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"



"And ye shall walk in silk attire


And siller hae to spare,



Gin ye'll consent to be his bride,


Nor think o' Donald mair."

 



"O, wha wad buy a silken gown


Wi' a puir broken heart?



Or what's to me a siller crown


Gin frae my love I part?"







































































































































































"HARRY ORMOND—I married you for your love.
When you take that from me, I do not care to have
anything in its place. Nor need you try to buy my
silence; I shall never trouble you.




"ANNIE NAPIER."




On the receipt of that brief note, Harry Ormond
had a severe fit of compunction. The freedom of
his new life was strong upon him, however; and in
process of time he, like most men of his stamp, grew
to have a conviction that he was not responsible for
the wrong he had done. If she had wilfully
relinquished the luxury he offered her, was he to blame?

Ten years afterwards, Lord Knottingley lay very
sick. He was surrounded by attentive relatives, who,
having affectionately interested themselves in him
during his life, naturally expected to be paid for
their solicitude at his death. But at the last
moment remorse struck him. As the drowning man
is said to be confronted by a ghastly panorama of
his whole life, so he, in these last hours, recalled
the old tenderness and love of his youth, which he
had so cruelly outraged. He would have sent for
her then; he would have braved the ridicule and
indignation which he had once so feared; but it
was too late. One act of reparation was alone
possible. When Harry Ormond Marquis of Knottingley
died, it was found that he had left, by a will
dated only a few days before his death, his whole
property to his wife, of whom nobody knew
anything, accompanying the bequest with such expressions
of affection and penitence as sorely puzzled his
lady relatives.

Not for several months did the lawyers who acted
for the trustees discover where the missing wife had
taken up her abode in America; and then an elderly
gentleman waited upon the actress to break the news
of her husband's death, and to invite her to become
the mistress of a large property and the wearer of a
proud title.

"How pleased she will be!" he had said to himself,
before seeing her.

Once in her presence, however, he did not so
tastily judge the tender-eyed, beautiful, melancholy
woman; and it was with all the delicacy he could
command that he told his story, and watched its
effect upon her handsome, sad face.

But these ten years of labour had not quite broken
Annie Napier's spirit. Out of her grief and her
tears—for she was a woman, and could not help still
loving the lover of her youth—she rose with her old
grandeur of manner, and refused the offer. Not
theatrically, nor angrily, but simply and definitely,
so that the messenger from England, perplexed and
astonished, could only beg of her to think, not of
herself, but of her daughter.

"My daughter," she said, perhaps rather bitterly,
"will never seek, any more than myself, to go amongst
those people. God knows that it is she alone whom
I consider in everything I do. I have taught her to
earn her own bread; and I will teach her that her
only chance of happiness is to marry, if she does
marry, in her own profession. You appear to be
surprised, sir; but what I say to you is not the
result of any hasty impulse. Have you seen her?"
she added, with a touch of pride. "Have you seen
her since you came over? Some years hence you
may find her in England, and she will reap my old
triumphs again."

"If you will only consider what you are taking
from her—the position she would hold—the——"

For an instant the large dark eyes of the actress
were filled with a strange, wistful look; was she
striving—as we often do strive—to anticipate the
current of years, and look over the long future lying
in wait for this girl of hers?

"I have considered, sir, many a year ago. She
has been brought up in perfect ignorance of her
birth and name; and there is no one of her
associates who knows our secret. So she will remain."

This unlooked-for termination to his mission so
astounded the lawyer, that he could not at first
comprehend the decision of her tone.

"You will understand, madam," he said, "that
professionally I have no resource but to return to
England with your message. But may I not beg
you to reflect? Is it not possible that you have
been moved to this decision by a—what shall I say?—a
view of things which may appear natural to you
in your professional life, but which is looked upon
otherwise by the outside world?——"

"You think I am led astray by theatrical notions
of life?" she said, with a smile. "It was my
experience of your 'outside world' which made me resolve
that my girl should never suffer that which I have
suffered. The resolution is a very old one, sir. But
supposing that I should die, would she then have
this property—would it belong to her?"

"Undoubtedly, if she chooses to accept it."

After a few moments' silence, the prudent and
tender mother having calculated every possibility
which might affect her daughter's happiness, she said
to him:

"In that case, sir, I can always provide against
her suffering want. I will give her to-day your
address in England, and tell her that if at any future
time I am taken from her, and if she should ever be
in need, she can go to you; and then, sir, you will
remember who Annie Brunel is."

"And you absolutely condemn your daughter to
be an actress, when a word from you could make her
an English lady——"

The woman before him drew herself up.

"When my daughter ceases to believe that an
actress may be a lady, it will be time for her to apply
to you for the rank she has lost."




CHAPTER IV.

THE ACTRESS.




It was near midnight when an unusually notable
and brilliant little party sate down to supper in
the largest hall of an hotel in the neighbourhood
of Charing Cross. Brilliant the meeting was, for
beneath the strong lights shone the long white
table with its gleaming crystal, and silver, and
flowers; and notable it was in that the persons
sitting there were, every one of them, marked by
an obvious individualism of face and dress. They
wore no mere company of cultivated nothings, as
like each other in brain, costume, and manner, as
the wine-glasses before them; scarcely a man or
woman of them had not his or her own special
character rendered apparent by this or that peculiarity
of facial line or intentional adornment.

But there was one woman there—or girl, rather,
for she was clearly not over twenty—whose
character you could not easily catch. You might watch
the expression of her eyes, listen to her bright,
rapid, cheerful talk, and study her bearing towards
her associates; and then confess that there was
something elusive about her—she had not exhibited
her real nature to you—you knew nothing of her
but those superficial characteristics which were no
index to the spirit underneath.

Slight in figure, and somewhat pale and dark,
there was nevertheless a certain dignity about her
features, and a stateliness in her gestures, which
gave an almost massive grandeur to her appearance.
Then her magnificent black hair lay around the
clear, calm face, which was rendered the more
intensely spiritual by large eyes of a deep and tender
grey. They were eyes, under these long eyelashes,
capable of a great sadness, and yet they were not
sad. There seemed to play around the beautiful,
intellectual face a bright, superficial, unconscious
vivacity; and she herself appeared to take a quite
infantine interest in the cheerful trivialities around
her. For the rest, she was dressed in a gleaming
white moiré, with tight sleeves which came down to
her tiny wrists, and there ended in a faint line of
blue; and through the great braided masses of her
black hair there was wound a thick cord of twisted
silver, which also had a thread of blue cunningly
interwoven with it. The artistic possibilities of her
fine face and complexion were made the most of; for
she was an artist, one of the few true artists who
have been seen upon our modern stage.

This was Miss Annie Brunel, who in three months
from the date of her arrival in this country had
won the heart of London. The young American
actress, with her slight and nervous physique, her
beautiful head, and the dark lustre of her eyes, was
photographed, lithographed, and written about
everywhere: people went and wept covertly beneath the
spell of her voice; for once unanimity prevailed
among all the critics who were worth attention, and
they said that the new actress was a woman of
genius. Who could doubt it that had witnessed the
utter self-abandonment of her impersonations? She
did not come upon the stage with a thought about
her jewellery, a consciousness of her splendid hair,
and an eye to the critical corner of the stalls. On
the stage she was no longer mistress of herself. Her
eyes deepened until they were almost black; her
face was stirred with the white light of passion;
and her words were instinct with the tenderness
which thrills a theatre to its core. When the
sudden intensity died down, when she resumed her
ordinary speech and dress, she seemed to have come
out of a trance. Not a trace remained of that fire
and those intonations, which were the result of
unconscious creation; her eyes resumed their serene,
happy indifference, her face its pleased, childlike
expression. Swift, active, dexterous she was, full of
all sorts of genial and merry activities; that kindling
of the eye and tremor of the voice belonged to the
dream-life she led elsewhere.

The supper was rather a nondescript affair,
resembling the little entertainment sometimes given
by an author on the production of his new piece.
As the play, however, in which Miss Brunel had
just appeared was "Romeo and Juliet," there was a
little difficulty about the author's being present to
perform the ordinary duties; and so the manager's
very good friend, the Graf von Schönstein, had
stepped in and offered to play the part of host on
the occasion.

The Graf, indeed, occupied the chair—a large and
corpulent man, with a broad, fair face, small blue
eyes, red hands, a frilled shirt, flowered waistcoat,
and much jewellery. He had made the acquaintance
of Miss Brunel during the previous year in
America, and lost no time in renewing it now that she
had so suddenly become famous in England. Of the
Graf, who it may be mentioned was once a respectable
tea-broker in Thames Street, E.C., we shall hear more.

On the left of the chairman sate the manager, a
middle-aged man, with grey hair and a melancholy
face; on the right Miss Brunel, and next to her a
young man of the name of Will Anerley, a friend of
Count Schönstein. Then followed several members
of the company, an elderly little woman who
officiated as Miss Brunel's guardian, two or three critics,
and a young man who spoke to nobody, but kept his
eyes intently fixed upon a charming soubrette (with
whom he had quarrelled some days before) who was
wickedly flirting with Mercutio. There was no lack
of jest and talk down both sides of the table, for the
wine-glasses were kept well filled; and occasionally
there rang out, clear and full, the mellifluous laughter
of the Nurse—a stout, big, red-faced woman, who
had a habit of using her pocket handkerchief where
a table-napkin might have been more appropriate—as
she cracked her small jokes with Benvolio, who
sate opposite to her. Then Friar Lawrence, who had
thrown aside his robe and become comic, happened
to jolt a little champagne into Lady Capulet's lap;
and the angrier she grew over his carelessness, the
more did the people laugh, until she herself burst
out with a big, good-natured guffaw.

Meanwhile the small clique at the upper end
of the table was engaged in a conversation by
itself, Count Schönstein appealing to the manager
vehemently:

"Was I not right in begging you to give the
public Miss Brunel's 'Juliet?' There never was
such a triumph, Miss Brunel; I assure you, you
have taken London by storm. And with the public
satisfied, will the critics object? You will not see a
dissentient voice in the papers on Monday morning.
What do you say to that, Mr. Helstone?"

The man whom he addressed had forsaken the
cluster of his brother critics, and was busily engaged
in amusing the pretty soubrette, whom he had entirely
drawn away from poor Mercutio.

"Why," he said, with a faint smile, apparently
bent upon puzzling the gorgeous-looking gentleman
who had imprudently interrupted him, "I should be
sorry to see such unanimity, for Miss Brunel's sake.
Conscientious journalism, like every conscientious
journalist, knows that there are two sides to every
question, and will do its best to write on both. The
odds will be the truth."

"Do you mean to tell me," asked the Count,
somewhat pompously, "that you have no more
conscience than to advocate different things in different
papers?"

"If I write what I know on one side of a subject
in one paper, and write up the other side in another
paper, I free myself from a charge of suppressing
truth; and I——"

Whereupon the soubrette, with the brown curls and
the wicked blue eyes, pulled his sleeve and made him
upset a claret glass.

"What a clumsy creature you are," she whispered.
"And what is the use of talking to that ridiculous
old fool? Tell me, do you think Miss Brunel
handsome?"

"I think she has the face of a woman of genius,"
he said, with a glance of genuine admiration.

"Bah! that means nothing. Don't you think she
shows her teeth on purpose when she laughs; and
then those big, soft eyes make her look affectedly
sentimental. Why do you grin so? I suppose I
am not as handsome as she is; but I wonder if she
could put on my gloves and boots?"

"You have adorable hands and feet, Miss Featherstone;
everybody allows that."

"Thank you. They say that every ugly woman
has pretty hands and feet."

"Nature leaves no creature absolutely unprotected,
my dear. Let me give you some vanilla cream."

"You are a brute. I hate you."

"I have generally found that when a young lady
says she hates you, she means she loves you—if you
have a good income."

"I have generally found that when a young lady
rejects her suitor because of his want of brain, he
instantly says she cast him off because of his want
of money. But I wish you'd keep quiet, and let me
hear what Mr. Melton is saying about next week.
If he thinks I'll play the people in with a farce, as
well as play in the burlesque, he is mistaken.
However, since you people have taken to write up Miss
Brunel, she will order everything; and if the poor
dear thinks seven too soon for her nerves after tea,
I suppose she will get played whatever she wants."

"Spiteful thing! You're thinking of her handsome
face and eyes and hair: why don't you look in
the mirror and calm yourself?"

The little group at the head of the table had now
split itself into two sections; and while Count
Schönstein talked almost exclusively to Mr. Melton, Miss
Brunel was engaged in what was apparently an
interesting conversation with Will Anerley, who sate
next her. But a patient observer would have noticed
that the stout and pompous Count kept his eyes
pretty well fixed upon the pair on his right; and
that he did not seem wholly pleased by the amused
look which was on Miss Brunel's face as she spoke,
in rather a low tone, to her companion:

"You confess you are disappointed with me. That
is quite natural; but tell me how I differ from what
you expected me to be."

She turned her large, lustrous eyes upon him; and
there was a faint smile on her face.

"Well," he said, "on the stage you are so unlike
any one I ever saw that I did not expect to find you
in private life like—like any one else, in fact."

"Do you mean that I am like the young ladies
you would expect to find in your friends' house, if
you were asked to go and meet some strangers?"

"Precisely."

"You are too kind," she said, looking down. "I
have always been taught, and I know, that private
people and professional people are separated by the
greatest differences of character and habits; and
that if I went amongst those young ladies of whom
you speak, I should feel like some dreadfully wicked
person who had got into heaven by mistake and was
very uncomfortable. Have you any sisters?"

"One. Well, she is not my sister, but a distant
relation who has been brought up in my father's
house as if she were my sister."

"Am I like her?"

"No. I mean, you are not like her in appearance;
but in manner, and in what you think, and so forth,
you would find her as like yourself as possible. I
cannot understand your strange notion that some
unaccountable barrier exists between you and other
people."

"That is because you have never lived a professional
life," she said. "I know, myself, that there
is the greatest difference between me now and when
I am in one of my parts. Then I am almost
unconscious of myself—I scarcely know what I'm doing;
and now I should like to go on sitting like this,
making fun with you or with anybody, or amusing
myself in any way. Do you know, I fancy nothing
would give me so much delight as battledore and
shuttlecock if I might have it in my own house; but
I am afraid to propose such a thing to my guardian,
Mrs. Christmas, or she would think I was mad. Did
you never wish you were only ten years old again,
that you might get some fun without being laughed at?"

"I used constantly to go bird's-nesting in Russia,
when we were too lazy to go on a regular shooting-party,
and never enjoyed anything half so much.
And you know cricket has been made a manly game
in order to let men think themselves boys for an hour
or two."

"I should like you to become acquainted with my
dear old Christmas—do you see her down there?—and
then you would know how a professional life
alters one. It was she, not my dear mother, who
taught me all the gestures, positions, and elocution
which are the raw material we actresses use to
deceive you. How she scolds me when I do anything
that differs from her prescriptions! And indeed she
cannot understand how one, in the hurry of a part,
should abandon one's-self to chance, and forget the
ordinary 'business.' Now the poor old creature has
to content herself with a little delicate compliment
or two instead of the applause of the pit; and I am
sometimes put to my wits' end to say something
kind to her, being her only audience. Won't you
come and help me some afternoon?"

The unconscious audacity of the proposal, so
quietly and so simply expressed, staggered the young
man; and he could only manage to mention something
about the very great pleasure it would give
him to do so.

He was very much charmed with his companion;
but he was forced to confess to himself that she did,
after all, differ a good deal from the gentlewomen
whom he was in the habit of meeting. Nor was it
wonderful that she should: the daughter of an
actress, brought up from her childhood among
stage-traditions, driven at an early period, by her mother's
death, to earn her own living, and having encountered
for several years all the vicissitudes and experience of
a half-vagrant life, it would have been a miracle had
she not caught up some angular peculiarities from this
rough-and-ready education. Anerley was amazed to
find that easy audacity and frankness of speech, her
waywardness and occasional eccentricity of
behaviour, conjoined with an almost ridiculous simplicity.
The very attitude her Bohemianism led her to adopt
towards the respectable in life, was in itself the
result of a profound childlike ignorance; and, as he
afterwards discovered, was chiefly the result of the
tuition of a tender and anxious mother, who was
afraid of her daughter ever straying from the folds
of a profession which is so generous and kindly to
the destitute and unprotected. All this, and much
more, he was afterwards to learn of the young
girl who had so interested him. In the meantime
she seemed to him to be a spoilt child, who had
something of the sensitiveness and sagacity of a woman.

"Look how he blushes," said the charming soubrette
to her companion.

"Who?"

"The gentleman beside Miss Brunel."

"Are you jealous, that you watch these two so
closely?"

"I'm not; but I do consider him handsome—handsomer
than any man I know. He is not smooth,
and fat, and polished, like most gentlemen who do
nothing. He looks like an engine-driver cleaned—and
then his great brown moustache and his thick
hair—no, I'll tell you what he's like; he is precisely
the Ancient Briton you see in bronzes, with the thin
face and the matted hair——"

"And the scanty dress. I suppose the ancient
Britons, like Scotchmen nowadays, wore an
indelicate costume, in order to save cloth."

"I do consider him handsome; but her! And
as for her being a great actress, and a genius, and
all that, I don't consider her to be a bit better than
any of us."

"If that is the case, I can quite understand and
approve your depreciation of her."

"I will box your ears."

"Don't. They might tell tales; and you know
I'm married."

"Tant pis pour toi."

The Ancient Briton had meanwhile recovered his
equanimity; and both he and Miss Brunel had
joined in an argument Mr. Melton was setting forth
about the deliciousness of being without restraint.
The grave manager, under the influence of a little
champagne, invariably rose into the realm of abstract
propositions; and indeed his three companions, all
of them in a merry mood, helped him out with a
dozen suggestions and confirmations.

"And worst of all," said Miss Brunel, "I dislike
being bound down by time. Why must I go home
just now, merely because it is late? I should like
at this very moment to go straight out into the
country, without any object, and without any
prospect of return."

"And why not do so?" cried Count Schönstein.
"My brougham can be brought round in a few
minutes; let us four get in and drive straight away
out of London—anywhere."

"A capital idea," said Melton. "What do you
say, Miss Brunel?"

"I will go with pleasure," she replied, with bright
childish fun in her eyes. "But we must take
Mrs. Christmas with us. And that will be five?"

"Then let me go outside and smoke," said Will
Anerley.

The supper party now broke up; and the ladies
went off to get their bonnets, wrappers, and cloaks.
In a few minutes Count Schönstein's brougham was
at the door; and Miss Brunel, having explained to
Mrs. Christmas the position of affairs, introduced
her to Will Anerley. She had come forward to the
door of the brougham, and Anerley saw a very small
bright-eyed woman, with remarkably white hair, who
was in an extreme nervous flutter. He was about
to go outside, as he had promised, when Count
Schönstein made the offer, which his position demanded,
to go instead.

"Yes, do," said Miss Brunel, putting her hand
lightly on Will Anerley's arm.

The Count was, therefore, taken at his word;
Anerley remained by the young actress's side; and
Mrs. Christmas being dragged in, away rolled the
brougham.

"And wherever are you going at this time of
night, Miss Annie?" said the old woman in amazement.

"For a drive into the country, mother. Look
how bright it is!"

And bright it was. There was no moon as yet,
but there was clear starlight; and as they drove
past the Green Park, the long rows of ruddy lamps
hung in the far darkness like strings of golden
points, the counterpart of the gleaming silver points
above. And there, away in the north, glimmered
the pale jewels of Cassiopeia; the white star on
Andromeda's forehead stood out from the dark sea;
Orion coldly burned in the south, and the red eye of
Aldebaran throbbed in the strange twilight. The
dark grey streets, and the orange lamps, and the
tall houses, and the solitary figures of men and
women hurried past and disappeared; but the great
blue vault, with its twinkling eyes, accompanied the
carriage-windows, rolled onward with them, and
always glimmered in.

This mad frolic was probably pleasant enough for
every one of the merry little party inside the vehicle;
but it could scarcely be very fascinating to the
victimized Count, who found himself driving through
the chill night-air in company with his own
coachman. Perhaps, however, he wished to earn the
gratitude of Miss Brunel by this dumb obedience to
her whim; for he did not seek to arrest or alter the
course of the brougham as it was driven blindly out
into the country. He could hear the laughter from
within the carriage; for they were all in the hest of
moods—except, perhaps, Miss Brunel, whom the sight
of the stars rather saddened.

At length they came to a toll-bar. Melton put
his head out and asked the Count where they were.

"Hounslow."

"Is that the Bell Inn?"

"Yes."

"Then suppose we get out, wake the people up,
and give the horses a rest, while we have a little
trip on foot to Hounslow Heath?"

"Is not that where all the murders and robberies
used to be committed?" Miss Brunel was heard to say.

"This is the very inn," said Will Anerley, "which
the gentlemen of the road used to frequent; but
unfortunately, the Heath has been all enclosed.
There is no more Heath."

"We shall find something that will do for it,"
said Melton, as the party left the brougham, and
passed down the opposite road.

Once out of the glare of the lamp at the toll-bar,
they had nothing to guide them but the cold, clear
starlight. Black lay the hedges on either side; black
stood the tall trees against the sky; blacker still
the deep ditch which ran along the side of the path,
or disappeared under the gravelled pathway leading
up to some roadside cottage. How singularly the
light laughter of the little party smote upon the
deep, intense silence of the place; and what a strange
contrast there was between their gay abandonment
and the sombre gloom around them! There was
something weird and striking running through the
absurdity of this incomprehensible excursion.

"There," said Melton, going up to a gate, and
peering over into a vague, dark meadow, "is a bit of
the old Heath, I know. Was it here, I wonder, that
Claude Duval danced his celebrated dance with the
lady?"

"Let us suppose it was," said the Count. "And
why should we not have a dance now on the Heath?
Mr. Melton, will you give us some music?"

"With pleasure," said the manager, opening the
gate, and allowing his merry companions to pass
into the meadow.

They went along until they were within a short
distance of a clump of trees; and then, the Count
having been ingeniously compelled to take
Mrs. Christmas as his partner, Miss Brunel being
Anerley's vis-à-vis, the manager proceeded to sing a set
of quadrilles in rather an unmelodious manner,
varying la, la, la, with tow, row, row. The great,
pompous Count puffed, and blew, and guffawed; the little
Mrs. Christmas danced with a prim and grave precision;
while all did their best to help out the figures,
and stumbled, and set each other right again, and
laughed right heartily over the mad performance.

Then there was a sudden shriek, clear and sharp,
that rang through the darkness; the dancing
suddenly ceased; and Anerley sprang forward just in
time to prevent Miss Brunel from sinking to the
ground, her face pale as death.

"Did you not see it?" she gasped, still trembling.
"Something white flashed past through the trees
there—in a moment—and it seemed to have no
shape."

"By Jove, I saw it too!" said Melton, who had
abruptly ceased his singing; "and for the life of
me I can't imagine what it was."

"A white cow," suggested Anerley.

"I tell you it flew past like a streak of lightning,"
said Melton.

"More likely a white doe belonging to the park
over there," said the Count, who was inwardly the
most terrified person present.

"Let us get away from here," said Miss Brunel,
who had recovered her self-composure, but was very
grave. "Whatever it was, the grass is too wet for
us to remain."

So they left the meadow, and walked rather
silently back to the toll-bar, got into the brougham,
and were driven to their respective homes.




CHAPTER V.

ST. MARY-KIRBY.




Champagne has many good qualities, but none more
marked than the mild and temporary nature of the
stimulus it affords. The bright and cheerful
excitement it produces—so long as it is neither Russian
champagne, nor one of those highly ingenious
products which chemistry and the wit of man have
devised—does not last so long as to interfere with
any serious occupation, even should that be merely
sleep; while it involves none of the gloomy reaction
which too often haunts the sparkle of other wines
with a warning shadow. When Will Anerley got
up on the morning following the wild escapade on
Hounslow Heath, it was not indulgence in wine
which smote him with a half-conscious remorse. He
had neither a throbbing headache nor a feverish
pulse. But as he looked out of his bedroom window
and saw the pale sun glimmering down on the empty
streets, the strange calm of a Sunday morning—touching
even in the cramped thoroughfares of
London—fell upon him, and he thought of the hectic
gaiety of the previous night, and knew that all the
evening one tender girlish heart had been wearying
for his coming, away down in a quiet Kentish vale.

His absence was the more inexcusable in that it
was uncertain how soon he might have to leave
England. He was a civil engineer; and from the
time he had left the apprentice stool his life had
been a series of foreign excursions. He had been
two years in Turkey, another year in Canada, six
months in Russia, and so on; and at this moment
he had been but a short time home from Wallachia,
whence he had returned with his face browner his
frame tougher than ever. There was little of the
young Englishman about him. There was a Celtic
intensity in him which had long ago robbed him of
the loose fat, the lazy gait, the apathetic indifference
which generally fall to the lot of lads born and
brought up as he had been; and now—with his big
brown moustache, thick hair, and hazel eyes, and
with that subdued determination in his look, which
had made the little soubrette call him an Ancient
Briton—he was a man whom some would call
handsome, but whom most people would admire chiefly
on account of the intelligence, firmness of character,
and determination written upon his face.

He dressed and breakfasted hastily; got a cab,
and was just in time to catch the train. After
nearly an hour's drive down through Kent—pleasant
enough on that bright Spring morning—he reached
Horton, the station nearest to St. Mary-Kirby.

Horton stands on the top of a hill sloping down
into the valley in which lies St. Mary-Kirby; and if
you climb, as Will Anerley did, to the top of a coal
heap which generally stands besides the empty
trucks of the station, you will see the long wooded
hollow from end to end, with its villages, churches,
and breadths of field and meadow. It was not to
look again, however, on that pretty bit of scenery
which he knew so well that he scrambled to the top
of the coals, and stood there, with his hand shading
his eyes from the sunlight. It was Dove Anerley he
wished to see come along the valley, on her way to
church; and he waited there to discover what route
she should take, that so he might intercept her.

Yet there seemed to be no living thing in the quiet
valley. Sleepily lay the narrow river in its winding
channel, marked by twin rows of pollard willows,
now green with their first leaves; sleepily lay the
thin blue smoke above the far white cottages and
the grey churches; sleepily lay the warm sunlight
over the ruddy ploughed fields, the green meadows,
the dark fir-wood along the top of the hill; and
sleepily it struck on the great, gleaming chalk-pit
on the side of the incline; while a faint blue haze
hung around the dim horizon, half hiding the white
specks of houses on the distant uplands. It was a
beautiful picture in the tender light of the young
spring; but there was no Dove Anerley there.

He looked at his watch.

"Half-past ten," he thought, "and as our church
is under repair, she is sure to walk to Woodhill
church. But if I go down into the valley, I shall
be sure to miss her."

As he spoke, there was visible a tiny speck of grey
and brown crossing a broad meadow near the river;
and almost at the same moment the subdued and
distant music of the church bells floated up on the
air. Will Anerley leaped from the coal-heap to the
ground; and then straight down the hill he went,
making free use of the fields on his way.

He suddenly found that the still valley was full of
life, and sound, and gladness; that the morning
was a miracle of mornings; that the breath of the
sweet spring air seemed laden with the secret odours
of innumerable flowers. And, indeed, as he walked
on, there was plenty to delight him, even had Dove
Anerley not been there. For the lamblike March
had bequeathed to his fickle sister a legacy of golden
weather, and she now carried it in her open hand,
sharing it with all of us. The orchards were
white with bloom, here and there a rose-red
apple-tree among the snowy bunches of the pears; the
meadows were thick with daisies and cowslips, the
grey sheep throwing sharp black shadows on the
glowing green; the tall elms, sprinkled over with
young leaves, rose from rough and ragged earth
banks that were covered with withered brier, and
glistening celandine, dull coltsfoot, and ruddy
dead-nettle; the stately chesnuts had burst their resinous
buds and were already showing brown spikes of
closed flowers; along the hedges, where the
blackbird was nursing her young, and the thrush sitting
on her second nestful of blue eggs, the blossoms of
the blackthorn sparkled here and there like white
stars among the rich, thick green of the elm; and
through all these colours and lights and shadows
ran, and hummed, and sung the coarse cawing of
rooks, the murmur of bees, the splashing of the river
down at the mill, and the silvery music of a lark
which hung as if suspended by a thread from the
cold, clear blue above.

St. Mary-Kirby was just visible and no more.
You could see the quaint old mill down by the
riverside, and near it an ancient farm-house, with black
cattle and horses in the yard, and white pigeons
flying about the rusty-red tiles of the farm
buildings. Further up, the old grey church, built of
"Kentish rag," shone brightly in the sunshine; and
then, among the trees, you caught a glimpse of the
cottages, of Mr. Anerley's house, fronting the
village-green, and of the old inn with its swaying sign.
There is not in Kent a more thoroughly English
village than St. Mary-Kirby; and one, at least, of
its inhabitants used to pray fervently every Sunday
morning that no railway should ever come near its
precincts.

When Will Anerley reached the bottom of the
valley, he found a number of St. Mary-Kirby people
walking in isolated groups, towards Woodhill church;
but one only of these people had chosen a somewhat
circuitous route through the meadows lying on the
south side of the river. Why she had chosen this
route was probably known only to herself; but, at
any rate, Will paused by the side of a stile to which
the path through the meadows led. He had recognised
from a considerable distance the slate-grey silk
dress and brown velvet jacket which she wore; and
now, as he watched her coming along, he saw that
she, too, had recognised him, and that there was a
pleased look in her eyes.

"Why did you come this way?" he asked, as she
drew near.

"Because I thought I should meet you," she
replied, with a frank smile.

He helped her up and down the rude wooden steps,
and as she alit upon the other side she suffered him
to touch her cheek with his lips.

"Good morning, Dove."

"Good morning, Will. I made up my mind to
scold you dreadfully; and all the way over from
St. Mary I have been thinking what I should say to
you; and now I haven't it in my heart to say a single
word."

"Heaght" for "heart," she said, and "woghd"
for "word;" and there was a quaint softness in this
purring, half-foreign pronunciation which made her
utterances all the more tender, and seemed to
harmonize with the childlike prettiness of the large
violet eyes set in the delicate face, which was
surrounded by crisp and wavy light-brown hair.

"That's a good girl," he said; and then she put
her hand on his arm, and they walked away between
the green hedges, towards Woodhill Church.

It was at a concert in St. James's Hall that I
first saw Dove Anerley; and while the people sang
"Athalie," I sate and wondered what was the story
written on that beautiful, almost sad face. It was
one of those rare faces which tantalize you in the
very act of admiring them. There was nothing in it
of that mature, vigorous, definite beauty of form and
complexion which a man may calmly observe and
criticise in the face of a woman; but a tender
uncertainty, a half-suggested and shrinking loveliness,
which made one vaguely conscious that this frail
and beautiful smile of nature might suddenly vanish
from the fine features. It was not that the girl
seemed unwell, or even in any degree fragile; but
simply that one, in looking at her face, could not
help regretting that her loveliness was not less
delicate and more pronounced, that there was not more
life and less sensitiveness in her large violet eyes.
How beautiful she looked that evening! The
passionate music seemed to have called up a flush upon
her bright complexion, and lent some strange
wistfulness to her big eyes; and then, when she turned
to her companions and smiled, her pretty mouth and
nut-white teeth might have driven a painter mad.
Indeed, I know of at least one artist then present
who forgot all about Mendelssohn in trying so to fix
her expression on his memory that he might
afterwards reproduce it on canvas—her expression, her
face, and the loose golden-brown hair bound down by
a band of dark-blue velvet. It was two years
afterwards that accident threw me in the way of the
Anerleys. I had never forgotten the meaning
apparently written on that sensitive face; but Dove's
story, as I then heard it, differed entirely from what
I had imagined.

"Why have you come alone this morning?" said
Will Anerley to his companion, as they walked.

"You know papa never goes to church," said the
young girl. "And mamma has never gone to hear
Mr. Oldham since he spoke to her about the Athanasian
creed. I suppose you did not hear about that
since you came home?"

"No," said Will; though he had an idea why his
mother—whom Dove had also been taught to call
"mamma"—feared the Athanasian creed.

"You know," continued the girl, very seriously,
"how anxious mamma is because papa won't go to
church, and because of his studies and the strange
things he says at times; and sometimes she gets very
sad about it. It is the only thing she is ever sad
about; and when I tell her that there can't be much
wrong in what so good a man believes, she only gets
the sadder, and sometimes cries a little bit. Well,
this Sunday morning she and I were talking about it
all the way to church, and she was very much
disturbed. I don't think she had ever paid any attention
to the Athanasian creed before; but on that morning,
Mr. Oldham read it, and I saw her look strangely at
him and at the book. Then all at once her face got
quite white, she shut the book, and without a word
to me walked out of the church and went straight home."

"And I suppose my father laughed a little, and
tried to make her believe that he had already
constructed some theoretical fire-escape from the dangers
with which he was threatened?"

"Mr. Oldham came over next day to call upon
mamma, and he was talking very seriously to her,
and making her very miserable—indeed, she was
crying nearly all the time—when papa came into
the room."

"Oh—was it by the door that Mr. Oldham left?"

"What do you mean? Papa stood there, with
that curious smile he has on his face when he puzzles
and perplexes people, you know; and in a few minutes
Mr. Oldham was in a terrible rage. I remember
distinctly one thing papa said. 'Mr. Oldham,' he said,
with a sort of twinkle in his eye, 'I am not surprised
that you have the Athanasian creed in your service;
for clergymen, like other men, must be allowed the
use of bad language occasionally. But you should
indulge yourself privately, and not frighten women
when they go to pray in your church.'"

"How very wicked of him! But then, Dove,
Mr. Oldham belongs to the next parish; and he had no
business to go poaching on Mr. Bexley's manor."

"And so very anxious she is about you also, Will.
She is sometimes very sad about papa; but she can't
help seeing what a good man he is. She says to me
that you are young, and that if you grow up to
believe what he believes, you may not be quite the
same—you know, dear, that is only a feeling she has."

"Who wouldn't be orthodox to please such a
mother?" said Will.

"And I, too," said the girl, with a touch of colour
in her cheek, and in rather a lower voice, "I should
be grieved to think that—that—that you did not
care about going to church, and that you did not
believe as we do."

"What should have made you think about all
these things?" asked Anerley, with some astonishment.

"Well, when you wrote to us from Jassy, saying
you were coming home, mamma came to papa and
begged him to lock up all those dangerous books
he is so fond of. 'My dear,' he said to her, 'Will
knows more about such matters than I know; for he
has breathed the new atmosphere of these new times,
whereas I have nothing to help me but reading.' Is
it true, Will?"

"Is what true? I tell you, darling, I will be
whatever you wish me to be; so don't distress your
mind about it."

It was their arrival at the church-door which
stopped this conversation. They entered, and seated
themselves in a tall, damp pew, while a small organ
was sending its smooth and solemn notes through
the hushed little building.

They were not "engaged," these two; but
themselves and everybody connected with them looked
forward to their marriage as a matter of course.
Dove Anerley was the daughter of a distant relative
of Mrs. Anerley's, who had gladly escaped from a
variety of misfortunes by the easy gateway of death;
and Mr. Anerley had adopted the child, brought her
up, and grown passionately fond of her. He was a
man of very peculiar notions, which had earned for
him among the vulgar the charitable title of atheist
and materialist; and so this dangerous and wicked
person sat down one day before his son, when the
young man had come home from college, and said to him:

"Attend to what I am going to say, Will. You
have a good prospect before you: you have a sound
constitution, a tolerable education, and plenty of
natural ability. I am not going to spoil your chances
in life by letting you fancy that you will have any
money at my death—do you understand? I will
start you in any profession you choose; thereafter
you must fight your own battle, as befits a man;
and whatever I leave will go to your mother and to
Dove. If you were a fool, I should make some
provision for you; as it is, I won't."

"Why, you don't suppose, father, I would rob
either Dove or my mother of anything you could
give them?"

That was all that passed between the two men on
the subject; and in time it came to be regarded as a
matter of course that Dove Anerley was to inherit
whatever wealth her foster-father should leave behind
him, irrespective of the provision for his widow.
Had Will Anerley stayed at home, and been accustomed
to regard Dove as his sister, he would never
have thought of marrying her. But even in his
boyhood he had been of a singularly active and
inquiring character; always anxious to study new
subjects, new scenes, new faces; never satisfied with
any achievement as an ultimate result; and so, his
apprenticeship completed, instead of hiring himself
out as an assistant to the engineer of some railway
or other company, and spending a dull life in a dingy
office, he threw himself boldly upon the world, and
went up and down, acquiring such knowledge as no
man can gain by the study of books. Nor was it
only in professional directions that his inquiries
extended! He had caught what is called "the spirit"
of these times; was full of vague idealisms, particularly
of a philanthropic kind; and was moved by a
restless desire to trace back to first principles the
commonest conditions of modern existence. That is
a phase through which most young men who read
books pass. Now and again only do we find a man
of sufficient strength of character to preserve those
gentle tendencies against the rough wear and tear of
travel and its consequent experience. Great,
therefore, was his delight to have a profession which
allowed him to move freely about; and wherever he
went the tender remembrance of Dove Anerley went
with him.

As for her, she had never taken any pains to
conceal from anybody her fondness for him—a fondness
which had grown to be a part of her life. He was
mixed up in all the finest aspirations, he was the
creator of all the noblest idealisms, of her too
delicately sensitive organization. In that supreme
religious exaltation which is produced by fine music,
by earnest prayer, or by a beautiful sunset, his was
the human face towards which, unconsciously to
herself, she looked for the divine sympathy and
compassion which in such moments man begs from the
Deity. Even now, as they stood in the old oaken
pew, and as she sang sweetly and clearly that
tenderest of hymns—




"Abide with me. Fast falls the eventide;

The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide!

When other helpers fail, and comforts flee,

Help of the helpless, O abide with me!"







—was she guilty of any great crime in involuntarily
making him the object of that impassioned cry?
Her love was her religion, her religion her love; she
knew not how to distinguish between them, and like
the old Romans had but one word to describe this
holiest feeling of her nature.

"Now, Will," she said, cheerfully, as the people
streamed out of the close little building into the
sweet-smelling air, "let us have a nice long walk
through Woodhill Wood on our way home; it is
covered with flowers just now; and then you will
tell me why you did not come down last night.
Everybody expected you, and dinner was as dull as
it could be without you. The Hepburns were over,
you know, and Mr. Drysdale, and they came half an
hour too soon and sate in the drawing-room, and
talked of nothing but the number of breeding
partridges, and the condition of the trout, and how they
hoped the orchards wouldn't suffer by this early hot
weather. Only big John Hepburn—who does nothing
in the world but shoot and go to hounds, you
know—made papa laugh very much by stretching his
long legs, yawning, and saying disconsolately, 'Ah,
yes, Mr. Anerley, we're getting into the dreary
summer months.' He couldn't understand why papa
laughed, and said he had made no joke he was
aware of."

By this time they had walked through the tall
green grass of the churchyard, had clambered up the
hill a bit, and left the warm sunshine for the cool
shade of the wood. Only here and there did the
sunlight glimmer down through the dense forest of
young oak and birch; but there was no need of
sunlight to make that tangled carpeting of moss and
grass and wild-flowers any the brighter. All around
them, and as far as they could see down the glades
between the trees, the earth was thick with anemones
and great clusters of primroses, here and there a few
wild hyacinths among patches of tenderly veined
wood-sorrel, and everywhere the blush-coloured
cuckoo-flower with its coronet of pale pink buds.
Hushed and still the place was, except when a jay
went screaming from one tall tree to another, or
some cawing rook flew past through the width of
fleecy blue and white overhead.

"I stayed in town, then, Dove, to go to a little
supper, and there I met Miss Brunel."

"The actress whom everybody is talking about?"

"Yes."

"You met her privately?"

"Yes; why should that astonish you?"

"Do tell me what she is like—what she said to
you—did she speak to you?"

"She is a very handsome girl, with splendid hair
and eyes, and the most charming manner. What
amused me chiefly was the half-maternal way in
which she talked to me—who might have been her
father—and the airs of profound experience which
she quite unconsciously gave herself. Then all the
time she was ready to be amused by the tiniest things;
indeed, it was quite a pleasure to sit near her and
watch the comfortable, self-satisfied, almost childish
way in which she delighted herself with everything."

Will spoke quite warmly; his companion was
silent for some time afterwards.

"Why are you so quiet this morning, Dove?" he
asked.

"Am I more than usually quiet?" she said.

"Indeed," he continued, without taking further
notice of the matter, "I was vexed with myself for
not coming down last evening. The fact is, I may
not have many Saturday afternoons down at the old
place before I leave again. I am thinking of going
to Honduras——"

"To Honduras!" she repeated, rather faintly;
"why should you go to Honduras?"

"They want to sink some Artesian wells about——"

"Is there no one in Honduras can sink Artesian
wells?" she asked, with a scarcely-concealed pout of
vexation. "Your father says you have thrown away
plenty of your life in going abroad, and that now
you should settle here and get up a good connexion
in your own country."

"Although Miss Brunel made me feel old by her
efforts to play the mother to me, Dove, I am young
enough to feel a touch of wandering blood stir in me
yet."

"Send Miss Brunel to make the Artesian wells!"
said Dove, with a quick flush on her face, and then
she broke out laughing, partly because she was
amused at herself, and partly because she was out of
humour with him.

Indeed nothing delighted him so much as to see a
little harmless break in the even gentleness of the
young girl's manner. It was like the rustling of a
piece of tissue paper, or the crumpling of a rose-leaf;
the little petulances of which she was sometimes
guilty were but a source of amusement to both of them.








CHAPTER VI.

CHESNUT BANK.




At last they reached the brow of the hill, and beneath
them lay St. Mary-Kirby, the sunlight falling lightly
on the grey church, the white wooden cottages, the
broad green common, and on two tall-necked swans
floating on the glasslike mill-head.

Mr. Anerley's house—known in the neighbourhood
as Chesnut Bank—was separated from the common
by a large circular pond which was fed by a spring,
and that again was divided from the house by a tall
hedge, a row of short limes with black stems and
young green leaves, and a pretty large lawn. Behind
the house was a long garden now almost smothered
in blossom, and along the carriage-drive stood rows
of lilacs and acacias, with here and there an
almond-tree, which bore a sprinkling of deep pink flowers.
It was an old-fashioned house of red brick, the
original builder's intention having clearly been to
sacrifice to inside comfort outside appearance. When
Mr. Anerley, therefore, had one side of it partly
rebuilt, he had no scruple in adorning the drawing-room
with French windows, which opened out upon the
lawn, while the dining-room at the other side of the
building had two large bay windows of the usual
height from the ground. The house, nevertheless,
was very snug and comfortable; and if you looked
across the common and the pond, and saw it nestled
among the thick foliage of lime and lilac and birch,
you would say it was a very charming little country
residence.

When Dove and her companion got down to this
sheltered little place, they found it as usual alive
with children. The gathering together from all his
friends and relations of whatever small boys and
girls they could spare, was a hobby of Mr. Anerley's.
He liked to keep a perpetual children's party going
at Chesnut Bank; and there was not a governess in
one of his friends' houses who did not owe to him
many a grateful holiday. Then this monstrous ogre
of a materialist, who already smelt of brimstone in
the nostrils of the people around, was as careful about
the proprieties and go-to-bed prayers of the little
ones as he was convinced that amusement ought to
be their chief education. Indeed he once caught the
Buttons of the small establishment amusing himself
and a companion by teaching a little boy to repeat
some highly improper phrases, and before the
youthful joker knew where he was he felt the lithe curl
of a horsewhip round his legs—a sensation he
remembered for many a day after while gaily polishing
his spoons and washing out his decanters.

At this moment a little girl was seated at the
piano laboriously playing a hymn-tune possessed of
no very recondite chords; while on the lawn in front
Mr. Anerley lay at full length, a book between his
face and the sunshine. Mrs. Anerley sat on a low
chair beside him, also reading, a large deerhound at
her feet; while two or three more children were
scampering over the lawn, occasionally "coming a
cropper" over a croquet-hoop. She was a pretty
little woman, with dark brown hair and eyes—nervous,
sensitive, and full of the tenderest idealisms—altogether
a noble, affectionate, and lovable little
woman. Her husband was a rather tall and spare
man, with short rough grey hair and whiskers, an
aquiline nose, and gentle grey eyes. He was a keen
sportsman and a languid student: a man who liked
to cover his weaknesses of sentiment with a veil of
kindly humour; and seemed to live very easily and
comfortably, considering that he was accused of
harbouring materialism—that terrible quicklime,
which, according to some profound calculators, is
about to shrivel up the heavens and the earth, and all
the gentle humanities which have been growing up
through so many thousand years.

"Hillo, Will," said Mr. Anerley, as the young man
approached and kissed his mother, "why didn't you
come down last night?"

"Old Hubbard got me to stay in town with him
that we might go to a supper."

"He told me he would likely see you; and asked
us all to walk over to the Place in the evening.
Poor man, he has never been himself since the Lord
Chamberlain refused to let him attend a levee as the
Count von Schönstein. Will, when anybody offers
you 30,000*l.* a year, don't take it."

"I won't, father."

"Hubbard used to be as jolly, happy, and stupid
a man as you could wish to meet; and since he got
that money left him, he has been the most miserable
of mortals. I asked him yesterday why he did not
go amongst the city people, become a councillor, or
alderman, or mayor, or get a baronetcy by buying a
railway, or do something of the kind; and he crushed
me with his contemptuous silence. He must have
spent a lot of money in buying his countship; and
yet he can't get one of the old families to look at
him. If some indigent lady does not marry him, or
if the Prince of Wales does not pick him up as a butt,
he will die of spleen."

"And he is a good sort of fellow, too," said Will.
"It is a shame to invent stories about his frantic
efforts to get among the aristocracy, as they're doing
in town just now. I think it's one's duty to cheer
him up a bit. Fancy him living all by himself in
that great house—a man who can no more read
than he can shoot, or fish, or ride. By the way, he
tumbled off his horse in the Park on Friday morning,
and nearly knocked over a little girl of Lady
Charlton's, who was out for the first time. And I had
half promised to introduce him to Lady Charlton; I
suppose he'll decline now, after making an exhibition
of himself."

"He won't, you'll see. My poor Hubbard would
kiss the ground on which Lady Charlton treads,
although I suppose he hasn't seen her yet."

"I think you are two spiteful wretches," said
Dove, "lying there, on such a beautiful day, and
laughing at one of your own friends. I think the
Count a very nice gentleman, and——"

"And he brought you down a coronet of blue
pearls the other day," said Mrs. Anerley, with a
smile.

"Why, I've never seen that wonderful head-gear
you were talking about, Dove," said Will. "Do go
and put it on now."

Dove was nowise loth; she knew as well as
anybody how pretty she looked in her new article of
attire. In a few minutes she returned, and stood at
the open glass door, the creepers on the front of the
house framing her in as if she were a picture. This
head-dress—which I cannot describe scientifically—the
Count had purchased abroad; and, had he gone
over Europe, he could not have found anything to
suit Dove's face and hair so well. There was first a
simple tiara of blue pearls fixed on a gleaming blue
band; then there were one or two loose strings of
the pearls taken back to bind down a soft thick
swathe of white muslin which came down under the
chin and encompassed the pretty head. The blue
strings among the light brown hair, the thick, soft,
snowy circle round the slightly flushed face, the
pleased, self-conscious eyes, and the half-smiling
mouth—altogether they formed such a bright, soft,
charming little picture that Mr. Anerley cried out:

"Come here at once, Dove, and kiss me, or I shall
believe you're a fairy!"

And when he had his arm round her neck, he said:

"I expected every moment to see you fly right
away up into the air, and then we should have seen
no more of you than if you were a little white pigeon
quite lost up in the blue."

"But I should come down again, papa, when I
wanted something to eat."

"Or your glass of port wine after dinner, eh?"

They had dinner early at Chesnut Bank on Sundays,
to let the servants get to afternoon church.
And on Sundays, also, all the children dined
downstairs; so that they had quite a fine party to-day,
when they assembled round the table. Dove had
seen that all the little boys' and girls' costume was
correct; had got fresh flowers for the table; and
wore herself a pretty white dress with blue ribbons—adding
considerably to the brightness and liveliness
of the family gathering.

"Had you a good sermon to-day, Dove?" asked
Mr. Anerley.

"Yes, papa; but I don't like Mr. Oldham."

She had never forgiven the good man for his too
great anxiety about the Athanasian Creed.

"By the way, mamma," continued Mr. Anerley,
"don't let me forget to tell you what I was reading
in the papers this morning—although it will shock
you, I know. They are going to secularize the
Church."

Mrs. Anerley looked up—vaguely conscious that
something dreadful was going to happen.

"The Ecclesiastical Commissioners are to be
abolished; the churches are to be turned into
schoolrooms; and the clergymen may, if they like, remain
and be schoolmasters. If they don't, they must walk out."

"Quite true, mother," continued Will, taking up
the wondrous tale; "and the Government means to
cut up the entire ecclesiastical property, the
glebe-lands, and what not, into small farms for the use of
the poor people all over the three Kingdoms."

"The Prime Minister himself says it is useless
trying to save the soul of a man until you give him
a soul; and says that no man has a soul who is not
properly fed and educated."

"He says no man can have a soul," repeated
Will, "who has less than twenty shillings a week;
and until that minimum is reached, the clergymen
must turn farm-bailiffs or teachers. After then, the
people may think about getting up churches once
more. All the bishops are to be provided with a
home in the Dramatic College at Maybury; the
archbishops, in consideration of their inexperience of
the world——"

"They're only laughing at you, mamma," said Dove.

"And a pretty example to set the children," said
Mrs. Anerley. "Whoever laughs at mamma is sent
upstairs to bed at once."

"Dove," said Will, suddenly, "do you know where
you are going to-morrow?"

"No."

"Up to town. We're all going, except those
young people who must remain in expectation of
what we shall bring them when we return. You
shall see, Dove—what shall you not see? I have
always promised to give you a good dose of town;
and now you shall have it. You shall sit up in a
wire cage in the House of Commons, and look over
the heads of the reporters on the drowsy gentlemen
beneath. You shall see Mr. Gladstone, lying back,
with his head in the air; you shall see Mr. Disraeli,
apparently going to cry; and Lord Stanley, with his
hat on the back of his head, and his hands in his
pockets, looking as if he had just lost a bet."

"I shouldn't care a bit about one of them," said Dove.

"Then you shall go to another wire cage at
Evans's; and you shall see a row of pale little boys
in black, with their hands behind them, singing to
rows of decorous gentlemen; or you may light upon
the audience in its idiotic stage, and find them
applauding Philistinic politics over their raw chops.
Then—and listen, mamma!—the programme begins
with a box, to-morrow evening, at the—— theatre,
where Miss Annie Brunel is playing her 'Juliet.'"

"The new actress, Will?" asked his father.

"Yes."

"Ah! now you promise us something worth
seeing," said Dove, with glad eyes. "And oh, mamma,
Will knows Miss Brunel, and has spoken to her, and
says that she is——"

"Lovely," she was about to say; but she added
"pretty," moderating her enthusiasm.

"Yes, I think she is rather pghetty," said Will;
at which all the children laughed. "But you'll
judge for yourself to-morrow night."

After dinner, and when the children had received
a tiny sip of port wine along with their fruit,
Mr. Anerley proposed to Will that they should smoke
outside; and so a small table, some decanters and
glasses, and a few chairs were carried out, and placed
under a great cedar tree, which was now beginning
to get a soft green velvet over its dark shelves of
branches.

"Dove," whispered Mr. Anerley, "go and ask
mamma if I mayn't have my song to-day?"

"But, papa, it's Sunday."

"Tell mamma to take all the children into the
meadow, with some bread for the pony. They won't
hear it, then."

This was accordingly done; and then Dove,
opening the French window of the drawing-room, so that
the music might pass out to the gentlemen
underneath the cedar, sang, very prettily indeed,
Mr. Anerley's particular song—"Where the bee sucks." Her
voice was not a powerful one, but it was very
tender and expressive; and there was a quaint
softness in that purring habit of hers which made her
sing, "Meghily, meghily shall I sleep now."

And when she went outside to Mr. Anerley, and
knelt down beside him, to ask him if he was satisfied,
he put his arm round her waist and said, with a
smile,

"Meghily, meghily shall I sleep now, my darling.
I should have been miserable all the afternoon if I
had not heard my own song. I believe I wrote it,
Dove."

"You mustn't sleep now, papa," she said, blushing
a little over her bad pronunciation, "for you said we
were going to walk over to the Place this afternoon."

"So I did; and we will start presently."




CHAPTER VII.

BALNACLUITH PLACE.




"It often surprises me," said Mr. Anerley, as the
little party made its way across the common of
St. Mary-Kirby in the warm evening glow, "that
Hubbard cares to keep up acquaintance with us.
We always dislike people who have known us in
ill-fortune, or penury, or great depression. I even hate
the flavour of cigars that I have smoked when
recovering from sickness; I must have others when I
get quite well again. Now, Hubbard, with his
deer-park, and harriers, and thirty thousand a year, ought
to be disgusted with people who knew him as a tea-broker."

"Don't be so ill-natured about Mr. Hubbard,
dear," said his wife, with a smile. "I'm sure he is
a big, soft, stupid, well-meaning sort of man."

Mr. Anerley was not quite so certain about the
softness and good intentions of the Count; but he
charitably forbore to speak. Dove and Will, who
had stood for a few seconds on the bridge, to watch
the two swans come sailing towards them in expectation
of crumbs—cleaving the burnished gold of the
mill-head into long purple lines—now came up; and
they walked away from the still little village, along
the green lanes, until they drew near the Place.

It was a great, sombre, fine old building, which
had figured in history under another name—a large
building of gloomy red brick, with innumerable
mullioned windows, and peaks, and stone griffins—a
building that had here and there grown grey and
orange with the lichens and rain and wind of many
years. It stood upon a high terrace on the side of
a hill sloping down to the river, which ran along
the valley to St. Mary-Kirby; and at this point the
stream—a line of flashing gold winding through the
soft green—divided the terrace and lawn of the
house from the great park opposite, with its
magnificent elms and its small close-lying herd of
deer. Round about the Place, too, were some fine
trees, on a particular cluster of which a colony of
rooks had established themselves at some bygone
time. Altogether a noble and handsome old building
was this Balnacluith Place, for which the Graf
von Schönstein had—not without a purpose—expended
a large sum of money, on his accession to
fortune. Alas! the influence of the Place had fled
the moment he bought it. The brilliant gentlemen
and lovely ladies whom the Count had pictured to
himself dining in the great hall, or walking in the
broad park, never appeared. The grand old house
had lost its mesmeric power; and no longer drew
down from London those brilliant parties of wits,
and beaux, and belles who once—as the Count had
informed himself—held their merry revels there.
He had sparkling wines at his command; lights he
could have in abundance; when he chose, the
dining-hall was brilliant with plate, and flowers,
and fruit—but the ladies and gentlemen whom he
had mentally invited stayed away. And he was
not the man to go out into the highways and
byways, and gather in beggars to his feast. He had
aimed at a particular kind of guests: they had not
come; but there was yet hope of their coming.

When the Anerleys drew near they perceived
the figure of a man walking solitarily up and down
the stone terrace in front of the house. His only
companions were the couchant lions at each end of
the terrace, which had kept guard there, over the
few steps, for nearly a couple of centuries.

"It is Hubbard himself," said Mr. Anerley.

"He looks like the ghost of some dead owner of
the house, come back to take his accustomed stroll,"
said Will.

"At all events, he is smoking," said Dove.

When the Count perceived his visitors, he threw
away his cigar, and came down to meet them, saluting
them with florid and formal courtesy.

"No need to ask how you are, Miss Anerley—charming
as ever. Persuaded our friend Will to
give up his wandering life, eh?"

This was the Count's great joke: it had never
been known to fail—at least in rendering Dove very
uncomfortable.

"What a fine evening! Look how beautiful the
trees are down there!" he continued, allowing his
eye to roam over the prospect before him in
innocent pride—looking, indeed, as if he thought that
God had prepared the sunset simply to light up
Count Schönstein's park.

"It is a fine park; and a beautiful evening, too,"
said Mr. Anerley. "It is a pity that most beautiful
things make one sad."

"That is because we don't possess them," said
the Count, laughing; he was of a practical turn
of mind.

The Count turned to the ladies, and—as was his
universal custom when he wished to be polite—he
insisted on their going inside and having a glass
of wine.

"Look here, Anerley," he said, when both of
them declined, "you must come and try some port I
got down last night—bought it at the sale of Major
Benson's cellar on Thursday—10*l.* a dozen, and
cheap at the money."

"If it was sent home last night, I'd rather not,"
said Mr. Anerley, with a smile.

"I didn't mean that particular wine," replied the
Count, unblushingly. "Or will you all stay and
dine with me? Do; I dine at eight."

This was what is bluntly called a lie; the
Count—except when circumstances compelled him—never
forsook his old dinner-hour of five. He had, in
fact, only begun his second cigar after dinner when
the Anerley's arrived. But the Count probably
fancied that a mere courtesy-lie wasn't much, and
trusted to his visitors declining the invitation,
which they did.

"I would rather go down and see the deer," said
Dove. "Didn't you say you had some roe-deer
amongst them?"

"Those I had brought from Schönstein?" said
the Count, rather pompously. "They all died, as
Hermann said they would. But it was an
experiment, you know. I must get Hermann, if we're
going into the park; the deer won't come to me."

He went into the house for a few moments, and
reappeared, followed by the keeper, a splendid-looking
fellow, with a brown, handsome face, great
shoulders, and long legs encased in rough top-boots.
This Hermann had been the head-keeper, chief
forester, and what not, of Schönstein, when
Mr. Hubbard bought the place; and on the principle of
the Portuguese navigators, who brought home men
and women from the Guinea Coast to prove that
they had been there, the Count carried the big
Schwarzwalder over to England with him, as a
specimen of what he had purchased abroad.
Unlike most of his Schwarzwald brethren, Hermann
knew not a word of English; Hubbard knew not a
word of German; and for many a month after his
expatriation the efforts of master and man to
understand each other formed a constant comedy at
the Place. In one or two cases Mr. Anerley was
besought to act as interpreter; and even now
nothing delighted the stalwart, good-natured
Blackforester so much as a long talk in his native
language with any of his master's guests who were
complaisant enough to humour him.
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