




“Oh, please go away!” cried Phœbe, after this admonition.

But Clarence was sullen, and stood his ground.




“We are going to have our waltz out,” he said. “It is not

my ball a bit—let him entertain his people himself. How

should I know such a set of guys? I know nobody but you

and the Dorset girls, who are in society. Parents are a mistake,”

said the young man, half rebellious, half sullen, “they

never understand. Perhaps you don't feel that, but I should

think girls must see it sometimes as well as men.”




“Girls don't use such strong expressions,” said Phœbe,

smiling, as they flew off in the uncompleted waltz. She danced

very well, better than most of the ladies present, and that was

the reason Clarence assigned to his mother for his preference

of her. But when Mr. Copperhead saw that his remonstrance

was unheeded by the young people, he went up to Mrs.

Beecham, with a rich man's noble frankness and courage. “I

am delighted to see you here, ma'am, and I hope you have remarked

how well Miss Phœbe is entertaining my boy. Do

you see them dancing? She's been away from you a long time,

Mrs. Beecham, as girls will when they get hold of somebody

that pleases them. Shouldn't you like me to go and fetch her

back?” Mrs. Beecham, with cheeks that were very full blown

indeed, and required a great deal of fanning, called back her

child to her side at the end of that dance. She scolded Phœbe

behind her fan, and recalled her to a sense of duty. “A pastor's

daughter has to be doubly particular,” she said; “what if

your poor papa was to get into trouble through your thoughtlessness?”




“I was not thoughtless, mamma; forgive me for answering

back,” said Phœbe, very meekly; and she showed no signs of

sulkiness, though Clarence was carried off and kept from approaching

her again.




Unfortunately, however, when Clarence was removed from

Phœbe, he fell into still greater peril. The eldest Miss Dorset

and her mother, both of them with equally benevolent intentions,

introduced him simultaneously to Ursula May. “The

poor little girl has not danced once,” Mrs. Copperhead, who

had recollections of standing by herself for a whole evening,

unnoticed, whispered in his ear, and Miss Dorset spoke to him

still more plainly. “We brought her,” she said, “but I cannot

get her partners, for I don't know anybody.” And what

could Clarence do but offer himself? And Ursula, too, was a

good dancer, and very pretty—far prettier than Phœbe.




“Confound him! there he is now for ever with that girl in

white,” said his father to himself, with great rage. Dozens of

good partners in pink and blue were going about the room.

What did the boy mean by bestowing himself upon the two

poor ones, the black and the white. This disturbed Mr.

Copperhead's enjoyment, as he stood in the doorway of the

ball-room, looking round upon all the splendour that was his,

and feeling disposed, like Nebuchadnezzar, to call upon everybody

to come and worship him. He expanded and swelled out

with pride and complacency, as he looked round upon his own

greatness, and perceived the effect made upon the beholders.

When that effect did not seem sufficiently deep, he called here

and there upon a lingerer for applause. “That's considered a

very fine Turner,” he said, taking one of them into a smaller

room. “Come along here, you know about that sort of thing—I

don't. I should be ashamed to tell you how much I gave

for it; all that money hanging there useless, bringing in

nothing! But when I do buy anything I like it to be the very

best that is to be had.”




“I'd as soon have a good chromo,” said the person addressed,

“which costs a matter of a five-pound note, and enough too, to

hang up against a wall. But you can afford it, Copperhead.

You've the best right of any man I know to be a fool if you

like.”




The great man laughed, but he scarcely liked the compliment.

“I am a fool if you like,” he said, “the biggest fool going. I

like a thing that costs a deal, and is of no use. That's what I

call luxury. My boy, Clarence, and my big picture, they're

dear; but I can afford 'em, if they were double the price.”




“If I were you,” said his friend, “I wouldn't hang my picture

in this little bit of a hole, nor let my boy waste his time

with all the riff-raff in the room. There's Smith's girl and

Robinson's niece, both of them worth a cool hundred thousand;

and you leave him to flourish about all over the place with a

chit in a white frock, and another in a black one. I call that

waste, not luxury, for my part.”




“I don't want to sell either the boy or the picture,” said the

rich man, with a laugh. But nevertheless he was annoyed that

his son should be such an ass. Miss Smith and Miss Robinson

were as fine as their milliners could make them. The first of

these ladies had an emerald locket almost as big as a warming-pan,

and Miss Robinson's pearls were a little fortune in themselves;

but the chosen objects of that young idiot's attentions

wore nothing but trumpery twopenny-halfpenny trinkets, and

gowns which had been made at home for all Mr. Copperhead

knew. Confound him! the father breathed hotly to himself.

Thus it will be seen that unmixed pleasure is not to be had in

this world, even in the midst of envious friends and the most

splendid entertainment which money could supply.








CHAPTER IV. 
A COUNTRY PARTY.
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“Very funny, now,” said Sir Robert. “I don't know that

such a thing ever happened to me before. Give you my word

for it, I didn't know a single soul, not one; and there must

have been a couple of hundred or so there. Jove! I never

thought there were as many people in England that I didn't

know.”




“How could you know Mr. Copperhead's friends?” said

Sophy Dorset. “What I wonder is, that she should have asked

us. Not but that it was amusing enough, once in a way, just

to see how such people look.”




“They looked very much like other people, my dear. Finer,

though. I haven't seen so many jewels at an evening party

for ages. Very much like other people. Fatter, perhaps, the

men, but not the women. I notice,” said Sir Robert, who himself

was spare, “that City men generally have a tendency to

fat.”




“They are so rich,” said Miss Dorset, with gentle disgust.




She was the quiet one, never saying much. Sophy, who was

lively, conducted the conversation. They were all seated at

breakfast, later than usual, on the morning after the Copperheads'

ball. It was a hazy morning, and the party were seated

in a large sitting-room in the “very central” locality of Suffolk

Street, looking down that straight little street upon the stream

of carriages and omnibuses in the foggy distance. It was not

for pleasure that this country party had come to London. Sir

Robert's second son, who was in India, had sent his eldest

children home to the care of his father and sisters. They were

expected at Portsmouth daily, and the aunts, somewhat excited

by the prospect of their charge, had insisted upon coming to

town to receive them. As for Ursula May, who was a poor

relation on the late Lady Dorset's side, as Mrs. Copperhead

had been a poor relation on Sir Robert's, London at any season

was a wonder and excitement to her, and she could not sufficiently

thank the kind relations who had given her this holiday

in her humdrum life. She was the daughter of a poor clergyman

in the little town of Carlingford, a widower with a large

family. Ursula was the eldest daughter, with the duties of a

mother on her much burdened hands; and she had no special

inclination towards these duties, so that a week's escape from

them was a relief to her at any time. And a ball! But the

ball had not been so beatific as Ursula hoped. In her dark

blue serge dress, close up to the throat and down to the wrists,

she did not look so pale as she had done in her snow-white

garments on the previous night; but she was at the best of

times a shadowy little person, with soft, dark brown hair, dark

brown eyes, and no more colour than the faintest of wild rose

tints; but the youthfulness, and softness, and roundness of the

girl showed to full advantage beside the more angular development

of the Miss Dorsets, who were tall, and had lost the first

smooth curves of youth. To Ursula, not yet twenty, these

ladies looked very mature, almost aged, being one of them ten,

and the other eight years older than herself. She looked up to

them with great respect; but she felt, all the same—how could

she help it?—that in some things, though the Miss Dorsets

were her superiors, it was best to be Ursula May.




“Poor Clara!” said Sir Robert. “She was always a frightened

creature. When I recollect her, a poor little governess,

keeping behind backs at the nursery parties—and to see her in

all her splendour now!”




“She would keep behind backs still, if she could,” said Miss

Dorset.




“Think of that, Ursula,” cried Sophy; “there is an example

for you. She was a great deal worse off than you are; and to

see her now, as papa says! You may have a house in Portland

Place too, and ask us to balls, and wear diamonds. Think of

that! Though last night you looked as frightened as she.”




“Don't put such demoralizing ideas into the child's head.

How it is that girls are not ruined,” said Miss Dorset, shaking

her head, “ruined! by such examples, I cannot tell. They must

have stronger heads than we think. As poor as Cinderella one

day, and the next as rich as the Queen—without any merit of

theirs, all because some chance man happens to take a fancy to

them.”




“Quite right,” said Sir Robert; “quite right, my dear. It

is the natural course of affairs.”




Miss Dorset shook her head. She went on shaking her head

as she poured out the tea. She was not given to eloquence,

but the subject inspired her.




“Don't think of it, Ursula; it is not the sort of thing that

good girls ought to think of,” and the elder sister made signs

to Sophy, who was reckless, and did not mind the moral effect

of the suggestion.




“Poor Mrs. Copperhead! I shall never have a house in

Portland Place, nor any diamonds, except Aunt Mary's old

brooch. I shall live and die an old maid, and nobody will waste

a thought upon me,” said Sophy, who made this prophecy at

her ease, not expecting it to come true; “but I don't envy

poor Clara, and if you marry such a man as Mr. Copperhead,

though I shall admire you very much, Ursula, I shan't envy

you.”




“Is young Mr. Copperhead as bad as his father?” said

Ursula, simply.




She was so far from thinking what meaning could be attached

to her words, that she stopped and looked, wondering, from one

to another when they laughed.




“Ha! ha! ha!” said Sir Robert; “not so bad, either!”




Poor Ursula was extremely serious. She turned with relief

to Miss Dorset, who was serious too.




“My dear, we don't know much about Clarence; he is a

heavy young man. I don't think he is attractive. Have you

had a letter from the Parsonage this morning?” said Anne

Dorset, with a very grave face; and as it turned out that

Ursula had a letter, Miss Dorset immediately plunged into

discussion of it. The girl did not understand why the simple

little epistle should be so interesting, nor did she perceive yet

what the laughter was about. To tell the truth, Ursula, who

was not clever, had thought young Mr. Copperhead very nice.

He had asked her to dance when nobody else did; he had

talked to her as much as he could have talked to Sophy Dorset

herself. He had rehabilitated her in her own eyes after the

first disappointment and failure of the evening, and she was

prepared to think, whatever might be said about the father,

that the son was “very kind” and very agreeable. Why

should they laugh? Ursula concluded that there must be

some private joke of their own about Clarence (what a pretty,

interesting, superior name Clarence was!) which she could not

be permitted to know.




“If you talk like that,” said Anne Dorset to Sophy, “you

will set her little head afloat about good matches, and spoil

her too.”




“And a very good thing,” said Sophy. “If you had put the

idea into my head, I should not be Sophy Dorset now. Why

shouldn't she think of a good match? Can she live there for

ever in that dreadful Parsonage, among all those children whom

she does not know how to manage? Don't be absurd, Anne;

except an elder daughter like you here and there, you know,

girls must marry if they are to be of any consequence in the

world. Let them get it into their heads; we can't change

what is the course of nature, as papa says.”




“Oh, Sophy! it is so unwomanly.”




“Never mind; when a man chuckles and jeers at me because

I am unmarried, I think it is unmanly; but they all do it, and

no one finds any fault.”




“Not all surely; not near all.”




“Don't they? Not to our faces, perhaps; but whenever

they write, whenever they speak in public. When men are so

mean, why should we train girls up to unnatural high-mindedness?

Why, that is the sort of girl who ought to make a good

marriage; to 'catch' somebody, or have somebody 'hooked' for

her. She is pretty, and soft, and not very wise. I am doing

the very best thing in the world for her, when I laugh at love and

all that nonsense, and put a good match into her mind.”




Miss Dorset turned away with a sigh, and shook her head.

It was all she could do. To encounter Sophy in argument was

beyond her power, and if it had not been beyond her power,

what would have been the good of it? Sophy had a story

which, unfortunately, most people knew. She had been romantic,

and she had been disappointed. Five or six years before,

she had been engaged to a clergyman, who, finding that the

good living he was waiting for in order to marry was not likely

to come through Sir Robert's influence, intimated to his betrothed

his serious doubt whether they were likely to be happy

together, and broke off the engagement. He married somebody

else in six months, and Sophy was left to bear the shame as

she might. To be sure, a great many people were highly indignant

with him at the moment; his sin, however, was forgotten

long ago, so far as he was concerned; but nobody forgot

that Sophy had been jilted, and she did not forget it herself,

which was worse. Therefore Miss Dorset attempted no argument

with her sister. She shook her gentle head, and said

nothing. Anne was the elder sister born, the maiden-mother,

who is a clearly defined type of humanity, though rare, perhaps,

like all the finer sorts. She resolved in her own mind to take

private means for the fortification and preservation of Ursula,

whose position, as elder sister of a motherless family, interested

her especially as being like her own; but Anne owned within

herself that she had never been so young as little Ursula

May.




Ursula, for her part, thought very little about the question

which had thus moved her cousins. She thought Mr. Clarence

Copperhead was very nice, and that if she had but known as

many people, and had as many partners as that young lady in

black, she would have enjoyed the ball very much. After all,

now that it was over, she felt that she had enjoyed it. Three

dances were a great deal better than none at all, and to have

that pretty white frock given to her by Sir Robert was no

small matter. Besides, for in this as in other things the uses

of adversity are sometimes sweet, the pretty dress, which no

doubt would have been torn and crumpled had she danced

much, was almost quite fresh now, and would do very well at

Carlingford if there should be any balls there—events which

happened occasionally, though Ursula had never been lucky

enough to go to any of them. And Cousin Sophy had given

her a set of Venetian beads and Cousin Anne a bracelet. This

good fortune was quite enough to fill her mind with satisfaction,

and prevent any undue meditation upon good matches or the

attentions of Clarence Copperhead. Ursula was as different

as possible from Phœbe Beecham. She had no pretensions to

be intellectual. She preferred the company even of her very

smallest brothers and sisters to the conversation of her papa,

though he was known to be one of the most superior men in

the diocese. Even when her elder brother Reginald, of whom

she was very fond, came home from college, Ursula was more

than indifferent to the privileged position of elder sister, by

which she was permitted to sit up and assist at the talks which

were carried on between him and his father. Reginald was

very clever too; he was making his own way at the university

by means of scholarships, the only way in which a son of Mr.

May's was likely to get to the university at all, and to hear

him talk with his father about Greek poetry and philosophy

was a very fine thing indeed; how Phœbe Beecham, if the

chance had been hers, would have prized it; but Ursula did

not enjoy the privilege. She preferred a pantomime, or the

poorest performance in a theatre, or even Madame Tussuad's

exhibition. She preferred even to walk about the gay streets

with Miss Dorset's maid, and look into the shop-windows and

speculate what was going to be worn next season. Poor little

girl! with such innocent and frivolous tastes, it may be supposed

she did not find her position as elder sister and housekeeper

a very congenial one. Her father was no more than

Incumbent of St. Roque, an old perpetual curacy merged in a

district church, which was a poor appointment for an elderly

man with a family; he was very clever and superior, but not a

man who got on, or who did much to help his children to get

on; and had Ursula been of the kind of those who suffer and

deny themselves by nature, she would have had her hands full,

and abundant opportunity afforded her to exercise those faculties.

But she was not of this frame of mind. She did what

she was obliged to do as well as time and opportunity permitted;

but she did not throw herself with any enthusiasm into her

duties. To keep seven children in good condition and discipline

in a small house, on a small income, is more, it must be allowed,

than most girls of twenty are equal to; only enthusiasm and

self-devotion could make such a task possible, and these qualifications

poor little Ursula did not possess. Oh! how glad she

was to get away from it all, from having to think of Janey and

Johnny, and Amy and little Robin. She was not anxious

about how things might be going on in her absence, as kind

Miss Dorset thought she must be. The happiness of escaping

was first and foremost in her thoughts.








CHAPTER V. 
SELF-DEVOTION.
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“Mr. Copperhead's manner is not pleasant sometimes, that

is quite true. We must make allowances, my dear. Great

wealth, you know, has its temptations. You can't expect a

man with so much money and so many people under him to

have the same consideration for other people's feelings. He

says to this man go and he goeth, and to that man come and he

cometh.”




“That is all very well,” said Phœbe; “but he has no right,

that I can think of, to be rude to mamma and me.”




“He was not exactly rude, my dear,” said Mrs. Beecham.

“We must not say he was rude. Clarence ought to have

divided his attentions more equally, we must admit, and his

father was annoyed—for the moment. I have no doubt he has

forgotten all about it long ago, and will be as pleasant as ever

next time we meet.”




“I am quite sure of it,” said the pastor, “and at the worst

it was but his manner—only his manner. In short, at the

committee meeting yesterday nothing could have been nicer.

He went even out of his way to send, as it were, a kind message

to Phœbe. 'I needn't ask if Miss Phœbe enjoyed herself,'

he said. Depend upon it, my dear, if there was a temporary

annoyance it is both forgotten and forgiven, so far as

Mr. Copperhead is concerned.”




“Forgiven!” Phœbe said to herself; but she thought it

wiser to say nothing audible on the subject. Her father and

mother, it was evident, were both disposed to extend any

amount of toleration to the leading member. It was he who

was the best judge as to what he had a right to be annoyed

about. The family party were in Mr. Beecham's study, where

the large bust of Mr. Copperhead stood on the mantelpiece, the

chief decoration. How could any one be so wicked as to rebel

against the influence of so great a personage? Phœbe had her

own ideas, but she was wise and kept them to herself.




“And now,” said Mrs. Beecham, solemnly, “what is to be

done, my dear, about this letter from my good papa?”




Phœbe was standing in front of a book-case, apparently looking

for a book. She said nothing; but it was easy to perceive

by the erectness of her shoulders, and the slight movement that

ran through her, that her attention was fully engaged.




“Ah, yes indeed, what about it?” the pastor said. He put

down the pen, which he had been holding in his hand by way

of symbol that, amiable as he was, his attention to his woman-kind

was an encroachment upon time which might be more usefully

employed. But this was a serious question; he had no

suggestion to offer, but he sat and twiddled his thumbs, and

looked at his wife with interest suddenly aroused.




“There is a great deal to be thought of,” said Mrs. Beecham,

“it is not a simple matter of family devotion. Of course if I

had no other ties, nor other duties, everything would be easy.

I should go at once to my poor suffering mamma.”




Mrs. Beecham was a clever woman, but she had not been

able to get it out of her mind, owing to the imperfections of

her education in youth, that it was a vulgar thing to say father

and mother. “But in the present circumstances,” she continued,

her husband having given his assent to this speech, “it

is clear that I cannot do what I wish. I have you to think of,

my dear, and the children, and the duties of my position. On

the other hand, of course I could not wish, as poor mamma's

only daughter, to have my sister-in-law called in. She is not

the kind of person; she is underbred, uneducated. Of course

she would be thinking of her own children, and what would be

best for them. My parents have done all that ought to be expected

from them for Tom. Considering all things, what they

have to dispose of ought to go to Phœbe and Tozer. But Mrs.

Tom would not see that.”




“It is very true, my dear; I don't suppose she would,”

said Mr. Beecham, with an anxious air.




“Mrs. Tom,” said his wife, with some heat, “would think

her own had the first claim. She maintained it to my very

face, and after that what have we to expect? It's us that are

Tozers,” she said; “as for you, Phœbe, you belong to another

family. I put it in my own language of course, not in her

vulgar way.”




“It is a very serious question altogether,” said the pastor,

with some solemnity. “I don't see how you can get away, and

I don't know what is to be done.”




“Whatever is to be done, I won't leave poor mamma in the

hands of Mrs. Tom,” cries Mrs. Beecham, “not whatever it

costs me. She's capable of anything, that woman is. To have

her in the same town is bad enough, but in the same house

nursing poor mamma! You and I would never see a penny of

the money, Henery, nor our children—not a penny! besides

the vexation of seeing one's own parents turned against one.

I know very well how it would be.”




Mr. Beecham ceased twiddling his thumbs. The crisis was

too serious for that indulgence. “The position is most difficult,”

he said, “I see it all. It is easy to see it for that matter,

but to decide what are we to do is not easy. To go back to

Carlingford after so many changes, would it be good for you?”




“It would kill me,” said Mrs. Beecham, with energy, “you

know it would kill me. Envy drove us out, and envy would

bring me to the grave. I don't deceive myself, that is what I

see before me, if I tear myself from all my duties and go. But

on the other hand——”




“Listen, mamma!” cried Phœbe, turning round suddenly;

“if grandmamma is ill, and you are afraid to leave her alone,

why not send me?”




Both her parents turned towards Phœbe, as she spoke; they

listened to her with wonder and consternation, yet with admiring

looks. Then they looked at each other consulting,

alarmed. “You!” said Mrs. Beecham, and “You!” echoed

the pastor, repeating in his great astonishment what his wife

said.
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