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  THE French window of the dining-room at Villetswood stood wide open, disclosing a glittering perspective of white cloth laden with silver and flowers and gilt candlesticks crowned by pink shades.




  Gisèle de Kervoyou, aged seven, balanced herself on one foot upon the threshold of the window.




  She was gazing eagerly at the beautiful, gleaming vista, repeated in the great mirror at the far end of the room. With a gesture that was essentially un-English, the child shrugged her shoulders together, stepped very daintily into the dining-room, and approached the table. Her dark grey eyes were narrowed together, her head thrown back as though to catch any possible sound, and she moved as gracefully and as soundlessly as a kitten.




  With tiny dexterous fingers she abstracted some three or four chocolate bon-bons from as many little silver dessert-dishes, thrust one into her mouth, and the others into the diminutive pocket of her white frock. Then for the first time she looked guilty, flung a terrified glance round her, and fled noiselessly across the room and out into the garden again.




  "Zella! aren't you coming?"




  "Yes, yes."




  Zella ran across the terrace to the big oak-tree where her cousins, James and Muriel Lloyd-Evans, wore earnestly engaged in digging a passage through the earth to Australia




  "Where have you been?" Muriel inquired.




  "On to the top terrace," said Zella glibly; "and I saw a big white horse, trampling on all the flowers."




  "Where, where?" shrieked Muriel, flinging down her spade. James, a quiet little boy who bore unmoved the reputation of being a prig, looked up inquiringly.




  "It's gone now," said Zella. "Papa shot it."




  "Shot it dead?" said Muriel, awestruck.




  "I don't believe it," remarked James, and resumed his digging.




  Zella felt a wave of fury pass over her at this insult. It made her so angry to be disbelieved that she completely lost sight of the entire justification for James' attitude.




  "It is true," she cried passionately; "I did see it!" And across her mental vision there passed a very distinct picture of a mammoth white horse destroying the geraniums with plunging hooves, and then suddenly stilled for ever by a gun-shot.




  Muriel, who hated quarrels, said: "Don't be angry, Zella. Let's go on digging."




  And the governess, who had followed the conversation with what attention she could spare from a novel, looked up and remarked, "James, you are not to tease your cousin," while inwardly thanking Providence that she was not responsible for the upbringing of that untruthful little half-foreign child, Zella de Kervoyou.




  But Zella, who was hurt by a suspicion of her truthfulness as by nothing else, rushed away to sob and cry behind the laurel hedge, and wish that she was dead.




  "Was it really an untruth?" Muriel asked with a horrified face as her cousin fled in tears.




  "I am afraid so, dear," replied Miss Vincent with some asperity, thinking it worth while to improve the occasion. "Your little cousin is very young; when she grows older she will see how very naughty it is to tell stories."




  "I don't believe Zella tells stories," muttered James, in a tone inaudible to the governess.




  "But you said she did, just now."




  "No, I didn't. I said I didn't believe about the horse, that's all."




  Muriel looked bewildered.




  "But, then, it was an untruth," she reiterated helplessly.




  "It's an untruth when you or me say what isn't true, but not Zella," said James, with psychological insight far beyond his powers of grammatical expression.




  "But why?"




  "Because she's different, that's all. Let's go on digging."




  Meanwhile Zella cried and sobbed, crouching on the ground behind the laurel hedge, convinced that nobody loved her, and with a terrible feeling that she was the naughtiest little girl in the whole world. This dreadful state of affairs had all been brought about by the theft of the chocolates, and now that she was confronted by some of the results of her crime Zella felt an unendurable remorse. At least she mistook it for remorse, though it was chiefly a passionate desire to regain her own self-esteem. She rose and went slowly towards the house, a pathetic tiny figure, in her crumpled white frock, with tear-stained face and quivering mouth.




  From the top terrace her mother was advancing slowly. At sight of the woe-begone figure of her only child, Madame de Kervoyou sprang forward.




  "What is the matter, my darling?"




  Zella immediately began to cry again, was lifted on to her mother's lap, and asked if she had hurt herself.




  "No—no."




  "Oh, my pet, you haven't quarrelled with the others again, have you? said poor Madame de Kervoyou, who knew that her sister would place any dissension among the children to the credit of that French blood of Zella's, which she owed entirely to her father.




  "Have you been naughty?"




  "Yes," wailed Zella, with an awful sense of the relief to be founding confession;" I've been most dreadfully wicked." "What have you done?"




  "I went into the dining-room, and—and—I took"




  Zella gasped.




  The clasp of her mother's arms was intensely comforting, and she dreaded the loosening of that clasp at the revelation of her iniquity.




  "I took—I took "—her courage failed her—" one chocolate off the table, and I ate it."




  "My darling! you know you must never take what isn't yours like that.. It's stealing," said Madame de Kervoyou, with an utter absence of conviction in her tone that was not lost upon Zella.




  "But it was very brave of you to come and tell me, and when you are honest like that you know mother never punishes you."




  The most intense relief of which seven-years-old is capable filled Zella's heart. Her partial confession had brought her comfort, absolution, and even a sense of complacency at her own voluntary revelation of a sin that might have remained hidden for ever. When her mother said, " Were you crying so sadly about that, my poor little baby?" it was with perfect conviction that Zella replied, "Yes; I was so miserable after I'd done it." It was the orthodox attitude of a sinner, and rilled Zella with a feeling of self-righteousness.




  It was with a pang of undiluted dismay that she remembered, half an hour afterwards, the other stolen chocolates in her pocket. Before she went to bed Zella had buried them in the garden, and felt herself noble because she did not eat one of them.




  The episode of the white horse amongst the flower-beds was allowed to drop, and never penetrated to the ears of the authorities. Nor was it mentioned amongst the children during the rest of James and Muriel's visit. Muriel forgot the incident, but retained a general impression that Zella was by nature untruthful, and therefore never to be quite trusted again. James, who never forgot things, remembered all about it, but thought it profoundly unimportant. Zella forgot everything but that she had courageously confessed a great sin to her mother, and had been pardoned, and that night she fell asleep with tears still sparkling on her thick lashes and her lips parted in




  The attitude of mind thus denoted remained typical of Zella de Kervoyou.
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  WHEN Zella de Kervoyou was fourteen her mother died.




  She died at Villetswood, towards evening, after a week's illness, when September reds and golds were staining the trees and a species of Indian summer had set in. The day after her death, her only sister, Mrs. Lloyd Evans, telegraphed to Zella's father: "Heartbroken at terrible news of dearest Esmée. Shall be with you this evening."




  Louis de Kervoyou crumpled the telegram into the waste-paper basket. He sat at the writing-table in the bay-window of the study, where the blind was not drawn, and looked out at the garden, still brilliant with autumn flowers.




  The door opened, and his only child, Zella, came in.




  She was a slender little thing, very small for her age, with beautiful grey eyes and thick soft hair of a peculiarly pale brown colour. Her face was pale and stained with tears. Louis had hardly seen her since the preceding evening, when he had himself told her of her mother's death.




  She crept towards him now, half timidly, and he held out his hand. Zella flung herself on the floor beside him, and leant her head, that ached from crying, against his knee.




  "Poor child !" said Louis very gently, and stroked the brown hair. But his gaze was far away over the distant hills.




  "Papa—may I—may I "said Zella, half choked.




  "May you what, my dear?" Louis's voice was as usual, though Zella spoke in a half-whisper, but there was an underlying note of despairing weariness in his level tones.




  "Come with you and see her?" said Zella, with a fresh outburst of tears.




  "Why?"




  The question startled Zella, and jarred upon her, gently though it had been spoken.




  "Because," she sobbed—" because—oh, don't you understand?—to say good-bye to her?"




  "She is not there," said Louis very steadily. "Your mother's spirit is not there. All that was her is gone. She would not wish you to see what is left, my poor little child!"




  There was a silence. Zella was crying again. Presently he spoke to her softly:




  "Zella, try and stop crying, mignonne. You will make yourself ill."




  "I can't—I can't—I wish I was dead, too."




  Louis spoke no more. Presently a servant came in half hesitatingly, and announced that the clergyman was waiting; and he rose instantly and went into the hall, where Zella heard a subdued murmur of voices. Only one sentence reached her, spoken by her father.




  "I wish it to be at once. To-day is Monday—on Thursday afternoon, then."




  Zella guessed, with a pang that made her feel physically sick, that they were speaking of her mother's funeral. She fled away through the other door of the study, and gained her own room, where she lay on the bed unable to cry any more, until a pitying maid brought her a cup of tea.




  "Try and drink it, Miss Zella dear; it'll do you good," said the maid, sobbing.




  "I can't—take it away," moaned Zella, although she was faint from crying and want of food.




  "Oh, Miss Zella dear, you must. Whatever will your poor papa do if you're ill! you've got to be a comfort to him now."




  Zella sobbed drearily.




  "Do try and take just a drop, like a dear. Sophia!" cried the maid in a sort of subdued call, as another servant went past the open door, and cast a pitying look at the little prone figure on the bed.




  "Sophia ! whatever can I do with Miss Zella if she won't eat nor drink? I tell her she'll be ill—won't she?—if she goes on crying so."




  "And she didn't eat a morsel of breakfast, either," chimed in Sophia.




  "Come, Miss Zella, do have a try, like a dear!"




  The two servants coaxed and implored the child, the violence of whose sobs had now redoubled, until she at length sat up and choked over a few mouthfuls of the tea, long since grown cold.




  "That's a brave young lady," said the kind maids admiringly as they went away, whispering to one another that poor Miss Zella had a terrible amount of feeling, and had been crying all night.




  "The master, he hasn't shed a tear yet. Stunned, I believe," said Sophia.




  And they descended to the lower regions, to join in the innumerable comments on the awful suddenness of it all, and the " dreadful feeling " produced by a death in the house.




  Towards six o'clock the wheels of the carriage were heard, and Louis came out of his wife's room with his set face of resolute composure, and went into the hall to greet his sister-in-law.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was a tall, good-looking woman, still under forty, and looking even younger than she was. She resembled Esmée de Kervoyou in nothing.




  Her face was swollen with tears, and she was in black, with a heavy crepe veil.




  "Louis! Louis!" she wrung her brother-in-law's hand: "I can't believe it—our poor, poor darling! . . ." Her voice died away under the crepe veil.




  "It was very good of you to come so quickly," said Louis gently. "Have you had tea, Marianne?"




  She shook her head and negatived the suggestion by a quick movement.




  "Where is poor, poor little Zella?" inquired Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.




  "I will send for her: come into the drawing-room."




  In the drawing-room a fresh paroxysm of sobbing overtook her, as she raised the heavy veil and looked around her.




  "Last time I was here—how different! Oh, her workbox—her piano!" Louis rang the bell.




  "It must have been fearfully sudden—your letter gave me no idea; and the shock of the telegram was terrible. You were with her?"




  "Yes," said Louis in an expressionless voice. "I will tell you all you want to hear, Marianne; but pray try and —and be brave now. I will send for Zella."




  "How is she?" said his sister-in-law, wiping her eyes.




  The servant entered.




  "Will you bring tea, and tell Miss Zella that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans has arrived?"




  "How is the poor child?" again inquired her aunt.




  "She is very much overwrought," said Louis calmly, "and has cried herself almost ill. I shall be very grateful, Marianne, if you will help her through the next two or three days, and induce her to eat and sleep properly, and try to check her tears. Her mother would not wish her to cry so, and make herself ill."




  "It is far more natural that she should cry, and will be better for her in the end," said Marianne Lloyd-Evans almost resentfully. "And how can she not cry, unless she were utterly heartless and callous—her own mother, and, oh, what a devoted one!" Louis remembered the number of times that Marianne had accused Esmée of spoiling her only child, and said nothing.




  When Zella entered, her aunt sprang up with a cry of pity, and clasped the little forlorn figure in her arms.




  Zella's tears began afresh at the tenderness, and they wept together. Louis de Kervoyou gazed again out of the window, where darkness was falling over the garden, and presently left the room.




  He did not again see his sister-in-law until they met at dinner.




  At the sight of Esmée's empty chair she started a little and pressed her handkerchief to her eyes. They spoke very little while the servants were in the room. The strange awe that fills a house visited by death hung heavy in the silence.




  Once Louis asked, "Has Zella gone to bed?" and her aunt said, "Yes, she is worn out. I gave her a little something that will put her to sleep."




  When dinner was over, and they were again in the drawing-room, Marianne said rather nervously:




  "I shall be glad to go to bed early to-night, but I wanted to ask you first, Louis, about arrangements."




  "The funeral is to be on Thursday. There is no reason to make it any later. It will be here, of course."




  "She would have wished that," murmured Marianne "—to lie in the little churchyard so near her own home. Oh, Louis, Louis! I can't realize she's gone."




  Louis listened to her as in a dream, but spoke very gently:




  "It has been a terrible shock to you. I wish you could have had more preparation, but no one anticipated it until the very day before, when I sent you the first telegram."




  "I know—I know. Can you bear to tell me how it all was?"




  There was little enough to tell, but Louis told her briefly of his wife's short illness and painless death. She had died unconscious.




  "No words—no message?" sobbed Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.




  "She did not know that she was dying."




  "The clergyman?"




  "I did not send for him," replied Louis quietly.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had long known that her brother-in-law was "nothing," as she phrased it, with regard to religious convictions, and she had often feared that poor Esmée, since her marriage, had given up even going to church, which, to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, was synonymous with atheism. She said no more, but bade Louis an emotional good-night, and went slowly up to her room, although it was very little after nine.




  Louis, left alone at last, went out into the dusk of the garden.




  "Esmée! Esmée!"




  He wondered if he could retain his sanity.




  "Zella, my child, have you nothing black to put on?" Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had never addressed her niece as "my child before, and had she done so Zella would have resented it extremely, but now it appeared to them both as appropriately solemn.




  next morning, looked at her aunt with vague, dark circled eyes. She was still in her white petticoat, and looked pathetically small and childish.




  "I hadn't thought of that, Aunt Marianne," she faltered. "Must I put on black things?"




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans thought that the gentlest of hints might not come amiss, in order to counteract any possible unconventional ideas on the part of poor Louis, who, after all, was far more French than English.




  "You see, dear," she said very gently, " it is as a mark of respect. One doesn't want anyone—the servants or anybody—to think one doesn't care. You will wear mourning a year for your dear, dear mother. That is what is customary."




  "Will papa want me to? asked Zella unexpectedly.




  "He will want you to do what is right, darling. Aunt Marianne will talk to him about it."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans habitually spoke of herself in the third person when addressing children.




  "Now let me see what you've got," she continued, in the same gentle, inflexible voice.




  "I have a black serge skirt, but not any blouses," said Zella, pulling open a drawer.




  "Perhaps a white one would do for to-day. Or look, dear, this check one is black and grey: that will do better still; it is nice and dark."




  "It is one that—that—she hated. I have hardly ever worn it," said Zella, beginning to cry again.




  "You mustn't give way, Zella dear. That blouse and skirt must do for to-day, and I will telegraph for real mourning at once. You see, my poor darling, you must have it for Thursday; but there will just be time for it to arrive. To-day is Tuesday."




  "Only Tuesday," thought Zella miserably, as she put on the check blouse and black skirt. "It was only Sunday evening that mother died, and it feels like days and days."




  She wondered drearily if all her life she would be as miserable as she was now, and if so how she should bear it.




  Presently she mechanically took up the broad scarlet ribbon that habitually tied back her brown hair.




  "Haven't you a black ribbon, dear?" asked her aunt softly.




  Zella had no black ribbon, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her to plait her hair instead of tying it. It altered her appearance and made her look older.




  They went slowly downstairs, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans holding her niece's hand as though she were a small child, and squeezing it convulsively as they passed the closed door of the room which had been Esmée's.




  "It's so dreadful to have meals and everything just the same," said poor Zella as they passed through the hall to the dining-room.




  "One must be brave, dear," replied her aunt.




  Louis de Kervoyou was in the dining-room when they entered, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans thought that he looked ten years older. When he had spoken the briefest of good-mornings, he looked rather strangely at Zella in her dark clothes and the unaccustomed plaited-back hair, but he said nothing. Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had rather dreaded some eccentric objection to conventional mourning, felt relieved, and the moment the silent breakfast was over she hastened to write out a telegraphic order to London for the blackest of garments on Zella's behalf.




  This done, she again sought her niece.




  "Zella, dear child," she said tremulously, "you know that—that it"—she could not bring herself to use the word "funeral "—" is to be on Thursday. Don't you wish to come with Aunt Marianne and see dearest mother for the last time? I'm afraid that a little later on it won't be possible any longer."




  Zella did not understand, and looked up with miserable bewildered eyes.




  "Papa said not," she faltered.




  "Darling, you must have misunderstood him! Surely he would wish you to go in just for a little while—surely you wish it yourself?"




  "Yes, oh yes! I did ask him, but he said not."




  Zella felt a strange shame when she saw Aunt Marianne's disapproval. Of course it was right that she should be allowed to go and say a last good-bye to her dear, dear mother, and evidently Aunt Marianne had expected it.




  "Wait here a moment, dear child," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.




  She went downstairs and found Louis de Kervoyou wearily tearing open a number of telegrams of condolence.




  "I have put 'No flowers ' in the obituary notice," he said, "but one or two wreaths have arrived. Perhaps you would be goad enough to see to them. And let Zella help you., Anything would be better for her than doing nothing."




  "But why have you said 'No flowers,' Louis? It is such a beautiful idea, to give flowers as a token of love and remembrance. I know that Henry is bringing down a cross of lilies on Thursday, for I particularly told him to write for one from Soloman's at once."




  "Yes—yes. Of course yours and Henry's shall be there," said poor Louis patiently. "That is not the same thing as a quantity of wreaths, which, though kindly meant, give a good deal of extra trouble."




  "She would have liked one from Henry and me," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans tearfully. "But, Louis, I came to speak to you about Zella. I want you to let me take the poor little thing with me into her room, before— before the men come to—to—"




  "No!" cried Louis almost violently. "Esmee "— his sister-in-law drew in her breath with a sharp sound of pain at the name—" would not wish the child to remember her lying there, perhaps frightening her and making her ill."




  "But Zella wishes to come, and I think she ought to," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with characteristically unmoved persistence.




  "I refuse to allow it. You may take her in there, if you must, when the coffin is closed." His tone was absolutely final. "But, Marianne, I wish that you would take Zella out into the garden, at the back of the house, before eleven o'clock this morning."




  "Oh, Louis! out so soon! the servants—"




  "Marianne, I do not want her in the house eitherthen or to-morrow afternoon, and I beg that you willdo as I ask."




  Marianne, against her better judgment, as she afterwards told her husband, felt that one could only yield. And so Zella knew nothing of the strange men who penetrated into the closed room that morning, and next day heard nothing of the heavy hammering that seemed to Louis de Kervoyou as though it would never cease.
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  ON Wednesday afternoon Mrs. Lloyd-Evans saw her brother-in-law shut himself into the study, after a morning spent in necessary and painful business, and immediately said to Zella, who had been gazing hopelessly into the small fire for the last hour:




  "Will you come upstairs with Aunt Marianne now, darling?"




  Zella understood that she meant to visit her mother's room, and her little drawn face became a shade more colourless than before.




  She had scarcely seen her father since Aunt Marianne's arrival, and had clung to the weeping, demonstrative tenderness and ceaseless murmured recollections of dear, dear mother that alone seemed to make endurable the endless hours. She crept upstairs with her little shaking hand in Aunt Marianne's, but at the familiar door, which had suddenly grown terrible, Zella began to sob hysterically.




  Aunt Marianne tightened her hold on Zella's hand and gently opened the door.




  Such a curious hush pervaded the darkened room that Zella instinctively ceased sobbing. At the foot of the bed was a light oak coffin placed upon trestles. It was closed.




  In the gloom Zella could make out the familiar shapes of the dressing-table and the big bed and the old armchair she had always known in the bow-window.




  Her aunt moved gently forward, fumbling for her handkerchief as she went.




  "Wouldn't you like to kneel down and say a little prayer?" she whispered to Zella, who stood as though stupefied.




  Zella's mother had taught her to pray as a baby, but for- the last three years she had dropped the custom, which was meaningless to her. But, thus prompted, she fell upon her knees beside the strange hard coffin, and leant her aching head against the wood. She felt too sick and bewildered to cry any more.




  But what was there to pray for, if God would not bring mother back to life again?




  Zella looked across at her aunt, whose head was dropped upon her hands.




  Suddenly Zella felt that it must all be a nightmare, and that she would presently wake up and find that mother was here and this dreadful dream gone. It couldn't be true. A horrible sort of impatient fury seized her—the fury of the undisciplined soul against pain. She clenched her hands to prevent herself from screaming aloud, and suddenly found that she wanted to go away from this darkened room as she had never wanted anything before. She looked across at her Aunt Marianne with a kind of suppressed rage, and began to pray wildly and half unconsciously:




  "O God, let us go—let Aunt Marianne get up and go— I can't bear it—make her get up—make us go away from here—oh, make her get up and go!"




  It seemed to her that she had been calling so, madly and agonizedly, upon an unheeding God for hours, when her aunt rose at last and laid a hand upon her shoulder. Zella's little tense form relaxed suddenly, and she felt curiously weak and spent.




  Aunt Marianne stooped solemnly and pressed her lips upon the lid of the coffin. Then she paused a moment, and Zella, rising trembling to her feet, bent also and passionately kissed the senseless wood.




  "It is good-bye to mother," she thought desperately; but she did not really feel that the hard wood of the coffin and this cold, darkened room had any connection with the sweet, laughing mother whom she had last seen leaning back against her pillows, and saying gaily:




  "I shall be quite well again to-morrow."




  When they had left the room, Aunt Marianne had said, as she seemed to have said so very often since she came:




  "Now, if I were you, I should go and lie down for a little while upon your bed, Zella dear. It will do you good. Let Aunt Marianne come and arrange you comfortably."




  Zella mechanically followed Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and passively allowed herself to be divested of her shoes, helped on to her bed, and covered with a quilt. Mrs. Lloyd-Evans kissed her very kindly, said, " Try and have a little sleep now, darling, just till five o'clock," and rustled softly away.




  Zella lay still. She had gone to bed very early the evening before, and had slept all night with the heavy slumber of a child exhausted from crying, and she felt no inclination to sleep again now.




  She traced the pattern of the wall-paper idly with her finger. When the funeral was over, would things be as dreadful as they were now? Zella felt that, somehow, it would be terrible to be left alone with her father, who must be so very, very unhappy, poor papa! although he had not cried and did not talk about mother like Aunt Marianne did. Would he never talk about her any more? Some people did not ever talk of their relations who were dead.




  Mother was dead.




  Zella came back to that thought with an aching wonder that it should bring no greater pang of realization with it. Perhaps that was what people meant by being stunned with grief. Perhaps one only realized later, when one had got used to being without— No, no! it would be impossible ever to get accustomed to it, ever to be happy again, all one's life long. ... "And I'm only fourteen, and perhaps I may live to be very old," thought Zella, and tears of self-pity welled into her eyes.




  She cried a little, but her swollen eyelids burnt and smarted so that presently she stopped.




  She had been here a long while; it must be five o'clock, and tea would break the miserable monotony of the day. Zella looked at her watch, and thought, as so often during those unspeakably wretched days of inaction, that it must have stopped. It was not yet a quarter 'past four. She held the watch despairingly to her ear, but it was still going.




  It seemed unbearable.




  Zella tried to make herself cry again by thinking of all the early recollections of her mother that had made her sob so unrestrainedly when she and Aunt Marianne had talked of them yesterday. But the tears would not come.




  She turned over and buried her face in the pillow, unspeakably wretched. Only the third day since her mother's death, and she felt as though this life of strained misery had lasted for years. Would nothing ever bring it to an end?




  It must be at least ten minutes since she had looked at: her watch. It couldn't be less than twenty-five minutes past four now, thought Zella, half expecting to see that it was even later. She looked at her watch again, and held it to her ear.




  Four minutes had passed.




  Her eyes fell upon a half-read copy of "Treasure Island" on her bookshelf. She had looked at it that morning and remembered how much excited she had been over reading it only three days ago, and then turned away her eyes with a feeling of shame that she should be capable of such a thought at such a time.




  Now she felt that, if only she might read, it would make the time ' less unbearably long. Confusedly she craved any relaxation of the emotional tension to which her mind had been strung during the last three days.




  For a few moments Zella battled against the suggestion. It was wicked and heartless to want to read a story-book when mother




  How dreadful Aunt Marianne would think it!




  But, then, Aunt Marianne needn't know—no one would ever know—and to read for a little while would help her to forget her misery. . . .




  Zella crept to the bookshelf in her stockinged feet, casting terrified glances at the door, and pulled down the brightly bound blue and gold book. Then she fled back on to the bed with it.




  At first she could understand nothing of what she read, and was only conscious of a sickening sense of guilt and the heavy pounding of her own heart as she strained her ears for the sound of Aunt Marianne's possible approach. But presently the excitement of the story revived, and Zella read eagerly, dimly conscious that unhappiness was waiting in the background to seize upon her, but knowing it to be kept at bay for so long as she should be held absorbed by her book.




  When at last she heard the unmistakable rustle of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's new mourning at the door, Zella, a patch of colour blazing in each pale cheek, thrust "Treasure Island" beneath her pillow.




  After that she read eagerly and furtively whenever she could. It was the only means of forgetting for a little while the dull pervading sense of grief which was making life so strange and unbearable.




  When Thursday morning dawned serene and cloudless, Zella woke early, and lay in bed reading intently until she remembered, with a sickening pang, that on this day was to take place her mother's funeral.




  Then she pushed the book away and began to sob, with a dreary sense of shame and degradation added to her unhappiness.




  After the silent breakfast, at which Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with all the first shock of her grief apparently renewed, had refused everything but a cup of tea, Louis de Kervoyou said abruptly:




  "They will be here at two o'clock, Marianne, to fetch"




  "I know—I know," she interrupted hurriedly.




  "It will take quite an hour to walk down there; they will have to go slowly."




  The coffin of Esmée de Kervoyou was to be borne down the hill to the village churchyard by some of the tenants on the estate.




  "Will anyone be coming back here afterwards?" asked Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.




  "Only old Mr. Oliver and his daughter, who will have a long way to drive," said Louis, with his fixed composure; "and Henry, of course," he added.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's husband was arriving that day.




  "Will you be kind enough to see about some refreshment, Marianne?" said Louis. "They will be back here by four o'cloak."




  "I will see to it all. These duties are so dreadful, but one must be brave. Don't think of it, Louis; I will do it all."




  Zella listened as though she were in a dream. Presently she turned to her aunt, and whispered: "Am I going to—to—it?"




  "Oh yes, darling; you will walk with poor papa," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans aloud.




  "What is that?" Louis looked round, and was struck with compassion at the sight of Zella's colourless face and the great stains round her eyes.




  "Why don't you go out into the garden? It is a lovely day," he said gently.




  Zella shrank back a little, looking at her aunt, whom she felt to be shocked at the suggestion, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans interposed tactfully:




  "It will be beautifully fine for this afternoon. 'Zella will walk down to the church with you, Louis, I suppose."




  He looked at her as though he scarcely understood.




  "I had never thought of her coming at all," he said at last. "Why should she? You don't wish to- come, do you, Zella?"




  Zella hesitated, thinking that her father wanted her to say no, and that her aunt would think her heartless if she did.




  "Whichever you like," she faltered.




  "Zella is quite old enough to come to her own




  mother's "Mrs. Lloyd-Evans again choked over




  the word and left it unspoken. "Indeed, Louis, I think we must consider what people would say, dreadful though it seems to think of these things at such a time; but people would wonder"




  "There is nothing to wonder about. She shall do as she wishes. Why should she want to go?"




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans interposed quickly:




  "Zella, my poor child, you want to see your dear, dear mother laid to rest, don't you? near the little church




  where "Mrs. Lloyd-Evans stopped rather abruptly,




  as she discovered that she could not recall any possible connection between the little church and Esmée's memory.




  "Her mother is dead," cried Louis, low and vehemently. "What they are taking to the churchyard is not her. I will not have any false sentiment introduced into the child's mind. Zella, you can decide for yourself. Do you wish to go or not?"




  "No," murmured Zella, who was frightened at a tone which she had never heard before from her merry, kindly father.




  Louis de Kervoyou, as he left the room, made a gesture of acquiesence that was supremely un-English, and served to remind Mrs. Lloyd-Evans that one must make allowances for a brother-in-law who was practically a Frenchman.




  "Poor papa is very much overwrought, darling, and no wonder," she murmured. "Besides, gentlemen do not always think quite as we do about these things."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans always spoke of "gentlemen," never of " men," unless they definitely belonged to the lower classes of the social scale.




  "Gentlemen do not always quite understand," was one of her favourite generalizations, and she told Zella gently that gentlemen did not always quite understand the comfort that was to be found in the Church.




  Zella thought that her aunt would be shocked if she said that she had-very seldom been to church, and had not liked it when she had gone, so she answered tearfully:




  "Poor papa! he is dreadfully unhappy."




  "You must try and comfort him, dear child."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, not in general prodigal of endearments, now seemed unable to address her niece without some such expression. Zella felt vaguely that it must be appropriate to her new black frock and bereaved condition.




  "Why not go to him in the study, darling, and tell him that dear mother is in heaven and happy, and he must try and not grieve for her, and that you mean to be his little comfort?"




  Zella, at this suggestion, mechanically saw her own slender black-garbed figure kneeling beside her father's chair in the study, and heard her own clear, unfaltering voice uttering tender sentiments of faith and consolation. It seemed appropriate enough, and Aunt Marianne evidently thought it so. A certain subtle discomfort at the back of her mind, however, warned her that the project, for some reason which she could not quite analyze, might prove difficult to execute.




  "Perhaps afterwards," she faltered, " not now."




  "No, darling, now is best," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with the soft-voiced inflexibility, totally unfounded on reason, characteristic of her where her own opinions were concerned. "Papa is all alone in the study; it is your place to comfort him."




  It must be the right thing to do, then.




  Zella left the room slowly, and as she crossed the hall she discovered that a little pulse was throbbing in her throat and that her hands had suddenly become cold. She clasped them nervously together, and told herself that papa, who had never been angry with her in her life, could not be anything but comforted if she came to him now. She was his only child—all that he had left to him; it was right that she should try and be a comfort.




  She did not know why she felt so frightened.




  Suddenly she turned the door handle.




  "Come in," said her father's familiar tones, with the weary sound that was new to them.




  He was sitting at the writing-table, much as Zella had pictured him in her mental rehearsal, and the fact suddenly gave her courage to carry out her own roje.




  Crossing the room swiftly, she knelt down besidenim, and repeated faithfully, though with a nervous catch in her voice, the sentiments deemed appropriate to the occasion by Aunt Marianne.




  "Darling papa, please don't be so dreadfully unhappy. Darling mother is in heaven now, and she is happy, and— and I will try and be a comfort to you always, as she would have wished."




  The hurried, gasping accents, which were all that Zella's thumping heart allowed her to produce, died away into silence, and she felt that the performance had been absurdly inadequate. She had not even dared to raise her eyes to his, with a beautiful look of trust and tenderness; on the contrary, they were cast down as though from shame.




  Still the appalling silence continued. Her father had not moved. At last he spoke, but it was in a tone that Zella had never heard from him before:




  "I don't want any play-acting now, Zella. You can go back to your Aunt Marianne."




  The words cut her like a knife, few though they were and quietly spoken. In such an agony of pain and humiliation as she had never known in all her short life before, Zella sprang to her feet and rushed to her own room.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans found her there half an hour later, crying convulsively, and soothed her very affectionately, supposing that it was the thought of her mother's funeral which had renewed her tears. But the tears were bitterer and more painful than all those Zella had shed from grief, for they came from her passionate and deeply wounded self-esteem.




  That afternoon the body of Esmée de Kervoyou was laid in the grave, while her only child, crouching upon the floor in her room, pressed her fingers into her ears that she might not hear the tolling of the bell.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had said rather half-heartedly,




  "My poor child, you cannot stay here alone. Shall Aunt Marianne stay with you?" but Zella had begged to be left alone, and, as Mrs. Lloyd-Evans afterwards said to her husband:




  "I was torn in two, Henry. I couldn't have borne not to follow my poor Esmée to her last resting-place, and, besides, it would have looked so very odd if I, her only sister, had not been there."




  So she had tenderly told Zella to lie down upon her bed and rest a little, and had left a Prayer-Book, with the Burial Service carefully marked, and a Bible, beside her.




  While the sound of heavy, careful feet, staggering downstairs under the weight of an awkward burden, was still audible, Zella lay with clenched hands, wishing that she could cry or pray, and feeling utterly unable to do either.




  When all the sounds had died away, she took up the Bible and Prayer-Book desperately, but both were unfamiliar to her and she could not command her attention. She had had very little orthodox religious teaching, and had never known the need of a definite creed. She always supposed that her father and mother were Protestants, just as she knew that her grandmother and aunt in France were Catholics, but of the devout practice of either religion Zella knew nothing. In fact, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who called herself a Catholic and was a member of the Church of England, had given Zella a greater insight into the orthodox practices of religion during the last few days than any she had as yet received. But in her present overwrought condition Zella found the Bible incomprehensible and the Prayer-Book intolerable.




  When the sound of the church bell came, faint and distant from the valley, Zella, shuddering, rose and locked her door, then snatched the copy of "Treasure Island" from the bookshelf, and, crouching against the bed, with her hands over her ears, read furiously.




  III




  

    Table of Contents

  




  "HENRY, if we walk up and down the drive, no one need see us from the village; though, after all, now that it's all over . . . one must take up one's ordinary life again sooner or later, and dear Esmée herself would wish one to be brave. Besides, I want to talk to you, and since poor Louis is again shut up in the study, and I have persuaded Zella to lie down, we may as well get some fresh air before it grows dark."




  "Come along," said Henry Lloyd-Evans thankfully.




  He was a tall, melancholy-looking man, who had been depressed and uncomfortable all day, and was heartily relieved to get out of the house of mourning.




  "First of all," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, taking her husband's arm, "how did you leave the children?" 




  "All right. They were going to bicycle to Redhill this afternoon, and have tea in the woods."




  "Henry dear, I don't think you should have allowed that. The servants will think it so odd. You may be sure they know perfectly well that the funeral was to-day. If Miss Vincent had been there, she would not have allowed such a thing, and the children must have known that perfectly well. It was very naughty and artful of them."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans often suspected other people of artfulness, and it was a continual distress to her that she so frequently discovered traces of it in her own children.




  "Muriel asked me if it would be all right, and I said yes; it really didn't seem to matter, so far away, and you couldn't expect the poor kids to stick indoors on a fine day like this," said her husband apologetically.




  "Of course not, Henry—I am not so unreasonable as to expect anything of the kind; but they could quite well have stayed in the garden, and I think it showed great callousness to have gone tearing about the country on bicycles while their aunt, my only sister: "Mrs. Lloyd-Evans showed a tendency to become tearful.




  "My dear," protested Henry, "I don't suppose they can even remember your poor sister."




  "Nonsense! James was eight and Muriel nearly seven last time they stayed here. And little Zella has always been like a sister to them."




  A sister with whom they had quarrelled so violently that Zella's last visit to the Lloyd-Evans's, two years ago, had been brought to an untimely end at her own request. Henry remembered the occurrence grimly, and how quietly voluble his wife had been upon the subject of Zella's deplorable upbringing, which she had stigmatized in one breath as foreign, pagan, and new-fangled.




  But he had long ago learnt the futility of arguing against his Marianne's discursive inconsequence and gentle obstinacy, and he was at all times a man who preferred silence to speech.




  "I wanted to ask you about Zella," continued Mrs. Lloyd-Evans—" whether it wouldn't be a good idea to take the poor little thing back with us on Saturday. It will cheer her up to be with companions of her own age, and the change will do her good. I don't know what poor Louis is going to do with her, I'm sure."




  "To do with her?" echoed Henry uncomprehendingly.




  "Yes. I don't suppose he'll keep a girl of fourteen alone with him, in this great lonely place. She has had no proper education—only what poor Louis himself has taught her, instead of engaging a good sensible governess —and the best thing he could do would be to send her to some first-rate school."




  "He may—eventually—-marry again."




  "Henry," said his wife with gentle impressiveness, "do not say things that sound unfeeling."




  Henry became silent.




  "For my poor Esmée's sake," continued Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, after a suitable pause, " I want to be a mother to her child. And I can't help feeling, Henry, how dreadful it would be if Zella got into the hands of her father's French relations."




  "I didn't know he had any."




  "Henry! I have spoken of them to you myself times out of number. You can't have forgotten. There is that dreadful old Baronne, as she calls herself—though I always think those foreign titles sound very fishy—who pretends to be Zella's grandmother."




  "How can she pretend to be? Either she is or she isn't," Henry, not unnaturally, remarked.




  "She is Louis's stepmother, don't you remember? and consequently no relation whatever to Zella," explained Mrs. Lloyd-Evans resentfully. "And I must say, Henry, it seems to me very extraordinary that neither she nor her daughter should have taken the trouble just to cross the Channel, when they heard of this dreadful tragedy. Dearest Esmée was always perfectly sweet to the artful old thing, and Zella was taught to call her Granny and everything; and now this is the result."




  This logical summing up of the situation was received by Mr. Lloyd-Evans in silence. Presently, however, he said tentatively:




  "I suppose they are Roman Catholics?"




  "Indeed they are, and I always think it is a most special mercy of Providence that poor Louis was not brought up to be one too. Luckily, his father made some wise stipulation or other before he died, that his son must be brought up in a good old-fashioned Huguenot religion; and the Baronne could not get out of it, although she and her Jesuits must have had a good try."




  "Perhaps," said Henry, wisely avoiding the burning topics of the Baronne de Kervoyou and her hypothetical Jesuits—" perhaps Louis will want to keep Zella with him for the time being."




  "I mean to talk to him about it, Henry. I know that gentlemen do not always quite understand; but I shall tell him that it would be the best thing possible for Zella to let me mother her for a few months, and perhaps choose a really nice school for her later on. Louis will feel much more free without her, too."




  "Do you know what his immediate plans are?"




  "He will certainly travel for a little while," instantly replied Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had no grounds whatsoever for the assertion, beyond her own conviction that this would be the proper course of conduct for her brother-in-law to pursue.




  "Then, in that case, Marianne, do as you think best about offering to let Zella come to us.".




  Marianne had every intention of doing as she thought best, but she said:




  "Yes, Henry dear, one must do all in one's power at these sad times to help. Don't you remember the quotation I'm so fond of?—




  

    "' Life is mostly froth and bubble;


    Two things stand like stone:


    Kindness in another's trouble,


    Courage in one's own.'"


  




  Henry, who was always rendered vaguely uncomfortable by the most distant allusion to what he collectively termed "poetical effusions," said that it was growing very dark, and Marianne had better come in before it became any colder.




  "It's not a moment when one thinks of one's own health or comfort," Marianne murmured sadly, but she followed her husband indoors.




  Meanwhile Zella, kneeling at her bedroom window, with elbows on the sill and chin resting on her clasped hands, wondered miserably what was to become of her. Her mother's funeral, the culminating episode of those dreadful few days which had been as years, was over. Zella felt dully that there was nothing more to wait for, and found herself thinking vaguely that surely now mother would come soon and make everything all right again and comfort her.




  But it was mother who was dead!




  Her thoughts wandered drearily to her father. There had been no more silent times alone with him; since Aunt Marianne's arrival, and since that brief episode in the study that morning, every word of which seemed burnt into her brain for ever, she had not seen him at all. She wondered if he would always be broken-hearted, never to laugh and joke again, like the kind, jovial father she had always known. Were all widowers always unhappy for ever? Zella tried to recall any that she had ever known, and could only remember old Mr. Oliver, who had come with his daughter that afternoon. He was a kind, cheerful old man, who always talked a great deal and laughed at his own jokes; but, then, he was nearly seventy years old, and his wife had died a great many years ago.




  "Perhaps when papa is quite old," thought Zella despairingly: "But how dreadful it will be during all the years and years before he is as old as Mr. Oliver, if he goes on being unhappy all the time! Will there be this dreadful silence all through the house, and nothing to do, and everything reminding us all the time, and never being able to say anything about mother. . . . Aunt Marianne says he mustn't be reminded of his loss. One doesn't talk about people who have died.




  Uncle Henry never speak about poor little cousin Archie who died, except Aunt Marianne sometimes, in a sort of very solemn religious way. But how could one speak like that about mother? And yet we couldn't ever talk about her in an ordinary way, as if she were still here. Oh, how can I ever bear it? To think that I shall never be happy any more!"




  Then poor Zella reproached herself bitterly for the heartlessness of even wishing to forget and be happy again. She strove passionately for a resigned, heartbroken attitude of mind, that should eventually find its chief comfort in memories of past happiness and in the tender cherishing of a widowed and heartbroken father.




  It was an intense relief to the hypersensitive child, though she did not own it to herself, to find, on the days following her mother's funeral, that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans now deemed the first acute stages of grief to be left behind. She dwelt more upon the happiness of Zella's dear, dear mother in heaven, and the tenderness with which she would watch over her little daughter, and the necessity for being brave and making the best of one's life.




  "A change of scene will be very good for you, my poor child," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her; "and poor papa will feel more free if he is alone just at present. I dare say he will go abroad for a little while;"




  "We were going to Paris this winter to see Grand-mère and Tante Stéphanie." 




  "That will hardly be possible now, darling. Paris is no place to go to when one is in mourning."




  Notwithstanding this conviction, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who knew that gentlemen did not always quite realize, felt no certainty that her brother-in-law would defer or omit the annual visit that he never failed to pay to his stepmother. Therefore she lost no time in suggesting that Zella should come to Boscombe and spend the winter at her uncle's house.




  "It will be good for her, and she and Muriel are of just the same age, and can do their lessons and play together. And you know, Louis, the poor child would be dreadfully moped alone with you in this great house; and yet if you travel you could hardly take her with you, just at the age when she ought to be doing her lessons and everything."




  "I suppose not," replied Louis in rather bewildered accents. It is very kind of you, Marianne. I had not given Zella much thought, I am afraid, poor child! But my mother would take charge of her, I know, if you really think she ought to have a change."




  "Louis," said his sister-in-law earnestly, "not Paris. I implore you, for my dear sweet Esmée's sake, not Paris. A motherless child of Zella's age in Paris—a town without religion, and such a town! The modern Babylon!"




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had only once spent a fortnight in the Modern Babylon, but she had read one or two novels on the subject, and her horror of the Ville Lumiere was only equalled by her ignorance.




  "But, my dear Marianne," said Louis de Kervoyou, almost laughing, " Zella would be as well looked after at my mother's as she-would be anywhere; in fact, young girls in France are given very much less liberty than in England. She would never be allowed to go anywhere by herself."




  "That is distinct proof of what I say, Louis. A town where such precautions are necessary can be no place for a young girl," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with triumphant logic. ...




  "My mother and sister would look after her," repeated Louis patiently.




  "I do not, naturally, wish to say one word against your stepmother, my dear Louis, or her daughter. But can you deny that they are Roman Catholics?"




  "I have no wish to deny it, Marianne."




  "Then I implore you, for her mother's sake, do not risk the loss of your daughter's faith. Foreigners and Jesuits are more artful than words can say—though, of course, I don't mean all. And I know some French people—you yourself, dear Louis"




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans became entangled in a painful confusion of words as she suddenly remembered that Louis himself laboured under the double misfortune of being by birth both a foreigner and a Frenchman. She wisely extricated herself by the unanswerable conclusion: "And I know you want what is best for dear little Zella."




  "I will think it over."




  "Louis! surely you cannot hesitate! One does not want to be interfering, but, after all—my own sister's only child, and Paris! A Roman Catholic household!"




  Louis de Kervoyou listened without hearing. The stifling weight of pain seemed to be pressing on him with an intolerable heaviness, and he leant back in his chair, wondering if that soft, monotonous, rapid speech would never cease. He was a short, square-shouldered man, with thick light brown beard and hair, and eyes of the same dark grey as his daughter's. The habitual laugh in them was quenched now, and a keener physiognomist than Mrs. Lloyd-Evans might have read the hopeless misery in their depths.




  When her low, relentless eloquence had at length ceased, he said wearily:




  "I see what you mean. I will speak to Zella. She can do as she wishes."




  He spoke English perfectly, with no trace of accent.




  "No, Louis," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans inexorably, "I cannot think that right. Zella must do as she is told, not merely as she wishes. Remember that one must be doubly careful about instilling really high principles into her, now that she no longer has a mother's influence to watch over her. She really needs the discipline of a good school, and later on"




  "Marianne, I am very grateful to you and Henry and if Zella wishes it she shall go back with you to morrow," Louis interrupted decisively. "But I can make no further plans for the moment. I will write to you later-" 




  He wished she would go.




  "Are you going away, dear Louis?"




  "I don't suppose so. Why should I?"




  "A change of scene would distract your mind a little, and this place, so full of associations"




  Louis de Kervoyou, the limits of his endurance reached, rose and opened the door.




  "I will send for Zella now," he said, making way for her to pass.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans saw nothing for it but to leave the room. But her resources were not easily exhausted, and she made it so clear to the miserable and bewildered Zella how fully appropriate a visit to Boscombe would be, that the child, half hypnotized, felt that such calm, gentle assurance must necessarily be right.




  Her father did not seem hurt, as Zella had half feared he might be, that she should prefer Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's house to his stepmother's little apartement in the Rue des ficoles where the Baronne de Kervoyou had offered to receive her. He said to Zella:




  "You did not get on with your cousins last time you stayed at Boscombe."




  "It will be different now; I am older," Zella replied faintly. Aunt Marianne had used the argument that morning. She wondered if her father was angry that she should elect to go to Boscombe. But if she had asked to be taken to Paris to her grandmother, of whom she was rather afraid, Aunt Marianne would have been vexed and thought it wrong. And Aunt Marianne would have been vexed, and called it morbid and unnatural, if Zella had asked to remain at Villetswood. Now that mother was no longer there, a sure refuge, and always certain to understand and approve, it had suddenly become of enormous importance to do what Aunt Marianne and everyone would think right and appropriate.




  Zella looked timidly at her father.




  "Do as you like, pauvre mignonne." But, in spite of the old term of endearment, he was not thinking very much about her.




  The next day Zella thought that she would have given everything in the world not to be going away from Villetswood. But, with the new cowardice that seemed to have taken possession of her, she did not dare to change her mind.




  She said good-bye, crying, to the maids who had been so kind to her, and ran sobbing upstairs at the last moment to seek the room which had been her mother's. But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans met her on the stairs, and said:




  "Where are you going, darling? The carriage is at the door, and we must start in a minute."




  Zella felt that her aunt's voice held the slightest possible tinge of disapproval, and she instinctively choked back her tears. 




  "I have forgotten something—in my room," she gasped.




  "Then fetch it quickly, dear, while I wait for you." Mrs. Lloyd-Evans stood, inexorable, on the stairs. Zella ran into her own room, slamming the door to behind her, and stood for a moment looking half wildly round her, blinded with tears, and shaking with pain and a sort of senseless, unreasoning rebellion, against what or whom she hardly knew. She only knew that it had become impossible for her to go to her mother's room. She felt that she hated Aunt Marianne, that she was going away with her, and that nobody would ever understand or comfort her any more. She wrung her hands with a mad, foreign gesture.




  The strange minute of agony passed, and Zella went downstairs with her hand clasped in Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's black-gloved one.




  Louis de Kervoyou was in the hall.




  Zella did not hear his low, rapidly spoken thanks and farewell to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. She looked round her, at the familiar oak staircase, the pictures hung upon the walls, the pieces of furniture she had known all her life. With a child's sense of finality, she felt as though she must be leaving Villetswood for ever.




  "Adieu, mignonne!"




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was getting into the carriage now.




  "Papa," said Zella, clinging to him.




  He looked at her compassionately.




  "I'm not going away for always—you'll let me come back?" she gasped, almost inarticulate.




  "Whenever you like, of course, my poor little angel!" cried Louis vigorously, in tones more like his own than any Zella had yet heard from him since her mother's death.




  "Write to me the very day and moment you want to come home, and you shall come."




  The reassuring words and the kiss he gave her brought a feeling of warmth to Zella's heart. It was like a return to the old familiar atmosphere of petting and security, to which she had been accustomed all her life.
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  "TIME is a great healer " was a platitude that very much recommended itself to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. It gave, as it were, a sanction to a sort of modified forgetfulness, and to the resumption of everyday interests and occupations!





  "Time is a great healer," thought Zella after a fortnight in the house at Boscombe, when she was anxiously taking her own spiritual temperature, and wondering miserably if it was heartless and forgetful not to cry in bed every night, as she had done at first after her mother's death.




  But Aunt Marianne did not now encourage crying, and scarcely ever spoke of Zella's mother. Only on the rare occasions when Zella was introduced to visitors did she hear a subdued murmur of " my dear sister's only child— poor Esmée, you know ;" and then she would move out of hearing, acutely conscious of the pathos of her own deep mourning and of the visitor's compassionate glances.




  James and Muriel Lloyd-Evans had at first been rather overawed by Zella's black frock. In a few days, however, the old relations between the cousins were resumed. James at sixteen still bore unmoved the reputation of being a prig. A species of civil taciturnity was his habitual shield for an intense sensitiveness, of which Zella, precociously intelligent, was already more than half aware. Muriel, pretty, kind-hearted, essentially unimaginative, thought that she and Zella must be great friends because they were first cousins and of the same age. It was very sad that poor Aunt Esmée had died, and it was very dreadful for poor Zella; but it was very nice to think that she could pay them a long visit and share Muriel's lessons with Miss Vincent when the holidays were over.




  Zella did not like Muriel, whom she often heard spoken of as "such a nice, bright, unaffected little girl." Zella, almost unawares, felt that praise of Muriel was an oblique reflection upon herself, because they were so different. Muriel did not want to read story-books, as Zella did, but liked long walks and outdoor games, and the care of pet animals. She also possessed accomplishments, which Zella did not, and could do skirt-dancing very prettily, and sometimes played Thome's "Simple Aveu " on her violin before visitors. Zella, who would have been very willing to display accomplishments on her own account, could do nothing except talk French; and even then Muriel's schoolroom lingua franca was apparently supposed by everyone to be on the same level as Zella's finished Parisian accent.




  Zella, though not humble-minded, began for the first time to mistrust herself. She was humiliated at her own lack of superiority. Yet in her heart she considered Muriel stupid, and despised her because she never read a book and possessed a limited and childish vocabulary. James .was not stupid. He yearly brought back a pile of prizes from school, and was known to have passed examinations brilliantly. But Zella admitted to herself, with some naive surprise, that she did not understand James, nor appear to have much in common with him.




  It seemed to her that he had been nicer as a solemn little boy at Villetswood, when they had played imaginative games together from the "Arabian Nights," always leaving out an invariably tearful Muriel because she did not know how to "pretend."




  James nowadays took little notice of Zella's existence, and she unconsciously resented it. He spent his days over a book whenever his mother was not within sight, and one day, about a fortnight after her arrival, Zella said to him rather wistfully: "Are you fond of reading? I like reading better than anything."




  James raised his head from his book. His dark, melancholy face resembled that of his father, but the brow bore the unmistakable stamp of intellect.




  "I like it," he said slowly.




  "What is your book? May I see? Oh, 'Lorna Doone.' "




  "Have you ever read it?"




  Zella had not, but she had once heard it discussed at Villetswood, and was at no loss.




  "Why, it's the Devonshire story," she said rather proudly, "and, of course, I am from Devonshire."




  Zella sometimes thought of herself as a Devonshire maid, sometimes as the loyal descendant of a titled French family, and sometimes as a widely travelled, rather Bohemian young cosmopolitan.




  "Did you like it?" asked James.




  "Yes. Girt Jan Ridd has always been a hero of mine, and I like Lorna too," replied Zella glibly.




  "I like Tom Faggus and his Winnie better. I've just come to where he's wounded, and she comes to look for help."




  "Yes, that's splendid!"




  Had Zella stopped there, all would have been well; but she was determined to prove her familiarity with the world of literature, and with "Lorna Doone" in particular. She continued pensively:




  "But I think that Lorna is really a more attractive character than Winnie, on the whole."




  James looked at her rather oddly.




  "Do you remember the book well?" he asked at last.




  "Not very," hesitated Zella, suddenly unsure of herself. "I read it a long while ago."




  "But you remember Winnie?"




  "Oh yes, and how she found Tom wounded and went for help," said Zella, trusting that James would not perceive whence she had just derived her information. Then she rushed unconsciously on to her doom.




  "I should call Winnie a typical Devonshire girl," she said.




  It seemed a safe enough observation to make about a book that was admittedly all about Devonshire people, and Zella was utterly confounded when James remarked without any change of expression:




  "Winnie was Tom Faggus' strawberry mare."




  Zella became scarlet with mingled confusion and anger. Her tears, like those of most over-sensitive people, were always near the surface, and her voice failed her as she tried to stammer out something about having forgotten—mixed up Winnie with some other name. . . .




  James looked at his pretty, pathetic-looking little cousin with an expression of greater interest than his dark eyes had as yet displayed towards her.




  "It's all right, Zella," he said quite gently and in curiously unboyish tones of compassion. "There's nothing for you to be upset about. I was an ass not to tell you sooner that you were—making a mistake."




  Zella looked at him with a sudden inexplicable feeling of being understood, and immediately spoke fearlessly:




  "I haven't read 'Lorna Doone,' as a matter of fact; but I do know something about the story, and it seemed stupid to say I hadn't read it. Besides, it would have put an end to the conversation," she added, with an indescribable expression that could have proclaimed her French ancestry aloud.




  "It was bad luck," remarked James impartially. "Nine times out of ten that kind of thing comes off all right."




  Zella was secretly astounded at his matter-of-fact acceptance of "that kind of thing."




  "It's rather a horrid sort of thing to do, I know," she said, looking candid, and thinking that James might possibly contradict her.




  "And, what's more, I don't believe other people are taken in by it half as often as one thinks," was all the satisfaction she received.




  "Of course, Muriel would simply call it telling lies," ventured Zella, who would have called it much the same thing herself, but was by now emboldened to think that James might perhaps take a more tolerant view.




  "It isn't telling a downright lie for its own sake. It's motive that matters in that sort of thing," affirmed James, frowning. "But it's misrepresenting the truth, so as to make oneself out what one wants to be thought, instead of what one really is."




  "Se faire valoir!" eagerly exclaimed the girl, who had been brought up in an atmosphere of abstract discussions such as were unknown in the Lloyd-Evans household.




  "Yes. Most people seem to do that kind of thing one way or another, that would think it wrong to tell a lie outright, and yet consider themselves more or less truthful."




  "But, James, there are degrees. The blackness of a lie does depend on what it is about," said Zella confusedly.




  "I call self-deception worse than telling lies—a great deal."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans entered the room, and the conversation between the boy and girl ceased abruptly. But there was more animation and interest in Zella's little colourless face than there had been since her arrival at Boscombe.




  She found life there very dull, and the atmosphere, in spite of Aunt Marianne's kindness and Muriel's companionship, strangely uncongenial. She was often oppressed with a sense of her own ingratitude and discontent.




  But, after that odd little conversation with James, Zella felt as though she had found something which she had subconsciously been missing. She would have liked to resume the same sort of discussion again, and appealed to her cousin at luncheon one day with the quick look of interest that was the expression most natural to her pretty face.




  "James, you know what we said about self-deception the other day. Isn't it a form of cowardice?"




  James looked annoyed, "glanced at his mother, and said in the most expressionless of voices, " Oh, I don't know." And Mrs. Lloyd-Evans remarked gently: "Deceit is always wrong, dear, but no one should be afraid to tell the truth. Don't you remember the piece of poetry Aunt Marianne is so fond of?—




  "'Dare to be true, nothing can need a lie;




  The fault that needs it most grows two thereby.'"




  "Have some more salad, Zella?" said her Uncle Henry, looking slightly uncomfortable.




  The lesson sank into Zella's receptive mind, and she never repeated her mistake.




  That same afternoon Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, finding Zella alone in the schoolroom, said to her:




  "Come down and help me with the drawing-room flowers, dear. It's Muriel's little job as a rule, but she has had to go for her violin lesson now, as that tiresome man altered his time. It was really rather artful of him, for he took care to let us know at the last minute possible, knowing very well that I shouldn't like it. It's much too late and too dark for Muriel to be out, and I've had to send James with her."




  Zella, reluctantly closing her book, rather unwillingly followed her aunt to the drawing-room. She had already learnt that it was of no use to decline any proffered kindness, however unwelcome, of Aunt Marianne's. They carried the silver vases from the drawing-room to the pantry, filled them with water, and bore them solemnly on a little tray to the hall table, where lay a selection of late autumn flowers.




  "Put all those red sweet-peas together, dear, in that bowl. No, not any pink ones. I don't like two colours together unless they match. It is not artistic."




  Zella thought she knew better, but lacked the courage to say so. As a compromise, she thrust one or two white sprays among the red. Mrs. Lloyd-Evans gently removed them.




  "I keep all the white ones apart," she said in a voice that hinted at solemnity. "Put them in these two little silver vases, dear, and bring them into the drawing-room."




  Zella, feeling inexplicably depressed, obeyed.




  "You see," explained her aunt, "I only put white flowers on this little velvet table in the corner—my little shrine."




  The little shrine was loaded with silver-framed photographs of those friends and relations of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans who had departed this life.




  She placed her white sweet-peas before the central photograph, an enlarged one of Archie, the baby son who had died.




  "I call this my In Memorial table," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans in hushed accents.




  "In Memoriam?"




  "In Memorial, dear," corrected Mrs. Lloyd-Evans firmly. "When you are a little older, you will know what that means. A very beautiful poem has been written about it."




  Zella was outraged at having it supposed that she did not know her Tennyson.




  "I have read 'In Memoriam,' " she said coldly, "and all Tennyson's poems."




  "I don't suppose you've read them all, dear. He wrote a great many, and even Aunt Marianne has never had time to read all through the book," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, unperturbed. "Put those white roses there, Zella, in front of poor grandpapa."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans patted the sweet-peas delicately once or twice with her thumb and finger.




  "I always think it's the last little touch that makes all the difference in arranging flowers," she observed.




  The last little touch did not seem to Zella to have made much appreciable difference to the sweet-peas, but they looked very nice against the massive silver of Archie's frame.




  "Is that little cousin Archie?" she asked in reverent tones, knowing perfectly well that it was, but feeling instinctively that decorum forbade taking even the most obvious facts for granted when dealing with an In Memorial table.




  "Yes, darling. You know poor dear little Cousin Archie was only five when he was taken away from us. Aunt Marianne can hardly bear to speak of it. Ah, Zella, life is very sad! but only a mother who has lost her child can really know what suffering means."




  Zella felt rather resentful.




  "Not that Aunt Marianne has not had many, many other sorrows too," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with some determination. "And that reminds me of something I wanted to do, and that you can help me over. Fetch the photograph of your dear, dear mother from the back drawing-room writing-table, Zella dear, and bring it here."




  Zella fetched it, the tears rising to her eyes as she looked at the pretty, laughing pictured face.




  Tears also rose to the eyes of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans as she gazed upon the photograph.




  "It must go here," she said finally, clearing a space between poor grandpapa and little Archie. "But not in this red leather frame. Let me see. ..."




  She gazed reflectively round the room.




  "Let me have that photograph of Muriel as a baby. The frame is silver, and looks as though it would fit."




  The photographs changed frames, and the one of Muriel, now surrounded by red leather, was sent to the back drawing-room writing-table; while Esmée de Kervoyou, silver-framed, took a place on the now crowded In Memorial table.




  By this time the tears were streaming down Zella's face. Aunt Marianne said "My poor child" two or three times, kissed her very kindly, and sent her upstairs to He down and rest for a little before the others came in.




  That evening, in her room, Zella, in floods of tears, withdrew her own copy of her mother's photograph from the flat leather travelling frame in which she had kept it ever since she could remember, and placed it in the middle of the mantelpiece, from whence she had carefully removed the clock and a few small china ornaments.




  Then she took the little vase of flowers with which her dressing-table was kept supplied, and placed it in front of the photograph. There was a certain mournful pleasure in the aspect of the shrine when completed, and Zella's tears only broke out again next day upon discovering that an officious housemaid had replaced the clock and china ornaments upon her mantelpiece, and restored the vase of flowers to its original position on the dressing-table.




  V
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  I HATE Sundays," growled James.




  Muriel looked sincerely shocked, but was too much in awe of her brother to make any remonstrance.




  Zella, conscious that the stronger part of her audience was with her, remarked airily: "Sunday is the most amusing day of the week in Paris."




  She felt superior and cosmopolitan as she spoke.




  "You won't find it that here," said James grimly, as they entered the dining-room for breakfast.




  On the two preceding Sundays, Zella had not been taken to church with her cousins, because it was feared that it might "upset" her, and the day had been unmarked save by the absence of the Lloyd-Evans family during a couple of hours, which had enabled her to read a story-book alone in the schoolroom. Consequently Zella, who scarcely ever went to church at Villetswood, felt no desire whatever to fulfil her duties as a member of the Church of England.




  But with characteristic adaptability she assented in grateful tones when Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, kissing her, said:




  "Good-morning, Zella dear. This will be a nice fine Sunday for you to come to church, won't it?"




  This subtle implication that the weather alone had been responsible for Zella's absence from church hitherto gave a lighter aspect to the case, and almost seemed, in some oblique manner, to glide over and ignore the existence of any possible cause for being "upset."




  "Yes, Aunt Marianne," Zella answered readily.




  "I hope that Crawford won't be so long-winded to-day," said Mr. Lloyd-Evans. "He was nearly twenty minutes in the pulpit last Sunday, saying the same thing over and over again, as far as I could make out."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, by glancing swiftly from her husband's face to James on one side of the table, and Muriel on the other, conveyed to Henry that he was not being quite careful in what he said before the children.




  "Of course," he added hurriedly, "a sermon's a very good thing, and it's extraordinary where the poor chap does get all his ideas, considering all the sermons he must have to write in a year."




  James looked contemptuous.




  "Don't make faces, Jimmy," said his mother, shaking her head at him. Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was the only person who ever called James Jimmy, and Zella felt certain that he resented the diminutive.




  He now coloured angrily all over his dark face, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, carefully looking away from him, gently changed the conversation by asking for the marmalade.




  "I like sermons," volunteered Muriel, who also wanted to distract attention from her brother's obvious ill-temper.




  "1£ they are good," Zella conceded, with the air of a critic.




  She had only once or twice heard an English sermon at Villetswood, but her father had once taken her to hear a famous Dominioan preacher in Paris.




  "The best sermon I ever heard," she added in a very grown-up voice, "was in Paris. Père La Vedée, you know."




  "But he is a monk, isn't he?" said Muriel, round-eyed.




  "That is one of the R.C. fellows, surely?" said Mr. Lloyd-Evans. Zella felt rather pleased at the small sensation she was creating, and replied airily:




  "Oh yes. When we did go to church in Paris, it was always to a Catholic one. My aunt and grandmother are very devotes; in fact, Tante Stéphanie goes to church every single day."




  "I thought French people had no religion," exclaimed Muriel innocently.




  "Idiot," muttered James under his breath.




  "French people have their religion just as we have ours, darling," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said. "There are, unfortunately, a great number of Roman Catholics on the Continent, and one must be broad-minded and believe that they are sincere in worshipping their Pope, as they practically do. No doubt a great many of them really do not know any better."




  "But they don't, Aunt Marianne," cried Zella—" I mean, worship the Pope. Catholics are really much more pious than Protestants—at least, all the French ones that I've known."




  "Roman Catholics, Zella," said her aunt in the low voice of extreme forbearance. "It is because of the Pope of Rome that we, in the Catholic Church, are obliged to call them Roman Catholics. But that is quite enough. French people are known to be most irreligious, though I have no doubt you may find a well-meaning one here and there. But the Continental Sunday is well known, all over England, to be a disgrace."




  "But Aunt Marianne, in Paris"




  "That will do, dear. You are not likely to be allowed to go to Paris again, still less into a Roman Catholic place of worship."




  The tone, and still more its dreadful suggestion of a new regime, never to be relaxed again, brought Zella's ever ready tears to the surface, and she gulped them down in silence with her coffee.




  Her only consolation was a sub-audible aside from James, who sat next her.




  "If French people worship the Pope, English people worship the Church of England," he muttered cryptically.




  But James was not destined to be epigrammatic unobserved, and his mother's low tones, with their peculiar quality of gentle relentlessness, were once more addressed to him:




  "Jimmy, do not show off and try and say smart things. It sounds irreverent, dear, though I dare say you spoke without quite knowing the meaning of your own words. Now, if you have all finished, you can go, and mind you are ready at twenty minutes to eleven punctually."




  She rose as she spoke, and as her son, looking sulky and lowering, held open the door, she paused, and, laying her hand upon his shoulder, said, in tones just audible to Zella:




  "Your last Sunday at home, Jimmy!"




  The boy looked sulkier than before, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with one long reproachful look, left the room.





  James muttered, "Thank goodness it is my last Sunday at home!" as he crossed the hall with Zella and Muriel.




  "Oh, James!" cried his sister piteously.




  "I didn't mean that exactly—only I'm sick of being called Jimmy, and having my better feeling appealed to, and all the rest of it."




  "I don't know why you should mind being called Jimmy," said Muriel resentfully, seizing on the only part of his speech which she had understood. "Not that anyone but mother ever does."




  "I should hope not. You know better than to try it on, I should think!"




  "Well, after all, I always used to. It's only lately you've made all this fuss," said Muriel, suddenly plaintive. "Jimmy is the dear old nursery name that we always"




  "Good heavens!" cried her brother. "Is that an argument, my good ass? For the matter of that, there's the dear old nursery high chair that I used to sit in, but I suppose you don't want me to use it now because I did then?"




  Zella laughed, entirely on the side of James, who always got the best of an argument.




  Muriel's only retort was, "That is quite different," uttered in a sentimental voice verging on tearfulness.




  "It's exactly the same principle," said James instructively, seating himself on the edge of the schoolroom table. "Because a thing was all right once, it doesn't mean it ought to go on for ever and ever. Things change, and it's all humbug and sentimentality to pretend one must go on in the dear old way long after it's become perfectly idiotic and unsuitable."




  Zella had never heard her cousin so eloquent, and she felt a keen desire to show him, by some profound comment or sudden brilliant contribution of her own, that he had an audience fully capable of appreciating the depths of his remarks.




  But James went on in a dictatorial manner that gave her no opportunity for uttering a word, even if she could have thought of anything sufficiently striking to say:




  "The value of things alters, and what may mean something one year ceases to mean the same thing next year, or ten years hence. It's simply a form of rank insincerity to go on using old catchwords long after they've lost any appropriateness they may once have had."




  Zella suddenly thought of an effective aphorism:




  "Intellectual insincerity "she began.




  "It's just the same," pursued James, unheeding, "as that ghastly habit mother has of Sunday evening talks, when we have to be solemn and holy and jaw about our own insides."




  "James!" shrieked Muriel, acutely distressed," how can you say such hateful things and be so disloyal to mother?"




  "It s not disloyal, as you call it," cried the boy contemptuously. "It's simple common-sense. Why, because it happens to be Sunday, should we have to go and sit in one particular corner of the drawing-room, and try and trump up something suitable to say, when we'd much rather not talk about our beastly feelings at all? It's sheer rank humbug."




  "Intellectual insincerity"




  "Nobody ought to want to talk about their own inside feelings after they're old enough to have any; and if they do, the sooner they learn to come off it, the better."




  Zella suddenly felt that she understood why James had always been called a prig. Who was he, to speak with such an assumption of infallibility of what people ought or ought not to talk about? She felt, without formulating the idea into words, that she did like to talk about her own feelings, and immediately said aloud, " Of course, everybody hates talking about themselves, and I can't see why anyone should ever have to," because she was afraid lest James might think that his sweeping assertion applied to her.




  "I'm rather under the impression that people don't hate talking about themselves at all," said James aggressively; "but they jolly well oughtn't to be allowed to, instead of being encouraged."




  Zella thought that James wanted to be asked why, and immediately felt that wild-horses should not drag the question from her, but Muriel at once said: "But why, James?"




  "Because it's an opportunity for posing and being sentimental, and every sort of insincere rot of that kind. People can't speak the truth about themselves."




  "We don't all tell lies, thank you!" said Muriel, scandalized.




  "You haven't understood a word I've said," her brother told her scathingly, as he got off the table.




  "It all sounds horrid and wrong, and I don't want to, and neither does Zella."




  "I understood absolutely," said Zella curtly.




  "Oh, I knew that," remarked James unexpectedly.




  Zella went to get ready for church with a curious mixture of gratification at James's remark, which appeared to point at appreciation of her understanding, and, on the other hand, a lurking dread lest it might merely have implied that he considered her a personally qualified judge of insincerity.




  "James is always talking like that now," Muriel confided sadly to her cousin as they went downstairs together.




  "Mother thinks he simply does it because he thinks it sounds clever, but she doesn't know half the things he says. James and mother don't get on, you know, Zella; though she says that when he is a little older he will understand what a mother's love really means—and of course he will. But it is a great pity, and does spoil things so."




  "I don't see why it need spoil things for you," said Zella unsympathetically. She despised Muriel, and thought her point of view very childish and imitative.




  "Of course it does. Look what a happy day Sunday ought to be, all going to church together like this, and yet it won't be a bit if James is tiresome."




  Walking down the drive, Zella wondered why going to church together should be imbued with any special happiness. Her Uncle Henry looked rather more depressed than usual in his top-hat and black coat, and walked ahead with a now monosyllabic James; and Muriel, whose black Sunday boots were hurting her, lagged a few steps behind them.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, bearing a muff and a large Prayer Book bound in ivory, with a gilt clasp, struggled to keep her black skirts out of the mud, and told Zella to look where she was going to and not splash the puddles.




  "Let me take your book, Aunt Marianne," said Zella obligingly.




  "Where is your own, dear?"




  Zella's ready flush sprang to her sensitive face. She did not possess a Prayer-Book.




  In a flash she saw how shocking such an admission would sound. A Christian child, fourteen years of age, without a Prayer-Book, implying a past of churchless Sundays. . . . What would not be Aunt Marianne's horror at the revelation!




  "Oh," she hesitated confusedly, "I—I must have forgotten it. How stupid of me!"




  "Run back and fetch it at once, then," was the obvious rejoinder. Zella, who had not foreseen it, stood rooted to the spot.




  "I—I don't always use one, and I don't suppose I shall need it," she stammered, scarlet and disconcerted.




  "Not need your Prayer-Book in church!" said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, in scandalized accents. "Nonsense, my dear child! Run back for it at once; and be quick, or we shall be late."




  Flight seemed so much easier than anything else that the unhappy Zella turned and hurried up the drive again without further words.




  "Idiot that I am!" she thought to herself furiously. "What shall I do now? How can I find a Prayer-Book?"




  She ran into the house and into her own room, and stood there with an impotent feeling of anger, and a despairing sense of being at once deceitful and inadequate to deceive.




  The importance of producing a Prayer-Book began to assume monstrous proportions, and every second that flew by was keeping Aunt Marianne waiting.




  "Perhaps Muriel has another one, and I can take it and tell Aunt Marianne I couldn't find mine."




  She dashed into her cousin's room, and looked at the very small shelf where stood the slender stock of Muriel's literary possessions.




  Nothing. A large Children's Bible with illustrations was the nearest approach to a work of devotion, and even in such an extremity was not to be regarded in the light of a possible companion for church.




  Zella, in despair, wondered for an insane moment whether she could pretend sudden illness and declare herself unable to leave the house at all, but even as the idea crossed her mind she rejected it.




  Rushing aimlessly back into her own room, she was horrified to see from the window her Aunt Marianne hastening up the drive towards the house.




  Zella flew down the stairs and out at the door.




  As she reached Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had relievedly turned back at the sight of her, Zella thrust both empty hands into her muff.




  "I'm so sorry," she gasped breathlessly; "I've been ages."




  "We shall be late," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, hurrying rapidly down the drive. "I particularly started early, as it is your first Sunday here, and I ani not at all anxious to walk into church in deep mourning with everybody looking on. It was very careless of you, Zella, and irreverent too, dear, though I dare say you didn't quite realize that."




  "No," said Zella faintly, with a growing hope that she might yet escape any further reference to the absent Prayer-Book.




  "You see," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, speaking almost in snatches as she hastened along the muddy road, " to be late for church is an irreverence, dear. I know that a great many people are very careless, and gentlemen especially don't always quite realize. Perhaps you've not been accustomed to thinking very much about these things, but one wouldn't care to arrive late at the house of a friend, would one? So how much worse—take care of that puddle, dear—to be late at the house of God, which is what one may well call the church. You see what Aunt Marianne means, don't you?"




  "Yes."




  "We will say no more about it, dear, only let it make you more thoughtful."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans paused a moment, both to regain breath and to let the necessity for thoughtfulness sink in, before modulating the conversation into a lighter key.




  "Couldn't you find the Prayer-Book, that you were so long fetching it? I always think that things seem to lose themselves when one is in a hurry."




  Conscious of the emptiness of the hands within her muff, Zella said, with an inspiration born of despair:




  "Aunt Marianne, I—I am afraid I've not got it, after all. I simply couldn't find it anywhere."




  "Couldn't find your Prayer-Book?"




  "No."




  "When did you last use it?" said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, suddenly suspicious.




  "I can't remember," said Zella, with a sense of being trapped.. Her confusion was patent and she was on the verge of tears.




  "Did you use it last Sunday?"




  "No; don't you remember I didn't go to church?" said Zella, relieved at having found what she supposed to be so unanswerable a reply. But her relief was short-lived.




  "I should have thought," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans in a low tone of condemnation that made Zella feel acutely shamed—" I should have thought one would want to follow the service quietly at home, when one was kept from church for such a reason as yours, Zella."




  Zella struggled with herself not to burst into tears.




  As they neared the church, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said rapidly:




  Aunt Marianne knows what it is, dear. You forgot to bring your Prayer-Book from Villetswood, and were ashamed to say so; so you have been all these days without it, hoping that no one would find it out. It was very naughty and artful indeed, and it must have been God who arranged that Aunt Marianne should find out all about it. Go straight into church, dear—the second pew on the left hand side at the top. Aunt Marianne is not at all pleased with you."




  Zella, who had previously thought with some self-complacency of her first entry into church, a slender figure attracting much pitying interest in her deep mourning, went up the aisle with a burning face, and feeling as though she must either choke or burst into sobs.




  Unable to do either, she sat and stood and knelt through the service, not heeding a word of it, looking fixedly at the floor and pinching the back of her own hand as hard as she could, to keep back her tears, and feeling certain that the eyes of the clergyman and of all the congregation were fixed upon her Prayer-Book-less condition.




  On leaving the church, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans began to speak to her husband in a low voice, and they moved on ahead with James; while Zella, though certain that Aunt Marianne could be telling him nothing but the dreadful explanation of why she had arrived so late, was thankful to dawdle behind with Muriel, whose boots were now doing their best to spoil Sunday for their wearer.




  It was not until after tea that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans called Zella into the drawing-room. The child had spent the afternoon in a sick agony of shame and apprehension that would hardly have been justified if she had been about to be tried for her life.




  Aunt Marianne, grave but gentle, made her sit down upon a sofa under the shadow of the In Memorial table. It was the corner consecrated to the Sunday talks to which James had taken exception.




  "My poor child!" said Aunt Marianne, "have you been thinking what a dreadful thing it is not to be quite open and truthful—and especially about such a thing as a Prayer-Book?"




  She took her niece's hand in hers as she spoke, and the kindness made the thoroughly overwrought Zella burst into tears.




  "There, don't cry, dear. Aunt Marianne quite sees that you are sorry, but such a tendency must be fought against very seriously. It's very dreadful to be artful, but we can all cure ourselves of our faults if we like, and Aunt Marianne will help you."




  "I didn't mean," sobbed Zella resentfully.




  "Hush, dear! don't say that, because it's not quite true. You see, by running in to fetch the Prayer-Book when you knew it wasn't there, you were deceiving Aunt Marianne, or trying to. So it was acting a lie, if it wasn't actually telling one."




  Zella, utterly bewildered and conscious of guilt somewhere, was also conscious of misunderstanding, but it seemed useless to try and explain.




  Aunt Marianne was still speaking, with soft, relentless fluency:




  "There is a little saying about a half-truth being ever the worst of lies. So you see that it doesn't make it any better to make excuses. You must think about it a great deal, dear, and say a little prayer every night that you may have the courage to be truthful. It would have made your dear, dear mother very sad to think that her little daughter could say what was not true— and only such a short time after losing her."




  The appositeness of this conclusion struck Zella with a renewed sense of her guilt—heartless, deceitful, and disloyal to the memory of her mother, who, as Aunt Marianne had often said, was always watching over her little daughter from the skies.




  "Now don't cry any more, dear, but think it over," her aunt concluded. "Go upstairs now, and send James and Muriel to me. I thought you'd rather have your little talk with Aunt Marianne quite alone, but I must not rob them of their Sunday half-hour. Jimmy's last Sunday," she added with a sigh.




  Zella crept upstairs and gave the message to Muriel with averted, tear-stained face. James was nowhere to be seen.




  Then she rushed to her own room and threw herself on the bed in a renewed agony of tears. At first she said to herself between her sobs: "I'm not artful—I'm not deceitful; it's unjust." But afterwards she thought: "It's no use—I did tell lies! though not the one Aunt Marianne thought. I am a liar—James would despise me if he knew. And the worst of it was that it was all no use."
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  IF a certain air of sadness was worn by Mrs. Lloyd-Evans and Muriel in alluding to "Jimmy's last Sunday," it may readily be conjectured that the last evening of the holidays did not pass unmourned.




  A suggestion of James's to the effect that he, Zella, and Muriel, should be allowed to go to the cinematograph on the Tuesday evening before his return to Harrow was quashed by his mother's reproachful "On your last evening at home, my boy!" and Muriel whispered something to her brother which Zella easily guessed to be a reminder of her own deep mourning.




  She tried to look unconscious and to keep down a certain feeling of gratified melancholy, but when Tuesday evening actually came, Zella heartily wished that James's plan had been a feasible one.




  She wondered why all suggestion of occupation should have been tacitly negatived, since it did not appear that the evening held anything definite in view. Even the perfunctory game of Loto, which was played almost every night when the children came down to the drawing-room after dinner, was not suggested..




  Mr. Lloyd-Evans sat over-the evening .paper with his profoundest ail-'of dejection;'James lounged unwillingly on the sofa to which his mother had silently beckoned him beside her; Muriel, seated on the hearthrug, looked gloomily into the fire; and Zella sat in an arm-chair wishing that Aunt Marianne were not certain to think reading a book in the drawing-room unsociable and ill-mannered.




  Presently Mr. Lloyd-Evans put down his paper, looked uncomfortably round at his speechless family, and began to ask James perfunctory questions as to his journey.




  The sympathetic Zella, intensely aware of the feeling that had caused Uncle Henry to break the silence, was emboldened to say:




  "Shan't we do something? Why don't you play your new piece, Muriel?"




  James and his father welcomed the suggestion so heartily that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's weighty silence was overborne.




  "I'll do your accompaniment," said James with unwonted amiability. His mother's low-toned "That's right, dear: my good boy, to make a little effort!" sent him scowling to the piano, which he opened with a bang that made everybody jump, and elicited from his mother a sigh and a murmur of Jimmy! Jimmy!"




  Zella knew that her cousin was considered musical, but had never heard him play, nor did his accompaniment to Muriel's " Chaconne " seem to her in any way remarkable.




  She played the piano herself, and would have liked to perform in the drawing-room; but Aunt Marianne had said that she quite understood Zella would not want to do any music just at present, so the suggestion had never been made.




  When the "Chaconne" had been duly applauded, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said: "Muriel dear, can you play that pretty Viennoise of Kreisler that mother is so fond of?"




  "I've learnt it," Muriel replied doubtfully, "but Monsieur Piré.says.it is. too.difficult.for me."




  "So it is," said James flatly.




  "Nonsense, darling!' You can play it very nicely. I should hear in a moment if there were any wrong notes; I have a very good ear,". said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans firmly.




  James got up from the piano.




  "Sit down again, Jimmy, and play the Kreisler with Muriel."




  "I can't play it."




  "Oh, James, you can!" cried Muriel in perfect good faith. "I've heard you play that very accompaniment in the schoolroom, only putting in all the fiddle part with your right hand."




  James looked furious.




  Muriel found the music, put her own part on the stand, and handed the accompaniment timidly to her brother.




  "I tell you I can't play it."




  "James, why are you so cross?" said Muriel, wholly perplexed, but speaking under her breath lest her mother should hear.




  "I'm not cross, idiot," muttered James; "but I know I can't play the beastly thing, any more than you can. If you'd heard Kreisler play it, as I have, you wouldn't want to try."




  "Of course I know I can't play it as well as he can." began Muriel, utterly bewildered.




  Zella, who had been summoning up all her courage for the last few seconds, said with a beating heart: "Shall I try it, Muriel?" "But you don't know it, do you?" "I can read music," said Zella eagerly. She was exceedingly proud of her ability to read music at sight, and longed for an opportunity of showing her relatives that she also was not ungifted. But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans




  said very decidedly:?




  "Nonsense, dear! I expect it is much too difficult for you to read without a great many wrong notes, which Aunt Marianne wouldn't like at all; and, besides, you haven't been practising lately, and one ought never to play a piece unless one has been having a good hour of scales and exercises first."




  Zella flushed scarlet.




  "I can read anything," she muttered defiantly and with some elasticity of statement.




  "Don't boast, dear; it is a very bad habit, and not quite truthful, either," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans placidly.




  "Now, Muriel. Are you ready, dear?" 




  "I can't play it," James once more remarked obstinately.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans gave her husband the look which he knew to mean that there are moments when the authority of a gentleman is needed to supplement a mother's influence.




  He cleared his throat nervously and said: "Come, come, my boy. We don't pay extra for your piano lessons only to hear that you can't play a piece which your little cousin says she could manage at first sight."




  The remark, intended facetiously, roused Zella's wrath as well as James's, but the latter only said gruffly, "Come on, then, Muriel," and opened the music.




  Muriel was nervous, and played worse than usual. Her brother kept down the loud pedal throughout, and released it with a bang as he crashed on to the final chord.




  "There! you see it wasn't so difficult. You would play it quite nicely with a little practice," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.




  "I think I was a little out of tune," murmured Muriel nervously.




  "About time you found it out too," was James's muttered comment, as he flung himself into a chair next to Zella's.




  "Are you fond of music?" she asked in an undertone. "Yes/' he said briefly. "Not that sort, though." "That wasn't music," Zella remarked calmly. He




  hoped to excite in making the remark.




  It certainly wasn't. I say, do you play a lot?"




  "A good deal," said Zella easily.




  "Why haven't you played to us?"




  "I—I haven't been practising. Besides," she could not resist adding, " I haven't been asked."




  "I'd have asked you fast enough, if I'd known you were any good. It's too late now, just when I'm going away."




  "Are you sorry you're going?" she asked, half mischievously.




  "No," said James gruffly. "It's heresy to say so, of course. Home, sweet Home, and all the rest of the sickening tosh. As a matter of fact, Harrow's a very decent place, though they're a bit too keen on games for my taste."




  "Oh," cried Zella eagerly, "I do so agree with you. I hate games."




  "Girls' games are rot, anyhow," said the mannerless James.




  "Yes, I suppose they are."




  Zella's idea of making herself agreeable at this time was to agree with any and every opinion offered her.




  looked at her with the renewed




  "Zella," said her Aunt Marianne's voice, "it is bedtime, dear. Run along with Muriel."




  It was a cause of never-ending resentment to Zella that her aunt should so frequently tell her to "run."




  She rose very slowly, said her good-nights, and moved towards the door with some dignity.




  "Don't dawdle like that, dear," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "Jimmy, you must stop and have a little talk with father and mother, as it is your last evening."




  The next morning James went back to school, and Muriel's governess, Miss Vincent, returned to her duties.




  Zella missed James, in whom she thought she had detected occasional flashes of a kindred spirit, and the monotonous life of regular lessons for her and Muriel seemed unutterably dreary to the spoilt little only child.




  Her lessons at Villetswood had been an occasional hour of French reading with her father, music with her mother, and two hours' English in the morning under the tuition of the Rector's admiring daughter, whose nearest approach to criticism had always been, "You know, Zella dear, you have very great abilities, if you would make the best of them."




  Miss Vincent made no mention whatever of Zella's abilities, but was eloquent on the subject of her extreme backwardness, and she found herself easily surpassed by Muriel at almost all their lessons.




  Zella, who thought herself clever and Muriel very stupid, was angry and mortified; but she lacked the faculty of perseverance, and remained unable to demonstrate her superiority except on the rare occasions when some out-of-the-way piece of information came into question, when she could draw upon her fund of miscellaneous reading for supplying it.




  At the end of six weeks she was miserable and homesick.




  A longing for the old days at Villetswood, that would never return, came upon her, and the passion of the past obsessed the precocious child of fourteen.




  She cried herself to sleep, as she had done during the first week or two after her mother's death, and grew pale and heavy-eyed. .




  Everything was hateful : the daily lessons, where she toiled over sums and learnt dates that Muriel had mastered; three years ago; the schoolroom meals, when Miss Vincent and Muriel talked British French, and began every sentence with "Esker " ; the daily walks along the muddy high-road, and the evenings in the drawing-room, when Muriel and she played draughts or halma until bedtime.




  Zella resolved to go home. A vague instinct that Villetswood without her mother's laughing, loving presence would be different, with the gladness and freedom gone from it, did not deter her.




  At Villetswood was her father, who must surely become again, some day, his kindly, merry self. At Villetswood all the servants were her friends, and would be glad to welcome her again, and make much of her.




  With a sense of doing something that Aunt Marianne would certainly consider contraband, Zella wrote to her father and asked if she might come home again.




  She wrote the letter in the schoolroom before breakfast, taking time and trouble over the composition; for she had a nervous fear lest her father might think, as Aunt Marianne had assured her he must, that a few months of regular life with a companion of her own age would do her good.




  After Zella had taken the letter down to the post-box in the hall, she went up to the schoolroom again, happier than she had been for some weeks.




  It was with no shadow of apprehension that she heard Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, after luncheon, call her into the drawing-room.




  "Would you like to come and talk to Aunt Marianne for a little while, instead of going for a walk?" she asked very kindly, and Zella gladly thanked her.




  Just hold this skein of wool then, dear, while I wind it. I always think one should have something to do with one's hands while one is talking.




  

    "' Satan finds some mischief still


    For idle hands to do.'"


  




  Zella took the skein of red wool and sat down on a small chair opposite her aunt's sofa.




  "How are your lessons getting on, dear?"




  "All right, I think," said Zella rather wonderingly.




  "I'm glad to hear it, for I know you have had no very regular lessons until you came here; and that's a great drawback, you know, Zella. You must work hard now to make up for lost time."




  Zella felt the latent resentment, which her Aunt Marianne could always rouse, rising within her.




  Her face expressed defiance, but Mrs. Lloyd-Evans did not raise her eyes from the ball of wool.




  "Later on," she pursued, "when you have caught up with Muriel, it will be more interesting."




  The inference that her visit was to be of an indeterminate length alarmed Zella, and she said hastily:




  "Oh, but, Aunt Marianne, I expect I shall be back at Villetswood before so very long. I've been here nearly three months, and I think papa will want me back soon."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans saw the opening for which she had been waiting.




  "Dear child, you are quite right to think of that, of course, but papa won't want you back just yet. It was quite arranged that you were to stay with us for a long visit, and I expect it will be more or less of a permanent one. You know how glad we are to have you."




  "But, Aunt Marianne "Zella was scarlet from dismay and a sort of fear.




  "You see, dear, things aren't quite the same now. A gentleman cannot very well look after a little girl, and, besides, it would be very lonely for you at Villetswood. Papa might, of course, find a good governess for you, and leave you there under her care while he went abroad, as he so frequently does," interpolated Mrs. Lloyd-Evans rather resentfully; "but I do not think that is very likely. In fact, I know that his real wish is to leave you under my care for a year or two."




  The foundation for this statement was not very apparent even to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans herself, but she found ample justification for it in the knowledge that gentlemen did not always quite understand what was most suitable.




  "But," said Zella faintly, "he said I should go back to him in a little while."




  "Yes, dear, and I'm sure he would let you do so if you wished to. But you are quite happy with us, aren't you, Zella?" said Aunt Marianne very kindly indeed.




  Zella could have burst into tears. It was constitutionally impossible to her to tell Aunt Marianne, when she spoke so kindly, that she was not happy at Boscombe, in spite of all that was being done for her.




  She felt herself a craven and a traitor when she thought of her already written letter to her father, but Zella was morally unable to make any further reply than a rather quavering:




  "Yes, Aunt Marianne."




  "That's right, dear. Besides, don't you think it would be rather unkind to worry poor papa just now, when he is so glad to think that you are good and happy here? You see, it is very hard tor a gentleman to have to make arrangements for a little girl, and if you make difficulties it will bring his sad loss home to him more than ever. You understand, I know, darling."




  "Oh yes."




  "Write him nice cheerful letters, then—won't you, dear?—and let him see that you are contented and happy."




  Zella felt as though her aunt must have seen through the letter-box and the envelope it contained, to the letter inside. But she choked out another "Yes."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans looked rather relieved, kissed Zella, and sent her upstairs again.




  She was convinced that Louis de Kervoyou was quite unfitted to look after his daughter, and trusted that Providence would second her efforts to retain charge of Zella, or at the very least place her in a satisfactory school.
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  ZELLA spent that day and the next in a characteristic agony of apprehension.




  She thought that she had acted treacherously, and dreaded lest her Aunt Marianne should find it out. What if her father wrote from Villetswood to tell Aunt Marianne that Zella was unhappy under her charge, and wanted to come home at once? Or supposing he really thought, as Aunt Marianne said, that she was better at Boscombe, and wrote to say that she could not return to Villetswood for the present?




  She suffered acutely in anticipating these and other varied replies to her appeal, before her father's letter actually arrived, by return of post.




  "Ma Chèrie—Je compte venir passer 2 ou 3 jours chez ta tante, jeudi, si elle pent me recevoir. Sois tranquille; nous arrangerons la chose et tu feras comme tu voudra.—Ton pere qui t'aime."




  Zella felt a rush of grateful tenderness at the old indulgent tone, which she had learnt to value as never before, in the well-regulated Lloyd-Evans household, from whence it was so conspicuously absent.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, beyond saying, with a heavy sigh, that it would remind one of those happy times that would never come back again, made no allusion to her brother-in-law's proposed visit in Zella's hearing.




  But she said to her husband privately: "Henry, I hope poor Louis has no mad scheme for taking Zella back to Villetswood with him."




  "Mad scheme?" said Henry questioningly.




  "Yes, dear. It would be terribly morbid and unnatural if he insisted on taking her to that big lonely house, full of sad memories and associations. of dear, dear Esmée; and I shall certainly tell him so, if he suggests anything of the sort."




  "I don't suppose he will," Henry returned comfortably. "Probably only too glad to know she's so well and happy here.'




  "One never can tell what foreigners may think," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans impressively, "even when it is one's own brother-in-law."




  Beyond kissing Zella half a dozen times on both cheeks when he arrived, Louis de Kervoyou gave no glaring evidences of his foreignness until the morning after his arrival at Boscombe.




  He had regained more of his habitual joviality of manner than his sister-in-law thought particularly suitable in the space of two months, and she told her husband, in a depressed tone of voice, that it seemed very probable that poor Louis would soon want to marry again.




  Zella, finding the father who had spoilt and petted her all her life apparently returned to his kindly, merry self, was too thankful at finding herself in the old lighthearted atmosphere again, to make any allusion to the bereavement which she had learned to connect with hushed tones and a tearful solemnity.




  It was a slight shock to her when her father mentioned her mother's name in a perfectly matter-of-fact manner in the course of conversation that evening, and Aunt Marianne winced so perceptibly that she felt almost obliged to draw in her breath with a little quick sound suggestive of pain. After that Louis de Kervoyou did not speak of his wife again, though he came upstairs and talked to Zella for a long while after she was in bed that evening. But he was very kind and affectionate, and obviously delighted to have her with him again.




  Next morning he looked at the evidences of her toil with Miss Vincent, when Mrs. Lloyd-Evans directed her to fetch her books from the schoolroom and show papa how nicely she was getting on; but he did not seem greatly impressed, and merely observed:




  "Tu n'as pas perdu ton français, petite, hein?"




  "Certainly not," said her aunt in English. "Miss Vincent knows French thoroughly, and the children always speak it at meals."




  He made a little courteous gesture of acknowledgment towards the governess. "I am very grateful to Miss Vincent," he said, smiling at her.




  "You see, Louis, Zella really is very backward with her English, though, of course, she speaks French very nicely," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, giving Miss Vincent a quiet look which the governess rightly interpreted to mean that a conversation must now take place between Zella's father and her aunt, at which Zella was not meant to assist.




  The governess accordingly sent her pupil up to the schoolroom with a brisk "Now run and put away your books, dear, and get ready for a walk," and herself followed the reluctant Zella out of the room.




  But Zella's reluctance was merely on the general principles of annoyance at being told to "run," and dislike of being sent out of the room like a small child. She knew quite well what her father was about to say to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and felt no desire to witness her Aunt Marianne's reception of his tidings.




  It was not without some humorous apprehension on the part of Louis de Kervoyou himself that he began:




  "It has been more than good of you to take such care of the child, Marianne, and I only wish I could thank you sufficiently; but I know how gladly you've done it," he added hastily, forestalling a reference, which he felt to be imminent, to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's dear, dear only sister.




  "But I think it's time I had her with me again, poor little thing! or she will feel I'm shirking my responsibilities," he ended with a rather melancholy smile.




  "No one could possibly think that, Louis, if you leave her here, where she will always have a home and a mother's care—unless, indeed, you think she ought to be at school?"




  "Certainly not. There has never been any question of her going to school. But, my dear Marianne, Villetswood is Zella's natural home, even though circumstances have altered."




  "They have indeed," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans agitatedly; "and you surely cannot intend, Louis, to keep her alone in that great house, with no one but the servants. For although a father may be very devoted, a girl must have a mother, at Zella's age, or some good woman to take a mother's place."




  "I do not think anyone can do that," said Louis gravely; " but Zella shall not lack care."




  "Governesses are sometimes very artful, Louis, and you might find many unforeseen difficulties with them."




  "No doubt," replied Louis dryly, rather inclined to laugh at the delicately veiled insinuation. "But for the moment I had not thought of getting a governess for Zella. It will be education enough, for the present, if I take her abroad with me."




  All Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's most cherished prejudices settled round the fatal word "abroad," and she was silent from sincere dismay.




  "I want a companion, and it will do Zella good," said Louis serenely. "Besides, it is time we went to visit my mother."




  "Paris?" almost groaned his sister-in-law.




  "No. She is in Rome for the winter, and is very anxious that Zella and I should join her there for a couple of months."




  Rome, to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's thinking, was merely one degree worse than Paris, in harbouring the Pope and a society mainly composed of intriguing and loose-living Cardinals. Nor did she belong to the class that is accustomed to travelling as a matter of course, and, as she afterwards said to Henry, it seemed to her nothing less than scandalous that an old woman of seventy, like the Baronne de Kervoyou, should be rushing all over the globe at her time of life.




  Louis, who with his wife was accustomed to spending a week in Paris or a fortnight in Italy whenever the fancy seized them, only partially understood her dismay.




  "We shall be back by the middle of February, I expect," he said kindly, "and Zella will enjoy seeing Italy."




  "Christmas in Rome!"




  He misunderstood her. "The New Year is more of a festival there, I fancy."




  "No wonder, in a country without any religion but Romanism!"




  "Oh," said Louis rather humorously, "if that is what you are thinking of, there is an English church all right, and Zella can attend it; though I admit I much prefer the Catholic ones myself. But my mother, as a matter of fact, will be exceedingly particular about all that."




  "Louis," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans warmly, "you have a perfect right to do as you please with your own child."




  Few words could have conveyed her unalterable disapproval more effectively.




  But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans gave no sign of disapproving her brother-in-law's decision before his child, to Zella's intense relief. A shade of added gravity in Aunt Marianne's manner might merely be attributed to the responsibility, which she took upon herself as a matter of course, of superintending Zella's packing and purchasing one or two additions to her mourning.




  "You see, dear," she gravely told her niece, "you will hardly be able to get anything very suitable out there. I know what foreign shops are."




  "We shall be two nights in Paris," said Zella.




  "A little girl cannot shop in a town like Paris," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her, thereby infuriating Zella, who since her father's arrival had ceased to regard herself as a little girl.




  The term, so obnoxious to fourteen, was now felt by Zella to be only appropriate to Muriel. For the past two months, Zella felt that she had been regarded by all her surroundings as Muriel's inferior in education, sense, and virtue; and, though Muriel herself was utterly unconscious on the subject, Zella had resented the knowledge passionately, and took full advantage of her present triumphant emancipation, suddenly magnificently self-confident again.




  Muriel was frankly envious of a cousin whose father could suddenly arrive, as Uncle Louis had done, and take his daughter away from Miss Vincent and the routine of lessons and walks, to spend the winter abroad.




  Miss Vincent said rather coldly:




  "This will be an opportunity, Zella, for you to learn Italian. I hope you will make the most of it."




  "When shall you start?" Muriel asked wistfully.




  "We are going to London on Monday, and to Paris next day; but I dare say we shall stay there a day or two," said Zella in the most matter-of-fact tone at her command. "Of course, I know Paris quite well already."




  "You are lucky," said Muriel enviously.




  "I am rather fond of travelling!" observed Zella casually.




  Even the submissive Muriel was moved at this to say rather defiantly:




  "Of course, I shall go abroad myself when I'm seventeen, to finish my education. I expect I shall go to Germany, so as to work at my violin-playing."




  This reference to an accomplishment which she did not herself possess did not please Zella, and she replied that perhaps by that time, Muriel would have given up the fiddle. Muriel was offended, and the two cousins might have parted with some coldness but for the chastening influence of the Last Evening.




  It was a modified edition of that Last Evening consecrated to James's departure, and the weight of it oppressed Zella strangely. She had not been happy at Boscombe, and had been glad to know she was leaving; yet she found herself gazing regretfully round the drawing-room, grown so familiar in the last two months, and at her silent relatives, of whom only her father was talking cheerfully and unconstrainedly.




  She despised Muriel, and found her irritating and uncongenial; but she now sat and held Muriel's hand, and promised to write her long letters from Rome.




  She even said, " Oh, I do wish you were coming, too! I shall miss you so," and felt that Muriel was her first cousin, exactly of her own age, and that they had been, and would always continue to be, sisters to one another.




  And Muriel waxed disconsolate and affectionate, and gave Zella a small flat bottle of very strong scent "for the train."




  Aunt Marianne also gave her a present.




  She came to Zella's room after her niece was in bed, and said very kindly:




  "Here is a little keepsake, darling, and I want you to make Aunt Marianne a promise."




  The little keepsake was a copy of the "Imitation," bound in soft green morocco, with a green satin ribbon marker, and the smallest print Zella had ever seen. The promise was that she should read a chapter of it every night before going to bed.




  She made the promise willingly, feeling intensely grateful for the gift, as a token that Aunt Marianne had, after all, found something about her niece that was lovable, although Zella knew herself to be a liar and deceitful and ungrateful.




  "Aunt Marianne has marked one or two passages," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her gently. "But of course you can find others for yourself that will have a special meaning for you as you grow older. I always think that a book means so much more to one when one has marked all the little bits that come home to one most."




  Zella, more than most children, had been brought up to consider scribbling on the pages of a book little short of criminal; but grave and considered underlinings and annotations in a book of devotion were a different matter. She rather looked forward to discovering in the " Imitation," which she had never read, passages peculiarly suited to the especial needs of her soul.




  "I have put in a little pressed fern leaf from the garden, dear, to remind you of your home at Boscombe," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans; "and I thought one day you would like to add another for yourself, from your dear, dear mother's resting-place near the little church at Villetswood."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans still avoided the expressions " grave" or "churchyard," and used such euphemisms as the present one, when speaking to Zella.




  "I wish you could have paid a little visit there, dear, before going away, just to say good-bye to it."




  "Oh, so do I! cried Zella, who had not thought of it before, but now felt a sudden wish that she and her father had been returning to Villetswood before leaving England. "But it isn't really good-bye; we shall be back in a month or two."




  "I hope so," sighed Mrs.Lloyd-Evans. "Good-night, dear child, and remember that you can always count upon a welcome here whenever you like, and for as long as you please."




  Zella knew that it was true, and felt more ashamed than ever for having wanted so much to go away from kind Aunt Marianne and dear Muriel.




  The next day she and her father left Boscombe.




  "Good-bye, Marianne, and thank you a hundred times for being so good to Zella. I wish I could tell you how grateful I am."




  "Good-bye, Louis. One is so glad to have done all one could. . . . Take care of yourself, and let us know when you have arrived safely. Zella, my dear child, good-bye, and don't forget to write to Aunt Marianne. God bless you!" Mrs. Lloyd-Evans added in a low voice: " Be a great comfort to poor papa."




  "Good-bye, Zella," said Muriel, hugging her. "You will write to me, won't you?"




  "Yes, of course I will; and you'll write to me, won't you? Good-bye, Muriel darling "




  "Good-bye, Uncle Henry."




  "Good-bye, Zella."




  "Good-bye."




  The hall resounded with farewells.




  At last Zella and her father were in the carriage, and Zella and Muriel had waved handkerchiefs from the hall door and the carriage window respectively, and the horses had turned down the drive and out of sight.




  "Oh, I wonder when Zella will be back here again," instantly sighed Muriel.




  "You had better run up to the schoolroom, darling," said her mother. And she remarked to her husband, when Muriel was out of hearing: "Henry, one never realized before, when dear Esmée's influence was there, how very foreign poor Louis really is."




  "H'm. I see what you mean, ' was Henry's non-committal rejoinder. He did not see particularly, but Mrs. Lloyd-Evans at once enlightened him.




  "What Englishman," she sighed, "would dream of taking a child like Zella, who is already rather a spoilt, artful little thing, to such a place as Rome? Mark my words, Henry; I should not be in the least surprised if the next thing we hear is that poor Louis, who is very weak and easily led, has been got hold of by some artful old Cardinal and turned into a Roman Catholic."
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  ZELLA followed her father up the narrow stone stairs to the mezzanino of the house in the Via Gregoriana where lodged the Baronne de Kervoyou and her daughter.




  She had not seen the Baronne for what seemed to her a very long while. The last time had been in Paris, when she and her father and mother had stayed at the Hôtel Meurice for a fortnight. The memory of that time, which seemed so unutterably bright in the retrospect, brought the ready tears to Zella's eyes.




  She felt rather nervous, though she would not have acknowledged it, and wondered if Grand'mère would make any allusion to her mother. If so, Zella thought, she would very likely begin to cry.




  But when they were admitted, by a smiling and bowing man-servant in a white apron, into the small salon, Zella perceived that there was to be no display of emotion.




  The Baronne de Kervoyou, stouter than ever, rose with difficulty from her chair, said, " Ah, mon ami, vous voila!" very quietly and kissed her stepson on both cheeks.




  She gave her hand to Zella, who curtseyed very prettily, and then stooped and kissed her forehead.




  "Stéphanie!"




  Stéphanie de Kervoyou, hovering in the background, came forward eagerly to greet her half-brother, and spoke kindly and affectionately to Zella. The conversation for the first few moments was entirely of the journey, of the rooms engaged by Stéphanie at the pension in Via Veneto, for Louis and his daughter, and of their arrival on the previous night.




  Zella sat silent. She looked at Grand'mère, and wished, as she had often wished before, that Grand'mère wore more of the aspect that youthful romance would fain attribute to a Baronne de Kervoyou, descended from the Royal House of Orleans, and united by marriage to that ancient and honourable Huguenot family of which Zella's father was the last representative.




  The Baronne was seventy years of age, exceedingly stout, and magnificently upright. Her white hair was drawn back from her large, plain old face under a small black lace mantilla, and she habitually wore the stiffest of black silk dresses. She had never been beautiful, and had known such poverty as only the impoverished aristocracy of France can know, until her marriage, at twenty-seven, to Andre de Kervoyou. Her family had looked upon her tardy alliance with the rich Breton widower as a mésalliance ; for the title was of Huguenot creation, whereas the oldest blood of a Royal Family ran in the veins of the poor and unbeautiful Gisele de la Claudiere de Marincourt. She never mentioned the fact, and never forgot it.




  The solitary weakness of her life had been her marriage with un protestant.




  She had failed to fulfil the many injunctions laid upon her by her confesseur to convert Andre de Kervoyou and his little son, whose mother had been an Englishwoman. And on the condition that she would never attempt to do so, the Baron, when his daughter Stéphanie was born, had allowed her to be baptized into her mother's faith.




  Her word given, the Baronne kept it faithfully, even against the peremptory advice of her confesseur, when her husband had died before his son was five years old.




  The Baronne changed her confesseur, and confided the religious instruction of her stepson to a ministre protestant of her acquaintance.




  She never indulged in remorse, and was wont to say, when remonstrated with by her scandalized Catholic relations: "A promise is a promise. One does not go back upon one's word. Ca ne se fait pas." The words were characteristic of her. "Pour moi, quand on a dit Ca ne se fait pas, on a tout dit," she would admit, with her curt laugh.




  Zella, who remembered the aphorism of old, supposed that a display of emotion was among the things that are not done, since Grand'mère was imperturbably discussing with her father the exceedingly dull and impersonal matter of a recent change of Ministry in France.




  She looked at Tante Stéphanie, who had at once taken up her interminable embroidery.




  She was a thin, sallow edition of her mother, her fine, straight brown hair brushed back from a high forehead and pushed slightly forward, her complexion colourless, and her aquiline nose ornamented by gold-rimmed pince-nez.




  Tante Stéphanie had not changed.




  Although Zella did not know it, Stéphanie de Kervoyou had hardly changed at all in the last twenty years. She had looked equally middle-aged as a pensionnaire, as a young girl, and as a spinster who had long since coiffee Ste. Catherine.




  Presently she turned to Zella, and said:




  "Your first visit to Rome, child! I look forward to showing you all the beautiful churches and galleries and buildings. St. Peter's, of course, must be your first visit.''




  Her voice, low and musical, was her sole charm.




  "I am longing to see it all," said Zella rather timidly. She was not sure of any artistic tendencies in herself, but her most passionate desire, as always, was to adapt herself to her surroundings.




  "You must let me take her out this afternoon, Louis," said Stéphanie eagerly. "It will be a treat for me to have a companion. I do not know if you are busy?"




  "Not at all; and if you will lunch with me at the pension we could all go to St. Peter's together. Provided that my mother can spare you?" he added, turning respectfully to the Baronne.




  "But certainly, my dear son," she replied courteously.




  Zella, fresh from the Lloyd-Evans household, where such social amenities as were habitual to the Baronne and her family would certainly have been stigmatized as foreign at the best, and affected at the worst, became slightly bewildered. She felt as though she had been suddenly thrust into a new world, whose standards, though more in accord with those of her own perceptions than were those of the world she had just left, were nevertheless slightly unfamiliar. With characteristic adaptability she made haste to readjust her point of view.




  It did not take Zella long to recognize that the whole of her Aunt Stéphanie's enthusiasms were centred upon the Catholic Church and Classical Art. She seldom spoke to Zella of the former, although they visited many churches together, where Zella knelt silently beside the devoutly inclined figure of her aunt, in front of gaudily decked altars erected before coloured plaster statues that seemed to Zella for the most part masterpieces of bad taste. She could not understand how Tante Stéphanie, who loved beauty, could be moved to enthusiasm before these unlife-like representations of men and women whom Zella, with a scepticism quite unconsciously imbibed from her parents, cynically supposed to have been medieval impostors or mythical creations of a crafty and superstitious priesthood.




  It may be supposed that Stéphanie de Kervoyou, praying earnestly and hopefully as she daily did, that the gift of faith might be vouchsafed to her beloved brother and his little daughter, remained unconscious of the thoughts passing through the youthful mind of her niece as they explored one church after another.




  "Look, Zella," said Stéphanie, in the Roman Forum.




  The sky was brilliant above them, and Zella saw massive stones and innumerable ruins all round. She gazed silently, thinking more of what she should presently say about it, than of what lay before her eyes. It was all very wonderful, and one slender section of an arch, three rough pillars with two great stones laid over them, stood out prominently above the surrounding groups of masonry. Zella wondered if she should admire that. Presently Tante Stéphanie pointed to it, and said:




  "That is one of the most beautiful things in Rome— the Arch of Titus. It was built by the Emperor when "•




  The explanation was unheard by Zella, who was lost in the vexation of not having trusted to her own artistic perceptions, and shown Tante Stéphanie, by a well-timed exclamation of enthusiastic admiration, how capable she was of instinctively seizing upon the best, without waiting to have it pointed out to her.




  Zella's own artistic perceptions, however, were not to be implicitly relied upon, and on more than one occasion she received proof of this. Her cry of admiration at sight of the great glittering Memoriale to Victor Emmanuel /at the corner of the Piazza Venezia was a genuine and spontaneous tribute to the garish beauty of the huge white and gilt erection standing out in bold relief against the brilliant blue of the sky. But Tante Stéphanie, after y the delicate silence that Zella had learnt to be her only




  method of expressing disagreement or disapproval, said in the low, diffident voice that nevertheless carried the unmistakable weight of sincerity:




  "You know, the Memoriale is hardly considered a very good specimen of architecture. Some of the statuary is good, in the modern style, but you can see for yourself— those little pillars and columns that support nothing at all, and have no raison d'etre, what do they mean?" "Nothing, of course," said Zella in tones of conviction. But she was inwardly vexed and distressed at having appeared ignorant and wanting in artistic perception. One might surely have assumed with safety that any building in Rome was a suitable object for admiration, thought Zella with some indignation.




  When the Baronne, with the peculiarly abrupt manner that was characteristic of her, and that always made Zella nervous, asked her what she liked best in Rome, Zella could only stammer agitatedly:




  "Oh, St. Peter's, I think, and—and the Forum." "Ah, young people like size. To be sure, they are very beautiful, and you will like St. Peter's more and more as you go there oftener. It is not learnt at one visit, nor at two. And what about modern Italy's little effort—the Victor Emmanuel monument?" inquired the Baronne, with twinkling eyes.




  Zella might have taken warning from her tone, but she felt with relief that here she was sure of her ground, and replied with aplomb:




  "Oh, well, of course some of the statues are nice; but as a whole I did not like the architecture much—there are so many little pillars and columns that seem to have no raison d'etre."




  She felt that her judgment was, at all events where Grand'mère was concerned, triumphantly vindicated, and was proportionately disconcerted when the Baronne broke into her short, abrupt laugh.




  "I understood, on the contrary, that you had admired it this morning, and personally I am inclined to agree with you. It is only Stéphanie who is so ultra-fastidious, with her love of the ancient. The Memoriale, to my mind, is a fine bit of contrast with the old grey buildings all round, and the blue sky behind; but I know little of architecture," said the Baronne, shrugging her shoulders. "But you, Zella, you should learn to have the courage of your own opinions, my good little one."




  Zella, though much out of countenance, was impelled to speak in her own defence.




  "You see, Grand'mère, I know I make mistakes. I do not know much about art yet," said Zella reluctantly; "but my taste is being formed every day, isn't it?"




  The last aphorism was her father's, uttered by him the day before.




  "That is perfectly true, and I did not intend to hurt your feelings, child," said the Baronne gravely and politely. "If your taste in art was perfect at fourteen years old, you would be a little miracle; and we do not want miracles, excepting those sanctioned by the Church. But it is better to make an occasional mistake in good faith than to derive your opinions wholesale from another source, however reliable."




  "Yes, Grand'mère, I see."




  Zella felt grateful to the Baronne for immediately leaving the subject.




  It was a continual surprise to her that neither her grandmother nor her aunt ever seemed to have any desire of improving the occasion. To her father's unvarying indulgence she was used, but it was gratifying always to be treated by Grand'mère and Tante Stéphanie as though she were a grown-up person, fully entitled to the consideration due from one adult to another. All that was required of her were certain rather old-fashioned forms of respect to which she had been brought up as a matter of course, and those outward expressions of good-breeding which were almost as natural to Zella as to the Baronne herself. In two months' time Zella felt as though her life at Boscombe and at Villetswood belonged equally to some dream-like and far-remote past, and as though the routine of her days in Rome would constitute the remainder of her life. She did no lessons, excepting an hour's French reading every afternoon to her grandmother, when, to her secret surprise and annoyance, her French accent was subject to frequent corrections. Her father undertook to teach her Italian, and set about it by speaking Italian at meals whenever he remembered it; and the most educational items in Zella's days were the long expeditions to churches, galleries, and museums, with her Aunt Stéphanie. And never did Zella acknowledge to herself that these expeditions generally seemed to her wearisome, and merely the lengthy and necessary preliminary that must be gone through before the welcome interruption of tea.




  IX




  

    Table of Contents

  




  THEY spent Christmas in Rome.




  Hitherto, Christmas to Zella had meant a general sense of holiday and extra enjoyment, and a liberal interchange of presents. That the 25th of December might be looked upon in any other way was somewhat of a revelation to her.




  Tante Stéphanie religiously kept the fast ordained by her Church all through Advent, and Zella discovered, through the admiring comments of the loquacious manservant Hippolyte, who had accompanied his ladies from Paris to Rome, that she also rose daily to attend the successive Masses from five o'clock onwards at San Silvestro.




  The Baronne spoke of Midnight Mass as a matter of course, in spite of the intense cold and her tendency to bronchitis, and Louis de Kervoyou was anxious that his daughter should see all the ceremonies so amply celebrated in the churches of Rome.




  Zella began to feel that Christmas partook of the nature of her expeditions with her aunt—an artistic and educational progress that one could never own to be rather wearisome.




  On Christmas Eve she received a letter from Mrs. Lloyd-Evans that again seemed to throw a different light on the approaching festival.




  "One feels, Zella dear," wrote her aunt, in a large illegible hand, " that this can only be a very sad Christmas for you, the first without dear, dear mother—and for poor papa, too. You must try and be as much comfort to him as you can, though one cannot help thinking it is rather sad that you should be so far away from England and Villetswood, for Christmas is, after all, the season so especially associated with Home and all those whom one loves."




  A reflective sadness was shed upon Zella as she read.




  Last Christmas a party had assembled at Villetswood, and Zella tried to recall in mournful retrospect every pleasure that had been so joyously crowded into one festive week, although, as a matter of fact, she felt as though it had all happened in some far-distant past, too distant for any very poignant emotions of regret, however appropriate. She said tentatively to the Baronne: "I have a letter from Aunt Marianne: would you like to see it, Grand'mère?"




  "Thank you, my dear, but you had better tell me what her news is," scrupulously replied the Baronne, who held that all personal correspondence should be treated as sacred.




  "It is a long letter. It made me feel rather homesick," said Zella wistfully. She was always a little bit afraid that Grand'mère would think any display of emotion in bad taste, but the Baronne said very kindly:




  "My poor Zella! It is very natural. You are away from England, and that is a long distance at your age. Do you wish to go back?"




  Zella did not like to say " Yes," as she was presumably in Rome in order to be near her grandmother and aunt, and felt that to say " No " would sound inconsistent.




  She replied indirectly:




  "I have not been home to Villetswood since October."




  "Places do not run away," returned the Baronne with much common-sense. "Time passes, little one, and you will find yourself there again."




  "But shall I? said Zella. "Does papa mean to take me back there, ever?"




  "Has he not told you so?"




  "He has never spoken to me about it, or—or about anything," mournfully said Zella, who meant, by the ambiguous word "anything," her dead mother.




  "Then, child, you must respect his silence," replied the Baronne decisively. "I need not tell you that in such masters one doesn't ask questions: n'est se pas? Co ne se fait pas."




  Zella, who would in this case undoubtedly have asked questions had she possessed sufficient moral courage to break through her father's reserve, replied meekly, "No, Grand'mère," and felt that the conversation was ended.




  But she was acutely aware that the Baronne looked at her two or three times in the course of the day with great kindness, and shrewdly suspected that her little confidence had touched and interested the old lady.




  At Midnight Mass in San Silvestro she willingly took her place in the crowded church between her father and grandmother. Tante Stéphanie knelt beyond the Baronne, a slight, devoutly bent figure, never moving from her knees throughout the long service, until the congregation rose together and filed, in rather aimless and very crowded procession, towards the Crib at a small shrine next to the High-Altar.




  The Baronne got on to her knees on the stone floor with difficulty, and Zella knelt beside her, so tightly wedged on either side that it would have been impossible to move. She could just see the brilliantly lighted Crib, across a sea of heads, with the large wax figure of the Bambino, dwarfing all the other figures in the group, raised on a straw-decked manger. „




  The organ pealed into the Adeste Fidelis, and the worshippers, with the shrill, nasal, and yet indescribably devotional intonation peculiar to an Italian congregation, began to sing.




  The air was familiar enough to Zella, and vaguely recalled memories of carol-singers at Villetswood.




  She hid her face in her hands, and was not ungratified to find tears trickling slowly through her slight fingers.




  She felt that her grandmother was looking at her, and raised her wet eyes to the Crib with an unconscious expression, half expecting to feel the pressure of the hand which Aunt Marianne would certainly have deemed suitable to the occasion.




  But the Baronne remained impassive, and, when Zella at last ventured to steal a look at her, her eyes were devoutly shut and her rosary beads slipping rapidly through her fingers.




  It was nearly half-past two in the morning before they got back to the Via Gregoriana, where Zella and her father left the Baronne and Stéphanie, with a mutual interchange of "Bonnes fetes " and "Heureux Noels."




  The next morning Zella's father gave her an amber necklace, and she received two or three letters from England; and the day was much the same as other days, except that Tante Stéphanie in the morning inquired whether she wished to attend the English Church.




  Zella felt that it would be almost unendurable if she were expected to attend the services of both the Protestant and Catholic churches, and, moreover, conjectured that her grandmother and aunt would think none the worse of her for being contented with the Catholic edition of Christmas worship only; so she answered very prettily that she had loved going to the Midnight Mass, and wished for nothing further.




  At which reply Stéphanie de Kervoyou appeared better pleased than her mother, who merely said:




  "No doubt, if Louis wishes Zella to attend the English Church, he will himself take her there."




  But Louis made no such suggestion.




  Zella, always sensitive to every faint shade of alteration in the feelings with which she was regarded by her surroundings, thought that she discerned a slight lessening of the added warmth of manner which the Baronne had displayed towards her since their conversation on Christmas Eve.




  An uneasy instinct made her wonder whether this might be attributed to her delicate display of emotion at the Midnight Mass. If so, thought Zella, it argued a degree of unfeelingness on the part of the Baronne that would certainly prevent her (Zella) from ever again indulging too freely in a demonstration of her deepest feelings that yet surely was so natural as to be almost commendable.




  Zella's deepest feelings, accordingly, were not again allowed to come into play until the first warm days in March sent Zella and her father for a week's visit to Frascati.




  There they stayed at the tall white convent of San Carlo, and went for daily drives and excursions that were to Zella a secret relief from the endless churches visited in Rome by her and Tante Stéphanie.




  Her father appeared delighted with her companionship, and only when she received an occasional letter from her Aunt Marianne did it strike Zella as strange that he should have regained so entirely his old jovial good spirits.




  In the garden at the Frascati convent, on the first Sunday evening they spent there, Zella leant upon the little stone parapet that overlooked so wide a stretch of the Roman Campagna, and gazed at the distant lights of the city, just beginning to tremble through the quickly falling dusk.




  An agreeable melancholy filled her. Zella's eyes filled slowly and luxuriously with tears.




  Ah, church bells recalling a happy, infinitely far-away past. ... A wistful yearning, of which Zella made no attempt to discover the cause, took possession of her. Her eyes overflowed.




  A line read somewhere floated vaguely through her mind with-a beautiful sense of appropriateness:




  

    "Sunset and evening bell,


    And after that the dark. . . ."


  




  She could not formulate any very definite cause for her tears, but moaned vaguely to herself of Villetswood—dear, dear mother—a long time ago—dear old days that would never come back again. . . .




  She almost felt it a pity that no one should be there to witness grief so artistic in so appropriate a setting, when her father's dismayed voice beside her caused her to turn hastily, the tears still sparkling on her thick lashes.




  "Zella, my dear! what is the matter? Why are you crying?"




  Zella had reached the stage when it becomes easier to cry harder still than to stop.




  "Oh," she sobbed, clinging to him, "Villetswood— home! I want to go home. It all reminded me so—' the church bells—dear, dear Villetswood!"




  It mattered nothing to Zella that the church bells had never been audible at Villetswood except from one particular corner of the stables when the wind was in a peculiarly favourable quarter.




  But her father was not a prey to similar oblivion. He looked at his weeping daughter with a dismay that was not devoid of humour.




  "Is it that you want to go back to Villetswood? " he demanded gently.




  "Yes—no," incoherently sobbed Zella, who would have been hard put to it indeed to say exactly what it was that she did want.




  "But are you unhappy here with me?" asked poor Louis, a good deal perplexed.




  "No—oh no!" A flash of genuine distress shot through Zella at the idea that she might be hurting her father's feelings. She looked up at him with wet grey eyes, feeling that an adequate reason for her grief must be produced without further delay.




  "It is only," she said, summoning all her courage, "that I was thinking of dear mother and home. We never speak of her, but I never, never forget her."




  A fresh burst of tears accompanied the announcement. "Why won't you ever let me speak of her I"




  Hardly had Zella spoken the words than she wished them unsaid. A sort of fright checked her sobs, and there was a moment's dead silence, which seemed to her incredibly long.




  The latent amusement had altogether faded from Louis de Kervoyou's face, and he looked older than Zella had ever seen him. She suddenly noticed two little lines at the corners of his mouth that she had not seen before.




  "My dear child," he said at last very gravely, "if I have not spoken to you of your mother, it is because I dislike a display of emotionalism almost as much as she did. If it has been putting a strain upon you, I am very sorry for it."




  He paused a moment, but Zella was crying in good earnest now, and could not speak, nor had she any reply to offer.




  "I had concluded that you were unable to speak naturally of your mother, and consequently had very wisely decided not to do so until you could command yourself. Do you suppose that she would wish to see you overcome in this manner every time her name is mentioned?"




  Louis's tone was weary rather than angry, but Zella's tears redoubled.




  "How can I help minding?" she sobbed resentfully.




  "'Minding,' as you call it, is not the question. I am speaking of self-control. I do not very well know how to discuss it with you," said Louis perplexedly. "You are very young, but surely you know that to give way to outbursts of emotion, merely because one does not take the trouble to overcome them, is—is not done. Ça ne sefait pas," he concluded, smiling again.




  "Grand'mère never speaks of anything—anything real—or hardly ever. She would like one to be always exactly the same, with good manners and smiling," said Zella shrewdly enough.




  "She is perfectly right," returned her father quickly. "My good child, do you suppose that those De Kervoyous who went to the guillotine in the Reign of Terror went there smiling and composed because they did not mind or were not afraid? It was, on the contrary, because they had these emotions under control that they made so fine an exit. Your grandmother's great-aunt, Berthe de la Claudiere de Marincourt, was the first woman to mount the guillotine in Calais. She was a child of nineteen and went up to the scaffold smelling a rose, and with a deep reverence to the mob that was watching her, and another one to the three noblemen who were awaiting a similar fate. That is the meaning of breeding, Zella— self-control and consideration for other people."




  Zella had never heard anything so nearly approaching a lecture from her father, and it struck her, dimly, as curious that it should be on such a subject.




  "I do understand," she said quaveringly.




  Her father kissed her, and said, "Yes, my dear child," very gently, and they went slowly towards the house.




  Zella had the old childish sense of having been naughty strong upon her; but when she went to bed and thought over the evening, she could only tell herself that her father's first approach to a scolding had been because she had broken down and cried, and, when interrogated, had spoken of her dead mother.




  Zella wept again a little in self-pity at having had her confidence so strangely received, but her last waking thought was a vision of herself, youthful and white-clad, fearless and smiling, awaiting the stroke of the guillotine before a sobbing and awe-stricken crowd.




  Louis de Kervoyou, however, took his daughter back to Rome two days earlier than he had originally intended to, and sought the one person from whom he had always asked counsel—his stepmother.




  "So," said the Baronne, "the little one has une crise d'emotion at the sound of a church bell, weeps a few harmless and no doubt mildly enjoyable tears, and you, my poor Louis! read her a long lecture upon self-control—all, I make no doubt, au grand serieux—and send her away with some reasonable grounds for feeling herself misunderstood and her natural feelings repressed."




  "What else could I do?"




  "You could have treated it more lightly, mon ami— laughed at her a little. A sense of humour is the great cure for these attacks of youthfulness," said the Baronne hopefully.




  "No," said Louis gravely. "The child was speaking to me of her mother, almost for the first time since Esmée's death."




  "True. Poor child! her grief may well be sincere enough, though that little demonstration of it was prompted by what might be qualified as a sense of the appropriate."




  But, my dear mother, a sense of the appropriate should not govern these things; for if it does so, then they cease to be genuine and entitled to respect."




  "Louis," said the Baronne, "in spite of your grey hairs, I perceive that you are still young. I, who am seventy, can assure you that you will find most things in the world to be a mixture. As for Zella, she has merely the failings incidental to her age and temperament. I have become aware of them during these last two months, and do not like the child any the less for being true to type."




  "But there is such a thing as excess," observed Louis dryly.




  "No doubt, and that is why, since you pay me the compliment of asking for my advice, I am going to suggest that Zella should be sent to school."




  "Surely you do not advise that!"




  "I think the society of her contemporaries will do more for her than we can, at her present stage of development; and, indeed, I believe you will agree with me when you consider the alternatives: Villetswood, where she must of necessity be left a good deal to her own introspective tendencies; or that terrible Lloyd-Evans household," said the Baronne with considerable candour.




  "Marianne was exceedingly kind to Zella, according to her lights," justice impelled Louis to observe.




  The Baronne brushed away Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's kindness with a wave of the hands.




  "She has given the child false standards, from what I can gather, besides a terrible little morocco-bound copy of Thomas a Kempis with the worst print I have ever seen in my life, and a vulgar pencil-mark under every other line," said the Baronne inconsequently.




  They both laughed a little.




  "No, Louis, I assure you that a year or two with girls of her own age will give Zella a different outlook. Remember, she has always been an only child, and is, besides, unusually sensitive and impressionable. She ought to see something of the normal life of girls of her own class."




  "I do not know that she will see anything of the sort at an average girls' school."




  "Heaven forbid," piously ejaculated the Baronne, "that she should be sent to an establishment where young ladies are taught to hit at one another's shins with iron clubs on a muddy field. I was thinking of a convent school, needless to say, where she would at least be taught the manners of a gentlewoman by gentlewomen."




  "Would there be no objection to her not being a Catholic?




  "None whatever. Non-Catholic children are often received as pupils by the nuns."




  "Zella would no doubt want to become a Catholic if she lived in that atmosphere."




  "That is as it may be," observed the Baronne dryly. "At all events, I can assure you that no pressure of any sort would be put upon her. Ca ne se fait pas."




  "I am sure of it, said Louis, smiling a little. "Nor, as you know, should I object to it. if later on Zella wished to become a Catholic, although I should require proof that it was a veritable, and not an emotional, conviction."




  "She would not be received by the Church otherwise," said the Baronne staunchly.




  Stéphanie de Kervoyou entered the room noiselessly, but prepared to withdraw on seeing her mother and Louis in consultation.




  He sprang up.




  "Do not go, Stéphanie. We are discussing the possibility of my sending Zella to a convent school. It would have to be in England," he added, turning to the Baronne; " I could not leave her abroad, and business will necessitate my returning home before Easter."




  Stéphanie's pale eyes gleamed. Was this the answer to her many prayers for the conversion of her niece?




  "Are you indeed thinking of it, Louis?" she asked eagerly.




  "If Zella does not object too strongly to the idea," he replied, "I am inclined to agree with my mother that it would be the best thing for her."




  Zella, far from objecting to the idea, received it gladly. She found her life monotonous, and viewed the idea of school as a rosy vista of triumphant friendships and universal popularity.




  "Only I would like to go back to Villetswood first," she told her father rather timidly.




  "You shall, mignonne. We will all go to Paris together at the end of the month, and then you and I will go home for a week or two, and you can start when the Easter holidays are over."




  Zella was excited and pleased, and only wished that her father could have told her then and there which convent was to be the scene of her future successes.




  An added cause for satisfaction, though Zella would not have admitted it to herself, was the sense that she was about to enter an atmosphere which her Aunt Marianne, at a safe distance where remonstrance could be of little avail, would certainly consider pernicious, alike to her niece's temporal and spiritual welfare.




  X
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  WHILE Zella's Tante Stéphanie was devoutly burning candles before every shrine in Rome, in humble and ardent thanksgiving for the immense grace of a convent education which was to be bestowed on Zella—in direct reply, no doubt, to her many prayers—Zella's Aunt Marianne was indignantly demanding of the Almighty an instant reversal of the horrible decision that should introduce her niece into the artful snare laid for her by the devil, well known as the instigator of all Roman Catholic plots.




  But it was not Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's way to leave Providence unsupported by efforts of her own.




  "Henry," she said, "I can see only one thing to be done. This is a case for personal influence."




  "However much you may influence Zella, my dear, I do not believe it would make Louis alter his mind."




  "Zella! she is a child—I am not thinking of her. Or, rather, it is of her that I am thinking, only you are positively making me contradict myself, Henry, by arguing like this."




  Henry wisely became silent.




  "The fact is, I am unstrung by such a piece of news," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, laying her hand for a moment upon her husband's in order to indicate that her momentary irritation had no deeper underlying cause. "My poor Esmée's only child sent to a convent! It is very wrong of Louis, when he has not even the excuse of being a Roman Catholic himself."




  "His relations are Roman Catholics, though."




  "That is exactly it, and he is very weak and easily influenced, as I have always said. That is why I see quite plainly that the only thing to do is to get at that old Baronne. It is she who is pulling all these strings, you may depend upon it, with a whole cabal of artful priests and people behind her, as likely as not, hoping to get Louis and his money into their Church through Zella. I can see through the whole thing," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans warmly.




  Such penetration alarmed her husband.




  "Hadn't you better keep clear of it?" he demanded rather anxiously.




  "My own sister's only child, Henry!"




  Henry, who had heard that argument before, had never yet found a suitable rejoinder to it, and again took refuge in silence.




  "No. The only hope is to show the artful old lady quite plainly that one sees through the whole plot, and that may frighten her out of it."'




  "Do you mean to write to her?"




  "A letter in French would not be very satisfactory, Henry," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with great truth, "and I don't suppose she would understand much English. Foreigners are always so badly educated. No; I think there is nothing for it but to see her."




  "She is in Rome, though."




  "She went back to Paris when Louis took Zella to Villetswood last week. We shall have to go there," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with great determination.




  Henry, who had not perceived whither her remarks were tending, looked protesting,




  "It is a journey, I know, and the crossing will be very tiresome, for I am always ill, as you know," said his wife, rapidly disposing of all Henry's arguments before he had time to formulate them; "but this is not a matter in which one can think of expense or one's own health or comfort, and I am convinced it is the only thing to do."




  "Why not try what you can do with Louis himself first?"




  "What would be the use of that, Henry? What I did with one hand, the Baronne would undo with the other. Louis is like a reed between two winds," said the agitated Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.




  "And do you think," asked Henry rather doubtfully, "that you will be able to make the old woman see reason?"




  "One may be enabled to show her how very dreadful it would be to tamper with the faith of an innocent child," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans piously; "and at all events she will see that Zella's English relations—her only real relations, since those De Kervoyous can only be called connections, whatever they and Louis may choose to pretend—are not going to let the child be inveigled into Romanism simply because she no longer has a mother's hand to guide her."




  If Henry remembered utterances of his wife's, in former years, that had implied anything but approval of the guiding hand exercised by Zella's mother, he did not think fit to recall them now.




  "Will Louis like your attacking his relations like this?" he demanded gloomily.




  "Louis will know nothing whatever about it, dear. If I choose to go over to Paris on business, nothing could be more natural than that I should pay a little call on the Baronne de Kervoyou, since she is a connection of Zella's, however distant. If Louis ever comes to hear of it, he will probably be gratified at our having paid the old thing a little attention," retorted Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with more spirit than conviction in her tones.




  "Then, you don't mean to let her know that we are coming?" said Henry, the full extent of his wife's Machiavellian diplomacy gradually dawning upon him, and reducing him to acute depression.




  "Certainly not. We might go over for two nights, Henry, and stay quietly at some little hotel, and I will send the Baronne a diplomatic note saying that, as we are passing through Paris, I thought I would come and call on her."




  "I think, Marianne," said Henry slowly, goaded into more opposition to his wife's schemes than he generally displayed, by a sense of being involved in international complications, " I think you had far better content yourself with writing again to Louis, and the old woman, too, if you like. Or else leave the whole thing alone."




  The eagerness with which this last suggestion was made was obvious, but Marianne, with great tact and sweetness, told her husband that in these matters gentlemen did not always quite understand, and Henry knew better than to dispute the aphorism.




  The diplomatic note was accordingly written, and posted five days before the Lloyd-Evanses left home, in order to insure its arriving when they did, since Mrs. Lloyd-Evans knew that the postal arrangements in all countries except England are defective and never to be relied upon.




  In consequence of this foresight, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans found awaiting her at the hotel a courteous letter from the Baronne, written in admirable English, and assuring her of the pleasure she would confer by a visit to the Rue des Ècoles at any hour most convenient to herself on the following day. There was also a bouquet of pink roses, accompanied by a card inscribed in Stéphanie's most pointed handwriting and violet ink, with an elaborate little message of welcome from the Baronne de Kervoyou and her daughter, provoking from Mrs. Lloyd-Evans the astute comment:




  "Dear me, Henry, this is very foreign and artful. I wonder if they imagined that I shouldn't see through it."




  Henry, wrapped in deepest gloom and reflecting that all foreign cooking was bad, made no reply, and was monosyllabic throughout the evening, until his wife suddenly exclaimed:




  "I see what it is, Henry. You are depressed. I can always read your mind like an open book, dear—you know I can."




  Henry looked much alarmed.




  "But, Henry dear, there is really no reason for depression. I think a little tact, and at the same time plain-speaking, will put things before the old lady in quite a new light. She is a foreigner, after all, and has probably




  Evans indulgently. "But I feel certain I shall be able to manage her, and, through her, Louis."




  "You do not wish me to come with you, I suppose?" "No, dear. This is a woman's mission." Mrs. Lloyd-Evans accordingly set forth on her woman's mission that next afternoon, leaving a profoundly dejected never thought much about Henry to pace through the spring brightness of the Bois, and heartily wish himself back again in his own turnip-fields.




  Having a rooted distrust of French cabmen, who are well known to ply their trade principally with a view to decoying and robbing unwary Englishwomen, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans elected to walk to the Rue des Ècoles, and, having several times taken a wrong turning, found herself at the Baronne de Kervoyou's appartement well after five o'clock.




  Having rehearsed to Henry on the previous evening her determination to open the campaign with a perfectly self-possessed bow and the almost idiomatically French greeting, " Bon jour.. Baronne, est-ce que vous allez bien?" it slightly disconcerted poor Mrs. Lloyd-Evans to be received by the Baronne and her daughter with a most English-sounding "How do you do?" and extended hand, and "It is a good many years since we last met," from the Baronne. The occasion of their last meeting having been the wedding of Louis de Kervoyou and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's poor dear Esmee, she thought that the reference might well have been omitted, but replied by instantly banishing the conventional smile of greeting from her features, and saying,




  "Ah yes, indeed!" in a subdued voice.




  The conversation proceeded in English, smoothly guided by the unperturbed Baronne, who was dispensing excellent coffee and indifferent tea from the small silver equipage in front of her.




  The Baronne trusted Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had had a good crossing?




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had, on the contrary, been extremely ill.




  The Baronne and Stéphanie regretted simultaneously.




  And Mr. Lloyd-Evans? He was well? They had hoped to have the pleasure of seeing him to-day.




  Oh yes, he was very well, but a short visit, on business only—the Baronne would understand.




  The Baronne understood perfectly.




  Moreover, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had thought that for a little conversation, such as she would wish to hold with the Baronne, a gentleman would perhaps have been—




  The Baronne again said " Perfectly " and waited.




  But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans belonged to the numerous class of persons that hold no conversation of any but the most surface description without first insisting upon a formal tête-à-tête.




  She looked at Stéphanie.




  The Baronne, through her spectacles, deliberately intercepted the look.




  "It was perhaps of our little Zella that you desired news?" she inquired blandly.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans laughed in a manner judiciously designed to convey a mingling of superior amusement and slight annoyance.




  "As to news of my niece, I naturally get that direct," she declared lightly; " but I should not be sorry to have a little chat with you, since we are on the subject."




  The Baronne raised her eyebrows and looked full at Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with a pleasant but expectant expression.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans paused, anticipating a question.




  The Baronne, quite unembarrassed, remained silent, obviously waiting for the little chat to begin.




  Stéphanie, who was as usual bent over her old-fashioned embroidery frame, raised her head in surprise at the sudden silence which had fallen upon the room.




  She found the visitor's eyes fixed upon her with a meaning expression that the bewildered Stéphanie was quite at a loss to interpret.




  But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans did not lack determination, and, moreover, saw no more objection to requesting her hostess's thirty-five-year-old daughter to leave her mother's drawing-room, than she would have to dismissing her own Muriel to the nursery when her presence became inconvenient.




  The astounded Stéphanie heard the guest's low, voluble tones saying to her with amiable firmness:




  "I know you will not think me rude if I tell you that I believe we had really better talk things over a deux— just your mother and I, you know. I feel certain you understand."




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's certainty was hardly shared by the Baronne, who sat in grim amusement watching her daughter's surprised face. As soon, however, as Stéphanie had grasped what was required of her, she rose quite readily and removed herself with her embroidery to the only other sitting-room in the tiny flat, the dining-room, slightly marvelling at the strange difference between Mrs. Lloyd-Evans and dear Louis's wife.




  Stéphanie thus disposed of, nothing remained but for Mrs. Lloyd-Evans to fulfill the object of her mission.




  She began with gentle persuasiveness:




  "I hear from Louis that poor little Zella is to be sent to a convent to be educated—a very unexpected departure."




  "Unexpected?" said the Baronne, delicately implying that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans must have been alone in finding it anything of the sort.




  "Certainly unexpected. One could hardly have foreseen that Louis would select a Roman Catholic convent, of all places, for his daughter's education. Of course," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, suddenly remembering her policy of conciliation, "a Roman Catholic convent is very nice for Roman Catholics; but for anyone else"




  "You need have no fears on that score, I assure you," said the Baronne kindly. "The nuns are always quite willing to receive non-Catholic children. There will be no difficulty."




  "I never supposed there would be," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans returned, with some heat. "Of course they will, no doubt, be delighted to take my niece as a boarder. It is of the child herself that I am thinking. I fear a convent is far from being the place that my poor dear sister would have selected for her."




  The Baronne's expression was one of courteous concern.




  "Esmée was, naturally, very devoted to her own— to the Church," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with some stretch of imagination, "and one can't help feeling that, if only she were here to look after her only child, there would be no idea of such places as convents for Zella."




  "No doubt, if Zella's mother were still alive, the question of her leaving Villetswood would not have arisen," assented the Baronne quietly.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans saw her opportunity.




  "I do not know how it Ms arisen," she said meaningly, fixing a penetrating eye on the totally unmoved Baronne. "Louis had no thought of such a thing when he left England. Some influence must have been at work to put the idea into his mind."




  "Ah!" said the Baronne, shrugging her shoulders, "as you will readily understand, I ask no questions. A stepson is but a stepson, and even of one's nearest relations one has no right to ask intrusive questions. Louis is well of an age to make up his own mind."




  "No doubt, but the question is, Has he made it up, or has someone been making it up for him? I can understand that, to a member of the Roman Church, it might even appear a good thing for Zella to be sent to a convent," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans broad-mindedly, " and I am afraid some mistaken influence may have been at work on Louis. I quite see that, from their point of view, the best thing that could happen would be for Zella to be made into a Roman Catholic—as she certainly will be, if she goes into a convent."




  "Dear me!" said the Baronne, looking politely shocked, "has her own faith, then, so light a hold upon her? I thought the child had been better grounded."




  "So she has," agitatedly retorted Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "But you forget what a child she is—only fifteen, and very impressionable. She has inherited her father's temperament."




  "Her father's temperament has not yet led him to change his religion, although he is forty years old."




  "Louis was never sen---t" sharply began Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and then perforce stopped.




  "Convents do not, indeed, admit pupils of the opposite sex," the Baronne mildly informed her.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans hastily turned to another branch of the subject.




  "Why not a good school?" she demanded plaintively. "Zella has been very badly educated up to the present. She did lessons with my little daughter for a while in the winter, and the governess was quite shocked to see how backward that child is with arithmetic and geography, and, in fact, all that thorough groundwork which is so indispensable. She knows practically nothing, compared to Muriel. Now, the Sisters at the convent may teach plain sewing and perhaps embroidery or illumination very nicely," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, whose conceptions of a convent did not appear to extend beyond the Middle Ages, "but what about a modern, up-to-date English education?"




  "Ah, happily, there is no need to discuss that, even," said the Baronne airily. "There is a class to which your admirable women workers belong—highly trained governesses and the like—all of whom have great need of the up-to-date education of which you speak, and profit by it fully, to their infinite credit. But when Zella goes into the world to which she naturally belongs, who will require of her a demonstration in algebra, or the latitude and longitude of Peru? Reading and her own intelligence will supply her with that general information which is so agreeable an adjunct to well-bred conversation; and for the rest, the essential is that she should carry herself well, and, needless to add, speak and understand one or two languages besides her own," said the Baronne in remarkably fluent English.




  Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had been given no opportunity for a display of her halting French, looked suspicious.




  "But Louis surely will not leave Zella in a foreign country," she said at last.




  "There are many convents in your hospitable country," said the Baronne pleasantly, "so no doubt he will easily find a suitable one in England. In a large community many nationalities are, naturally, represented, and Zella will have the advantage of learning Italian, or German, from teachers of those nationalities.'




  "And who will her school companions be, pray?" demanded Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "One would wish her to make some nice friends who would be useful to her later on, girls whose mothers will be giving dances in London, when Zella comes out."




  "As to London," negligently replied the Baronne, "no doubt Louis will pick up many old threads, should he wish to do so, when Zella makes her debut. But at the convent,' I need not point out to you, she will have the inestimable advantage of finding herself among girls of many nationalities besides English and Irish."




  'One does not know who they may be," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans gloomily. "I have always said, give me an old English name that one has heard of, and I ask no more."




  "The noble families of our old Catholic countries frequently send their daughters to England for a convent education. Many of my friends have done so—the de Clamieres, the poor Marchesa di San Andrea, the de la Roche Glandy. But I need not continue. In a certain world everyone knows everyone, at least, by name—is it not so?" amiably inquired the Baronne, receiving, however, no response from her visitor, who had never before heard one of the names enumerated.




  A most unwonted sense of being baffled had assailed the unfortunate Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "Had Louis consulted me, I should have told him that I could not approve of the idea of a convent," she repeated feebly.




  "Ah," said the Baronne, "I rejoice that you have been spared. It is so distressing, so ungracious a task, to express disapproval of the scheme of another. To do so unasked is, of course, unthinkable, but how frequently do the tactless force one into the admission of feelings that delicacy and good-breeding would bid one conceal!"




  Delicacy and good-breeding were perhaps responsible for the silent speed with which Mrs. Lloyd-Evans began to put on her gloves again.




  "I must say good-bye," she said agitatedly, "and I feel sure you will understand that all I have said arises only from my affection and anxiety for my dear, dear sister's only child."




  "Perfectly, perfectly," warmly replied the Baronne, also rising, and ringing the bell.




  "Your anxiety is well to be understood, and I am more than happy to have relieved it. Hippolyte, une voiture de place pour madame."




  Thus it was that ten minutes later the astonished Henry beheld his wife emerge from that vehicle of destruction, a Paris fiacre, apparently too much distraught to have any very clear idea as to how she had ever found herself inside it.




  XI




  

    Table of Contents

  




  IT must be admitted that, in the days that followed her return with her father to Villetswood, Zella was far from proving herself an ideal companion. Her mind was obsessed by the thought of her approaching school life, and even the return to Villetswood, so rich in emotional possibilities, was only one more milestone on the way to school, and was marked by no very acute demonstration of feeling. But Louis, remembering Zella's tears at Frascati, thought remorsefully that the poor child no longer dared to let youthful sentiment have its way in his presence, and told himself sadly that no man was fit to have the management of a sensitive child.




  Later on, Zella was wont to speak with a certain touching wistfulness of long lonely days spent by a solitary motherless child in the great gardens of Villetswood. These may perhaps have covered a period of fifteen days, and then Zella made her farewells, more excited than touching, to the servants and to the old house and garden, and was taken by her father to begin life as a boarder at the Holy Cross Convent, on the outskirts of London.




  "You shall come straight back if you are not happy, remember," said Louis, anxiously surveying his little daughter's pale face as the cab turned out of the station. Zella squeezed his hand very tightly, partly as a vent to her increasing excitement, partly because she thought some sign of trepidation appropriate to the moment.




  "Is it far?" she asked.




  "No; your grandmother told me it was only fifteen minutes' walk from the station. We must be nearly there already."




  They were, and as the iron gates and stone walls came into view Zella made the unoriginal but entirely heartfelt observation:




  "How like a prison!"




  Up a short, wide avenue and across a rectangular gravelled court, and then the cab stopped in front of a square Georgian portico that looked oddly unimposing by comparison with the huge irregular grey building behind it.




  Zella looked for bolts and bars, but saw neither, and the door was opened almost immediately by a small shrivelled figure in black habit and white cap.




  She conducted them straight into the parlour, and shuffled away on creaking slippers to fetch the Reverend Mother.




  Zella had occasionally visited a convent in Rome with her Aunt Stéphanie, and was less appalled than her father at the hideousness of the room in which they found themselves.




  High straight-backed chairs with cane seats stood all round the walls, or were arranged in prim groups of threes and fours near the centre of the room, where stood a large round table bearing a pot of artificial palms with large photograph albums and books piled symmetrically round it.




  Louis took up one of the books, and put it down again as he read the title—" Letters of Advice to a Convert."




  A bracket on the wall supported a clumsily modelled coloured plaster figure, looking oddly foreshortened seen from below, and a crucifix hung above it.




  There was one picture in the room, a badly painted portrait in oils of an aged woman in nun's habit, with upturned eyes and clasped hands raised on high.




  Zella and her father had ample opportunity for scrutinizing their surroundings, since nearly half an hour had elapsed before the lay Sister who had admitted them put her head in at the door, and said to Louis very triumphantly, "Reverend Mother will be here in one moment now," and then disappeared.




  "Does she suppose we have had no time in which to prepare ourselves for the meeting?" said Louis rather grimly.




  Zella was too nervous to make any reply. The door opened again, this time to admit Reverend Mother herself. She was a tall stooping woman, with that curious ageless look so often to be seen on the faces of those living in the cloister, and spoke English with the strong harsh accent of a Spanish woman from Malaga. She greeted Louis with a dignified inclination, but gave her hand to Zella, and begged them both to be seated. She herself sat very upright, not leaning back, with hands folded under her wide black sleeves.




  Louis knew her to have been a friend of the Baronne's forty years ago in Paris, and mentioned his stepmother's name.




  Ah yes, Gisele de la Claudidre de Marincourt! Reverend Mother remembered her well. And this was her granddaughter?




  She took Zella's hand in hers immediately. Not quite," said Louis apologetically—" step-granddaughter, perhaps we should say. You will perhaps remember that I wrote to you about bringing my daughter to school here, and mentioned that she is not a Catholic."




  Poor Louis had composed the letter with so much care and anxiety, lest it should prove an obstacle to Zella's reception at the convent, that it came as somewhat of a shock to him when Reverend Mother returned with perfect placidity:




  "Ah yes, no doubt. We are always very happy when the good God sends us a new child to take care of, even though she is not yet one of ourselves. But we get so many letters, and they must all pass through the hands of the Superior. You will understand that I do not remember all of them."




  "You are doubtless much occupied," was all that Louis felt able to reply.




  "We are all occupied in working for the greater glory of God," returned Reverend Mother impersonally, "from the smallest of our children to our Mother Provincial herself. You have heard of our dear Mother Provincial? So many people of the world keep up an intercourse, or at least a correspondence, with her."




  Louis de Kervoyou was not one of these, and said so as delicately as he could.




  "Ah well, perhaps your little daughter will have the joy of seeing her one day. She is in Spain now, but may be in England next year, and then what rejoicing for all our English houses!"




  "Is that, perhaps, a portrait?" hazarded Louis, looking towards the solitary picture on the wall.




  "That? Oh no! That is our Mother Foundress, who died nearly fifty years ago. She was very, very wonderful, and it is our great hope that one day the world may see her beatification. The Holy Father has already in his possession documents"




  Reverend Mother lowered her voice and paused. Zella, astounded, saw that it was actual emotion that had choked her utterance.




  Evidently the little she had heard or read of the semi-hysterical emotionalism of nuns was true. Zella felt contemptuous. But there was nothing emotional in the next words, briskly uttered by Reverend Mother:




  "But you must forgive me, Monsieur de Kervoyou: I am forgetting your business. What are your wishes for this little one "




  Louis explained as briefly as possible, while Zella tried . to compass the feat, at all times ungracious, and peculiarly so to youth, of looking as though she were not there.




  "So," was Reverend Mother's summing up, "Zella will conform to our custom in the matter of going to the chapel with the other children, but will not follow the classes for religious instruction and catechism. I regret it, but we must follow your wishes, it goes without saying. Especial attention shall be paid to languages, as you wish, and to her music. Our music mistress in chief, M£re Marie Rose, will be pleased to have her. She is the most patient of teachers, a person of the highest virtue, sanctifying herself very rapidly, I can assure you."




  Reverend Mother nodded her head once or twice emphatically at mention of the qualifications of her music mistress in chief. Then she turned to Zella, and said kindly:




  "But you will feel hurt that I am robbing you of your last hour with your father. Would you not like to visit the garden with him? I can stay no longer now, but we shall meet again."




  She patted Zella's hand, bowed to Louis, who rose to open the door for her, and said again:




  "You must visit the garden. Look, through the front door and across the court, and then you will see it. Mind you pay a visit to our little Grotto of Lourdes."




  Then she turned down the passage.




  Louis and Zella obediently found their way across the gravelled court and into a shady alley beyond.




  It was thickly bordered with shrubs, and the spring green of beech-trees met far above their heads. The alley led to a tennis-court, and there were two or three well-kept plots of grass, but there were no flowers to be seen.




  The Grotto of Lourdes they could not have missed, even had they wished it. It stood out, in conspicuous blue and whiteness, at the far end of the alley, built up on a fair-sized erection of big stones and woodwork, with a tiny red lamp flickering at the feet of the plaster statue.




  "It is like Italy," said Zella, remembering the wayside shrines at Frascati, and the Grotto of Lourdes was the first place in the convent where she felt at home.




  They wandered about rather aimlessly, once or twice encountering a black-robed nun walking rapidly along one of the paths, for the most part reading as she went. And though the nun's head was always bent in intense absorption over her book or her rosary, she seemed miraculously to know, without for an instant raising her eyes, the precise moment when it became necessary to avoid meeting Louis and his daughter, by turning smartly round and walking in the opposite direction.




  It seemed to Louis a baffling manoeuvre, and he said to Zella:




  "I should like to have seen some more of your future mistresses, or one or two of the pupils, but I suppose their rule is to avoid the sight of a man whenever possible. I am afraid it is nearly time for me to start for the station, darling; but I won't leave you till we have found someone to look after you."




  "Let's go back to the house," suggested Zella. "We can ask for Reverend Mother again, I suppose."




  But her supposition, not being grounded on convent experience, was entirely wrong.




  The lay Sister who opened the door to them shook her head at the mere suggestion that Reverend Mother should again be sent for.




  "Reverend Mother's much occupied," she said reproachfully to Louis in a strong brogue. "For three days now she has had so many parlours that she has not even been able to attend Vespers at all. And her letters! If ye could see the great stack I take in to her every morning, poor Reverend Mother! And there she sits writing, with a hundred calls upon her time and an interruption every five minutes, though we spare her as much as we can. But, of course, it is the Superior who is called upon to decide every little thing."




  "Perhaps we might see "began Louis, aware that he must walk to the station in less than twenty minutes if he wished to catch his train.




  "Ah, and it's most patient she is—always ready to attend to everyone! And when I come in to fetch the post, sometimes half of that great pile of letters is not even opened yet! And Reverend Mother only says in her own bright way, 'Ah! me good angel must deal with those during the night, for it's not I that have the time.'"




  "Yes," said Louis, smiling sympathetically, but too much occupied with the thought of Zella's forlornness to express the admiration, which the lay Sister obviously expected, at Reverend Mother's method of dealing with her correspondence.




  "I have got to get back to London by the six o'clock train, and I should like to know with whom I can leave my daughter. I cannot leave her all alone in a place quite strange to her," said Louis rather apologetically.




  The lay Sister's heart was immediately softened.




  "Ah, the poor little dear! ye can't do that at all. But there's no need to, either. I'll be calling Mother Mary Veronica for ye."




  She shuffled slowly away, pausing halfway across the hall to finger her rosary for a moment or two before a statue of St. Joseph




  "Evidently our time is not so valuable as Reverend Mother'6," said Louis rather ruefully.




  But Mother Mary Veronica proved to be no farther than the parlour they had recently left, and in another moment she came hurriedly up to them.




  Zella, feeling bewildered, thought that it would never be possible to distinguish these black-veiled, black-robed women one from another.




  Mother Mary Veronica was English. She shook hands with Louis, looked at Zella, said, Is this our new pupil?" and, without waiting for an answer, bumped her face smartly against Zella's either cheek.




  "I am the First Mistress, you know," she told Louis.




  Not knowing, he looked politely interested.




  "What is called at colleges the Prefect, I believe," she instructed him brightly. "So I shall soon make better acquaintance with your little girl, I hope. What is her name?"




  She spoke over Zella's head, but that indignant young lady replied for herself:




  My name is Zella de Kervoyou."




  "A French name!" exclaimed the nun in a tone of discovery. "But you are not French, my dear child?"




  Louis gave a hurried genealogical sketch, and concluded with a renewed reference to the six o'clock train.




  Then he looked at Zella's little colourless face, and said eagerly, "Unless you would rather I waited till the eight o'clock, mignonne. I can if you wish it."




  "Oh no," said Zella faintly.




  "Miss your train!" exclaimed Mother Mary Veronica in shocked accents. "Oh, that would never do! I am sure Zella will be a brave little girl now, and say good-bye without crying."




  Zella had felt no inclination to tears, but at the encouraging words, which sounded to her ears extraordinarily unsympathetic, she felt the muscles of her throat contract.




  She slipped her hand into her father's, and he looked anxiously at her.




  "Shall I stay till eight o'clock?"




  "No, don't miss your train, papa. It will be all right."




  "Brave little darling!" whispered Louis, squeezing her hand tightly.




  Then he made his brief adieux to Mother Mary Veronica, who said in a matter-of-fact way, "Good-bye, Mr. de Kervoyou. We will take care of Zella, and our dear Lord will certainly reward you both for this sacrifice," and then, with determined delicacy, firmly turned her back on them.




  Zella went with her father to the hall door, and he kissed her a number of times, but did not even say, " God bless you!" which she had vaguely expected—only, "I will write to you in the train, my pet, so you will get a letter in the morning. Write to me to-morrow if you can."




  "Indeed I will."




  Then he impulsively gave her all the loose silver in his pockets, told her for the hundredth time that she should come away if she were not happy, kissed her again, and tore himself away.




  Zella stood at the door watching her father's figure disappearing rapidly, and then turned into the hall again, feeling utterly forlorn.




  Mother Mary Veronica said, "Now, my dear child, you have made your sacrifice very bravely, and I dare say you would like to come to the chapel for a few minutes before meeting your school-fellows at supper. Is your dear father a convert?"




  "He is not a Catholic," said Zella, rather embarrassed, "and neither am I."




  "Oh!" Mother Mary Veronica looked startled. "You are a Protestant? I did not know that. But you are not sorry to come to the convent, eh?"




  "Oh no," said Zella, smiling, her strongest instinct, as ever, being to please.




  Mother Mary Veronica looked at once triumphant and knowing, as one who had discovered a valuable secret.




  "I see," she repeated, nodding her head. "We must not say too much at present, is that it? You and I will have some little talks later on, when we know one another better, and you must come to me about anything you don't understand."




  "Thank you," said Zella prettily, and wondering what on earth she was expected to find which could require an explanation from this simple, foolish woman who seemed to think herself so penetrating.




  A bell clanged out, and the nun, abandoning the project of taking Zella to the chapel, suggested that she would like to remove her hat before coming to supper.




  "Is it supper-time?" asked Zella, surprised, and looking at her little gold wrist-watch.




  The nun also looked at it, and with no approving eye, but she only said:




  "Yes; we keep early hours here. Breakfast at half-past seven, dinner at twelve, and supper at six. I expect you are used to different hours in the world."




  "I have been a good deal abroad, and meals are at those hours in France and Italy," Zella informed her.




  They reached a large cloakroom with pegs all round three of the walls, and a row of washing basins against the fourth.




  "Let me see," said Mother Mary Veronica: "you can hang your hat here on this empty peg for to-night. I will find you one to-morrow, and you will have a number, like the others."




  Zella saw that against each peg was a little blue-edged label gummed to the wall, and bearing an elaborately inked-in number in Roman figures, surrounded by an ornamental sea of little pen-and-ink flourishes that betrayed a French hand.




  "You are in mourning, dear," observed Mother Mary Veronica acutely, after looking from Zella's black hat to her black-and-white check frock.




  "Yes, for my mother. She only died a few months ago," said Zella pathetically.




  "Poor child!" Mother Mary Veronica took Zella's hand in hers and looked at her pityingly, but after a moment inquired regretfully:




  "And your dear mother was not a Catholic, either?"




  "No," admitted Zella.




  "Ah! Well, our dear Lord is very good," said the nun, shaking her head, and giving an indescribable impression of being too broad-minded to think that Zella's mother need necessarily be looked upon as lost,




  They went from the cloakroom down another long passage, and the nun, holding Zella's hand, nearly upset her equilibrium by unexpectedly swooping on to one knee for a moment as they passed a heavy oaken door.




  The startled Zella surmised that it must be the entrance to the chapel.




  "The chapel is in there, dear," remarked Mother Mary Veronica, hurrying on again. "I am afraid we are late, and the children will have begun supper."




  There was little doubt of it, as a clatter of plates and knives and a babel of voices made themselves heard at the far end of the passage.




  "They do not talk at meals as a rule, but this is the last night of the Easter holidays."




  She opened a door as she spoke, and the clatter immediately became deafening.




  "This is our children's refectory," encouragingly observed Mother Mary Veronica to the half-stunned Zella.




  It was a long light refectory, with bare boards and white-washed walls. A crucifix at the end of the room hung over a raised wooden dais with a desk and chair on it.




  Three long tables ran lengthways along the room, and the benches on either- side of them were occupied by girls in blue serge uniforms and black alpaca aprons.




  Another nun was walking up and down the length of the refectory, a rosary dangling from her hand and slipping rapidly through her fingers, in spite of the noise and the vigilant eye which she kept turning from one table to another.




  A few of the girls turned round and stared at Zella, but the clamour of voices did not abate, and Mother Mary Veronica articulated a high-pitched introduction.




  "Another nun, and exactly like the others!" thought Zella despairingly, as she submitted once more to having her face scratched by the stiff white frilling surrounding the nun's face under her black veil.




  "You must want your supper, dear. Come and sit here."




  Mother Mary Veronica nodded smilingly at Zella and t went away.




  She followed her new guide up the room, and was thankful when a space was found on one of the benches.




  "Now, dear, mind you make a good supper," said the nun encouragingly. "Mary McNeill, this is a new pupil; you must look after her."




  Zella felt incapable of raising her eyes to the extent of inspecting Mary McNeill.




  She had not hitherto supposed herself to be shy, but this first evening amongst her own contemporaries revealed to the unfortunate Zella her full capacity for suffering all the agonies of an acute self-consciousness.
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  ZELLA sat at the table, intensely self-conscious and rather miserable, yet listening with interest to the conversation of the girls round her. They all spoke very loudly, and the noise seemed to her bewildering. Not much less bewildering than the manner was the matter of their speech.




  "I say, Mollie, what a noise you were making in the infirmary passage this afternoon! I heard you." "I wasn't!"




  "Well, someone was. I heard them." "It was Kathleen, I expect."




  "No, it wasn't!" screamed Kathleen from farther down the table.




  "Oh yes, it was," cried the first speaker and the girl called Mollie, together.




  "Well, it just wasn't, then! Nobody would dare make a noise in the infirmary passage—not even me."




  The others laughed.




  "Even Kathleen wouldn't dare to make a noise in the infirmary passage," cried Mollie. "Did you hear that, Mary McNeill?"




  "Well, I should hope not, just outside Mother Rose's door," said her neighbour, a placid-looking girl with a blue ribbon over her shoulders.




  "Mary McNeill's blushing," sang out the girl next to Zella.




  "What about?" asked someone else. "Oh, about Mother Rose, of course. Need you ask, my dear?"




  "I'm not," declared Mary, giggling. "Yes, you are."




  The prolonged laughter that followed seemed to Zella inane to a degree. She thought her future companions common and ill-bred, and noted with disgust the red and chillained hands of her neighbours.




  The only pretty girl at the table was the one called Kathleen, a slight, dark-haired girl with merry Irish eyes.




  Zella saw her push away her plate presently, still half filled with meat and underdone potato.




  "I can't eat this stuff," Zella heard her mutter to her neighbour.




  Go on, Kathleen, you must. You'll only have old Rose down on you." "I don't care." "Sister will make you eat it."




  "No, she won't, not if I coax her. She never tells on one, she's a little duck. That's what it is to be Irish."




  "The conceit of some people!"




  They both laughed a good deal more than the sally seemed to warrant.




  "All the same, you'll be ill if you don't eat, Kathleen," said the neighbour solicitously. ." No, I shan't."




  "Yes, you will. I tell you what, I shall tell Mother Pauline you're not eating anything." "Yourre not to." "Yes, I shall."




  "I simply won't have her told. Besides, she wouldn't care. She hates me."




  "Of course she doesn't; only, you know, she's not supposed to encourage you to run after her. I can't think why you want to."




  "Oh, she's awfully sweet, when you know her. I adore the way she looks up through her glasses at one, you know."




  "Well, I shall tell her you won't eat." "No, you're not to. I won't have it." "I shall."




  "Well," said Kathleen, in an extremely gratified tone, "I shall be simply furious if you do, that's all."




  Zella felt more contemptuous than ever, but at the same time she was annoyed that none of her future companions had as yet taken any notice of her, beyond. staring at her. Presently, however, the girl next Zella, a girl of about her own age, with a face that Zella mentally qualified as bold-looking and common, turned to her, and asked, though with no great appearance of being interested in the reply: 




  "Is this the first time you've been to school?" "Yes," said Zella, furious at feeling herself flush scarlet.




  "Poor thing! you'll hate it at first," remarked her neighbour, her eyes, even as she spoke, roving restlessly over the table in search of something.




  Zella could think of no rejoinder, but, anxious not to fall back into her former state of silent isolation, she timidly pushed forward a plate of bread.




  "Is that what you want?" she asked, in tones that even to her own ears sounded curiously clear and childish amongst the shrill-toned gabble around her.




  One or two of the girls opposite looked at her, and then exchanged glances.




  "Bright kid!" said her neighbour approvingly. "Tell you what," she added, with a mischievous expression and a side-glance to see if her wit would be appreciated by the girls nearest her, "wouldn't you like to get up, and go to that cupboard there at the very end of the room, and look and see if you can find a knife, and bring it here. Mine's dirty, and I want a clean one!"




  She concluded with a suppressed titter, in which one or two of the girls joined. The one called Mary McNeill said, "Dorothy! shut up!" in a reproving voice, but they all looked curiously at Zella.




  But Zella, though she again changed colour, was acute enough to recognize the type of girl to which Dorothy belonged, and replied with spirit, although she could scarcely command her voice:




  "No, thank you. I haven't come here as knife-boy."




  It was her first attempt at schoolgirl repartee, and met with instant success.




  Dorothy herself laughed loudly and said, "Jolly good answer!" and Mary McNeill, who seemed to be the eldest girl in the vicinity, with some sort of authority over the others, turned to Zella and said?




  "Don't you mind Dorothy Brady. She always talks a lot of nonsense, but it's a shame to try it on a new girl. Haven't you ever been to school before?"




  "No," said Zella very low, wondering if she should get through the meal without disgracing herself by crying.




  "You'll soon get used to it," said Mary comfortably. "We all love it here."




  Zella noted with relief that Mary expressed no surprise at Zella's lack of school experience.




  "The nuns are awfully nice—perfect angels some of them."




  "They look very sweet and gentle," said Zella, who had frequently heard these adjectives applied en bloc to the inmates of religious houses and supposed them to be universally applicable to anyone wearing a veil and habit.




  "Well, I don't know about that," replied Mary, giggling; "some of them are frightfully strict, and one or two of awfully nice, really."




  "I've never known any nuns before," volunteered Zella. "You see, I'm not a Catholic."




  If she had expected her announcement to create any interest of a complimentary description, Zella was doomed to disappointment.




  "Are you a Protestant?" asked Mary, with a disapproving inflexion in her voice.




  'I suppose so," replied Zella, anxious to create the impression of one broad-minded enough to be bound by no narrow particular creed.




  "Suppose so! You must know what you are."




  "I don't really belong to any very special sect," faltered Zella, conscious that she was not producing a favourable impression.




  Good gracious! I suppose you're the same as your father and mother, if they're Protestants. Or are they Catholics who don't practise their religion?" demanded Mary suspiciously.




  Zella wished that she had sufficient courage to tell Mary that her questions were becoming impertinent. Being, however, far from possessing anything of the kind, she tried the effect of a rebukeful solemnity.




  But they're "My mother is dead," she said very low.




  "Oh!" Mary looked uncomfortable, and said no more.




  Zella spent the rest of the meal in silence, and in telling herself that she had traded upon her loss as a cheap bid for pity. It was of small consolation to feel that the bid had not been particularly successful.




  After what seemed to Zella an interminable while, the nun at the end of the refectory gave a signal by clapping her hands smartly together. There was instant silence, only the irrepressible Dorothy Brady muttering: "No more talking at meals for a whole week! Bother!" thereby greatly relieving Zella, who thought that meals in such company would be infinitely preferable eaten in silence.




  A voice gabbled some formula which Zella supposed to be grace, and the girls filed out of the refectory one by one, Zella following the blue-uniformed figure in front of her.




  Through bare whitewashed passages, and a big hall with a pedestal on which stood an enormous statue, they filed in silence, until a large match-boarded room, containing no furniture save a battered-looking piano and one or two forms, was reached. Here the girls ranged themselves into two silent rows, to the surprise of Zella, who had supposed that they were about to begin the evening recreation.




  But the spectacled nun who stood facing them gave another clap of the hands, and instantly there was a fluttering motion all along the line.




  Zella for one moment wondered whether the entire school had gone mad, as she recognized in all these flourishes the sign of the Cross.




  However, the nun spoke a short prayer aloud in French, the girls responded in a loud gabble, and another signal was given, at which they all began to talk or play in varying degrees of shrillness and noisiness.




  Zella stood bewildered.




  The nun approached her, and said with some obviousness:




  "Are you a new arrival, dear?"




  "Yes," faltered Zella; "I only came this evening."




  "You will soon get used to it, and like it very much."




  "Never!" thought Zella, looking more dejected than before. But aloud she said very gently: "Oh yes, I'm sure I shall. But I've never been to school before, and it seems rather strange at first."




  The nun patted her hand absently, calling two passing children to order at the same time.




  "Rose and Mollie, not two together, if you please."




  Zella looked astounded.




  "That is one of our rules, you know," explained the nun. "In fact, I think it is the same in every convent. Girls must not be two together without a third."




  "Why not?" said Zella.




  "It is against the rule," repeated the nun, as though that were reason enough. But, seeing Zella still obviously bewildered, "Two people talking together are very apt to be tempted to uncharitable speaking, you know. They say the Devil always makes a third in tête-à-tête conversations," said the nun very seriously.




  Zella looked at her in amazement, asking herself indignantly, "Does she take me for a baby?" and utterly at a loss in a world where that medieval myth, the Devil, was apparently received as an accepted institution.




  The nun began to pace up and down the long room, and Zella, not knowing what else to do, walked beside her. Presently a girl of about sixteen joined them, gazing curiously at Zella, who felt that her black-and... white check skirt, soft white blouse, and loosened hair fastened only by a broad ribbon on the top of her head, were so many objects of contempt to her severely pigtailed and uniformed contemporaries.




  "What is your name?" asked the girl suddenly.




  "Zella de Kervoyou."




  "What?"




  Zella once more flushed scarlet.




  Even the nun laughed a little, and said good-naturedly enough: "What a mouthful!"




  At that moment Zella could willingly have killed her.




  "Aren't you English?" demanded the girl.




  "I am a good deal English, but partly French," stammered Zella, hardly knowing what she said.




  "What did you say your first name was, dear?" inquired the nun, looking pleasant, but quite uninterested. "Zella."




  "Is there a saint of that name? Surely not."




  Zella scented a note of disapproval, and hastily replied:




  "My real name is Gisele; I am only called Zella for short."




  "I see. A French name. I expect you can talk French nicely, then; and here is an opportunity, for here comes Mere Jeanne to take my place."




  An old nun, who seemed to Zella perfectly indistinguishable from all the other nuns she had already seen, was ambling slowly down the room, peering from side to side with evidently short-sighted eyes.




  The younger mistress walked briskly up to her.




  "Here is a new pupil, Mere Jeanne, with a French name," she said, rather as though introducing a curiosity.




  Zella came forward with her pretty, hesitating smile. Mere Jeanne immediately kissed her on both cheeks, and inquired:




  "But you are not French, child?"




  "À moitié," answered Zella readily.




  The old nun was enchanted, and began at once to speak her native tongue:




  "C'est gentil! Comme elle parle bien francais, cette petite! Comment vous appelez, mon chèri?




  "Zella de Kervoyou."




  "Je connais ce nom-là, voyons! C'est Breton, n'est-ce pas?"




  For the first time Zella felt a ray of comfort. She only trusted that the girls gathered round understood French well enough to grasp the fact that Mere Jeanne, at all events, saw nothing either strange or amusing in possessing a French name such as the noble one of Kervoyou.




  For the rest of the evening Zella remained thankfully beside the old French nun, talking to her very prettily in her own language, and gaining repeated exclamations of praise at the purity of her French.




  But even this solitary triumph was not destined to remain an unmitigated one. Mere Jeanne presently asked with much interest where Zella had made to Première Communion.




  "I—I am afraid I am not a Catholic."




  "Not a Catholic!" exclaimed the old nun in consternation. "But you have come to us for instruction, perhaps?"




  "No," said Zella, and her passionate desire to be approved made her add feebly, "not exactly."




  Mere Jeanne, who did not belong to the ancienne politesse franchise for nothing, asked no more questions, but nodded her head a great number of times, and said:




  "Ah, my dear child, you are a good child, I can see that, and God has not sent you here to the convent for nothing."




  Zella had not been brought up to think of God as taking much interest in her whereabouts, and, indeed, God, as interpreted by Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, could be nothing but pained and indignant at the introduction of a Protestant child into a Romish convent, but she replied with more politeness than truth: "I am sure that I shall like the convent very much, when I get used to it."




  "Ah yes, my dear child, all our children love it."




  Just before eight o'clock Mere Jeanne called the girls to order, and they once more placed themselves in rank.




  "Where do we go now?" Zella ventured to ask her neighbour.




  "Night prayers, and then to bed, thank goodness," replied the girl, who had laughed and screamed as loudly as anyone during the past hour.




  "Hush! there's the bell."




  A great bell clanged out from somewhere overhead, and the procession of girls once more filed through the passages, where the bare white walls and nagged stones struck Zella with a sense of chill ugliness, across the entrance hall. There a green baize door admitted them into a sort of small lobby, where each girl seized a square of folded black net from the pigeonholes lining the walls, and placed it as a veil over her head.




  Zella, in a fresh agony, instantly saw herself the only unveiled person in the chapel, covered with confusion, no doubt contemptuously eyed by everyone, and perhaps ignominiously turned out for irreverence or disregard of rules.




  Not one of these alarming forecasts, however, was fulfilled. Mary McNeill, elbowing her way through the pushing, crowded girls, thrust a very stiff new veil into Zella's hands, muttered something unintelligible, and opened the heavy oak door that led to the chapel.




  It was a pretty little building, with none of the glamour that Zella had expected from a convent chapel, and quite cheerfully and unmysteriously lighted by gas-jets at intervals against the whitewashed walls. A very light oaken screen separated the children's section from the double rows of carved wooden stalls at which the nuns habitually knelt.




  Zella had half expected to hear the low pealing of an organ, or at least the sweet voices of gentle nuns uplifted in an evening hymn; but after a few moments' silence one of the girls began to read aloud from a small book, rather quickly and very loudly, a series of prayers which the others punctuated with Amens.




  Zella paid little or no attention, and was fully occupied in pulling at her stiff veil, which persisted in slipping off her head backwards.




  Still clutching at it, she followed her neighbours out of the chapel when prayers were finished, and upstairs into a long dormitory. On entering, each of the girls dipped a finger into the holy-water stoup hanging by the door, and a good many of them seemed to find some humour in liberally splashing it at one another.




  Mary McNeill silently pointed to a white curtain near the end of the room, and Zella, timidly pulling it aside, saw that the long dormitory was divided into cubicles. The space into which a bed, chair, and washing-stand with two drawers in it, had been compressed seemed to her incredibly tiny. One thin strip of carpet only, lay near the bed, and there was no sign of a looking-glass. Zella was vaguely dismayed, but she was tired and miserable, and longed only to be alone in the dark. She undressed hastily, looked for hot water on the washing stand, and, finding only cold, got into bed with no further attempt at performing any ablutions, leaving her clothes in an untidy heap on the floor.




  It was not until she was in bed, hoping that the gas would soon be extinguished, that Zella realized that every sound in the cubicles could be plainly heard on either side of the thin match-board partition.





  She was too proud to endure the thought of being heard crying, and lay resolutely choking back her tears while mysterious bells clanged at intervals from a distance; and when she fell into an uneasy doze, it was only to wake with a start at the unexpected sound of a voice in the silence proclaiming, "May the peace of the Lord remain always with us all." Upon which a babble of voices replied Amen, and the light was put out.
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  ZELLA rather resented the fact that she did not, on the morning following her arrival at the convent, wake suddenly to the deafening clamour of a bell, and the conviction that it was the middle of the night and the house was on fire. But this orthodox experience, proper to the heroine of every school story she had ever read, was denied her. She woke, on the contrary, just as a big clock from outside chimed half-past five, did not feel in the least bewildered by her new surroundings, and lay wide awake for a weary hour, wishing that it were time to get up, and yet dreading the experiences that might lie before her.




  At half-past six a lay Sister substituted a mild ejaculatory prayer at the curtain of each cubicle for the violent bell-ringing of Zella's imagination, and she heard various muffled voices, in different degrees of sleepiness, return an unintelligible response.




  When the lay Sister paused outside Zella's curtain and uttered her short Latin formula, Zella, not to be outdone, also muttered something which she trusted would pass as a reply, sooner than let her silence betray her inevitable ignorance.




  This infinitesimal incident might have served as the keynote to all her school days. She was occupied, not gradually and half consciously, but frenziedly and continuously, in conforming to type.




  At the convent everyone conformed to type. Every nun seemed to Zella exactly like every other nun, even though one or two belonged to the perfectly sweet" category, several to the class that was "frightfully reserved, but awfully nice when you know them," and still more to the type described as "a frightfully kind old thing, but rather deadly."




  One limited vocabulary was common to all, one set of feelings animated all alike, all were employing one means to one end.




  The girls conformed to type in the same way, and Zella, despising the type and utterly at a loss to understand it, instantly turned all her attention to the same object.




  The majority of the vocabulary brought from Villetswood, where the rather precise and elaborate English of a bi-lingual household had prevailed, was discarded, and Zella substituted for all other adjectives the only three recognized and employed, always strictly out of place, by her companions.




  She insincerely declared Reverend Mother to be both sweet and ripping, and violently echoed the assertion that it must be awful to arouse Reverend Mother's displeasure.




  She acquired slang in a week, learnt that the keenest gratification that could be offered to any of her companions was the most blatant form of raillery, in the presence of as many witnesses as possible, on her infatuation for some particular nun, and that a sure passport to friendship was the observation:




  I say, you do look tired to-day; I'm sure you didn't eat a thing at dinner."




  She even, in the space of a fortnight, began to indulge in the pious practices of splashing two fingers mechanically into every holy-water stoup—and there were many—in the house, rapidly jerking her left knee towards the ground when passing the door of the chapel, and displaying a flaming badge of the Sacré Coeur upon the front of her alpaca apron.




  Zella was far from being unaware that nuns and pupils alike were apt to comment amongst themselves upon this innocent progress towards true faith on the part of the Protestant. She conjectured, very correctly, that Mother Rose might say to Mother Veronica:




  "Ah, our Lord has certainly got designs upon that child's soul. I have watched her genuflect in the chapel, when she had no idea that she was being noticed, and I can see the look of faith dawning on her face. It is quite wonderful."




  "Yes, indeed, and what a joy it would be to Reverend Mother! We mustn't forget to pray for her daily."




  And very likely the conversation would be repeated, with triumphant hopefulness, to Reverend Mother herself.




  Zella, quick as she was to adopt the standard of values prevailing amongst her surroundings, desired ardently to become an object of interest to Reverend Mother. Any girl of whom it was said, "Oh, Reverend Mother takes a great interest in her," was at once set apart from her companions as possessing some rare and indefinable virtue, and to this altitude Zella aspired.




  With this end in view, she piously insisted upon getting up for the seven o'clock Mass attended daily by the children, knelt when everybody but one or two of the more devout Children of Mary was sitting down, and kept her face hidden in her slender hands throughout the service, with a motionless devotion that might have shamed her companions, provided with prayer-books and rosaries as they were.




  But what might be termed Zella's greatest success as a Protestant was her behaviour upon the occasion when she first attended Benediction.




  Zella had been to Benediction once or twice in Rome, in one or two of the larger churches, where the ritual had seemed to her utterly incomprehensible and the music merely a meaningless edition of a sacred concert; and she anticipated the convent Benediction with a sensation of unmistakable boredom at the prospect of enduring it twice a week.




  But the effect of the small chapel, with the candle and flower decked altar close to the front benches, the organ pealing soft fragments of the Gounod so dearly loved of convents, and the devout voices raised in unison in the rhythm of tunes that, though unknown to Zella, yet carried a general sense of familiarity in their lilting cadences, was to surprise her into emotion.




  It was, in fact, the episode of the Frascati church bellson a slightly more elaborate scale.




  Only this time Zella thrust the onus of her emotion on to religion, or, rather, the absence of religion.




  Oh faith that she had never known! Oh sanctity that would be so easy of attainment if one did but believe! . . . "Lead, kindly Light . . . the night is dark, and I am far from home. ..."




  The pathos of this last reflection overcame her altogether, and her face was plunged into her hands.




  Her place in the chapel was quite within reasonable view of Reverend Mother's carved stall.




  Gounod's "Ave Maria," with variations, was softly rendered by the musical Mother Rose, as the voices became silent and the white-veiled heads in the chapel bent low.




  Oh the beauty of the Catholic religion! Zella, who knew that she had now penetrated to the heart of it, wandered into a misty metaphorical prayer, in which the wings of a dove became entangled with the strayings of a lamb outside the fold. A chance movement of her hand betrayed the gratifying fact that the ledge of the bench in front of her was extremely wet.




  Zella's tears immediately redoubled.




  The girls on either side of her exchanged a glance over her bent head and heaving shoulders, and she was acutely aware of it, with that curious sharpening of every faculty which is the effect of a certain form of emotion.




  The singing of the Litany of Loreto, Zella thought, made the deepest chords in her vibrate unbearably. In other and more accurate words, it put the last touch to her enjoyment.




  The apparently endless reiteration of the very simple air, the solo being taken by a soft, untrained, but Very true and sweet soprano from the choir, and the responses coming in unison from the whole chapel, was unlike anything Zella had heard before.




  The simple Latinity, almost altogether intelligible to her from her knowledge of French and Italian, and the poetic beauty of each invocation, filled her with a sort of poignant pleasure that found its best expression in her choking sobs and streaming tears.




  Her one desire was that the Litany should not cease. At last, however, it was ended, and Zella, divining that the end of the service was near, modified the violence of her emotion.




  She had successfully graduated into the not unbecoming stages of swollen eyelids, pale face, and downcast lashes still sparkling with tears, when the children rose at the usual signal, and filed slowly two by two in front of Reverend Mother's stall, past the high-altar, and out of the chapel.




  To her mixed relief and disappointment, no one inquired into the cause of her tears, but Mother Veronica patted her shoulder that evening in the refectory, and said, "One of these days we must find time for our talk, dear. I will try and see you on Sunday afternoon."




  And Dorothy Brady, with more friendliness than she had yet displayed, observed at recreation:




  "I'm sure you're frightfully delicate, Zella. You look awfully tired to-night."




  At which gratifying remark Zella felt a passionate and altogether disproportionate sense of gratitude.




  The next day she heard, with a curious unacknowledged sense of triumph, that Reverend Mother would see her that evening.




  A private interview with Reverend Mother was no light matter. It generally implied either some offence too heinous to be dealt with by a class mistress, a family bereavement, or the approaching responsibility of a reception into the Sodality of the Children of Mary. If the honour could not be accounted for in any of these ways, it was surmised in whispers that the recipient of it must be "getting a vocation."




  Zella was agreeably conscious of her own importance when, towards the end of the evening recreation, a lay Sister made her way to the nun in charge, and delivered a message in the mysterious half-whisper characteristic of convent communications, and with many side-glances towards Zella herself.




  The girls stopped playing and looked intensely curious, and the nun immediately said: "Go on with your game, children. Why can't you make a little mortification of your curiosity for once?"




  Thus compelled, the little mortification was halfheartedly attempted; but Zella was quite aware of the number of eyes that followed her when the nun had made half a dozen cryptic signals to convey to her that she should follow Sister Mary Anne.




  Once in the passage, the wrinkled old Sister turned on her a face beaming with pleasure.




  "Mother is going to see you in the parlour! Don't you think you're very lucky, dear? Now, mind you're very open with her. She'll give you all sorts of help, and see right down into your very soul. Ah, I assure you that Reverend Mother is very wonderful."




  Zella thought that she was growing tired of hearing so.




  "And you that haven't got a mother, poor child!" said the old lay Sister compassionately. But you'll find one in Reverend Mother, dear, just as we all do."




  She bestowed Zella in a small scantily furnished parlour, and there left her to her anticipations for the better part of half an hour.




  At last Reverend Mother made her tardy entrance, with no appearance of haste and no expressions of regret, and Zella rose rather timidly.




  "Well, my dear child, so you've come to have a little talk with me, and I'm very glad to see you. And how do you like our convent life?"




  "Oh, very much," said Zella glibly, the reply having been frequently on her lips during the past fortnight.




  "That s riglit—that's right. It is not like anything you have ever known before, eh?"




  "No," said Zella, raising her eyes with an expression of confiding candour. "You see, I've never been to school, and I don't think I've been brought up in quite an ordinary way, either."




  "No?" said Reverend Mother encouragingly, and sitting down as though for a long conference.




  Zella felt that she was being a success.




  "My father and—and mother did not really bring me up in any special religion, or teach me much about it," she faltered, the facts of the case suddenly taking new aspects before her eyes as she related them. "I have hardly ever been to church, and I never had catechism lessons and—and things like other girls."




  "Poor child! and you are beginning to feel the want of religion. We can none of us do without it, you know, dear."




  Zella thought of her father, whom she honestly supposed to be a man without religion, and then of the Baronne, with her intense, almost child-like faith.




  "My grandmother is a Catholic," she said wistfully, "and my aunt, but all my English relations are Protestants."




  A recollection crossed her mind as she spoke of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and the indignation with which that lady would have heard her Anglican Catholicity profaned by such an adjective as Protestant.




  "And does not the Protestant Faith satisfy you, Zella?" inquired Reverend Mother gravely.




  Zella readily followed her lead.




  "It does not really mean very much to me," she returned, with much truth.




  "You must pray for faith, and Our Lord will answer that prayer in His own way and His own time."




  It was not quite the response expected by the impetuous Zella, and she supposed herself to be on the wrong tack, as it were.




  "So long as one does one's best, I am sure God does not mind which creed one professes. After all, we are all Christians and all trying to get to Heaven," she informed Reverend Mother with a confident smile, and a happy remembrance of a similar doctrine overheard long ago amongst her mother's friends at Villetswood.




  But Reverend Mother's expression was one of unaffected disapproval.




  "No, dear child," she replied very firmly indeed, "that is far from being the case. God has established His Church, one, holy, Catholic, and Apostolic, and that is the way of salvation that He has appointed."




  "Then why aren't we all born into it?" demanded Zella, more from a desire to impress Reverend Mother with her logical mind than from any real wish for information.




  "Faith is a free gift of God, which He bestows of His great mercy. But we can all pray for more faith, and it is a prayer that will never remain unanswered. The Apostles prayed that their faith might be increased, you know."




  "Yes," eagerly replied Zella, who did not know. "And if one prays like that, and does one's best, it must be right. After all, I suppose it is better to be a good sincere heathen than a bad Christian."




  "No, no, that is quite wrong idea," said Reverend Mother more firmly than ever. "Remember, there must be Truth somewhere, and it is better to be in the Truth, even if one has the misfortune not to live up to the amount of grace bestowed, than out of it."




  Zella felt at least ten years older and wiser than Reverend Mother, and inquired rather incredulously:




  "And do you really think it is better to be, say, a bad Catholic than a good Protestant?"




  "Certainly I do; but you do not understand that, I see. It sounds to you narrow-minded and uncharitable, does it not?" said Reverend Mother, laughing with a whole-heartedness that rather disconcerted Zella, the more especially as Reverend Mother's diagnosis of her thoughts was a perfectly correct one. She felt so much less superior than before that it was a relief when the nun began to question her as to her various classes.




  The conversation proceeded readily enough, though Zella was conscious of a slight undercurrent of disappointment that Reverend Mother apparently did not care to pursue the topic of Zella's religious views any farther; and at the end of twenty minutes the nun said kindly, but rising rather with the air of one who had brought a duty to its successful conclusion:




  "Now, Zella, remember that, if ever you want to speak to me, you can write a little note and tell me so, and I will find time to come down to you."




  "Oh, thank you!" cried Zella, her habitually pretty tones of gratitude over-emphasized from sheer nervousness.




  "Any of the children may speak to me when they really wish it, and I am always especially glad to see the elder girls."




  Rightly or wrongly, Zella interpreted this into an insinuation that the projected favour should not be looked upon as a personal and exclusive one, and immediately felt unreasonably dejected.




  She did not quite know what she had expected as outcome of the interview, but felt vaguely that it had fallen short of the anticipations raised by the awe and envy with which such a privilege was always mentioned by the other girls.




  She rallied her forces desperately as she prepared to open the door for Reverend Mother, in a last valiant effort to raise the tone of the interview to a higher level.




  "Will you sometimes say a prayer for me?" she asked wistfully, lifting her dark grey eyes appealingly.




  Most of the children gabbled a request of the sort on meeting most of the nuns, but the invariable formula was, "Pray for me, won't you?" or, if the suppliant were facetiously inclined, "Pray for my conversion, please, Mother."




  The request had naturally hitherto been a strange one to Zella's lips, and the slight timidity in her manner and wording were not without effect.




  Reverend Mother did not reply, as Zella had half expected she would, "I pray for all our children, dear," with the impersonal accent so beloved of convents, but answered warmly:




  "Indeed I will, dear child, most especially; and you must pray, too, for yourself, that you may learn whatever you are meant to learn at the convent, and make good use of all the opportunities God gives you. He has designs on your soul, dear child, you may be sure of it."




  Zella regarded as a special object of attention from the Almighty, was a pleasant object for Zella to contemplate, and her depression fled.




  She ventured a final touch.




  "Won't you give me the little cross on my forehead?" she asked, alluding to Reverend Mother's habitual form of greeting to the children.




  Reverend Mother smiled, and traced the sign of the Cross with her thumb on the uplifted brow. She also murmured a quite unintelligible blessing, then disappeared down the long passage that led to the part of the house reserved for the community.




  Zella returned to the recreation-room on the whole well pleased with herself.




  To add to her elation, she found that the girls were disposed to treat her with a new friendliness.




  ￼"I say, you are lucky," said Dorothy Brady enviously. "You got a whole half-hour, didn't you?"




  Zella had had considerably less, owing to Reverend Mother's lack of promptitude in making her appearance, but she saw her advantage and instantly seized it:




  "Wasn't it kind of her?" she smiled, thus delicately implying the correctness of Dorothy's conjecture.




  "Reverend Mother doesn't often see new girls, either," said Kathleen, the pretty Irish girl whom Zella was disposed to like.




  'Are you starting a war Zella ?" laughed one of the younger ones.




  Mary McNeill shoved her into silence. Zella felt rather than heard the muttered warning: "Shut up! don't you know she isn't a Catholic, she's a Protestant?"




  "Can't Protestants get a vocation?" demanded the infant, unabashed.




  "Of course not. Don't be silly." Zella felt annoyed. She had already had serious visions of the young heiress of Villetswood renouncing all the pomps and riches of this world and adopting the becoming veil and habit of the Order, and she was indignant at having it supposed that she, as a Protestant, was debarred from what these convent girls evidently considered as the highest summit of attainment in this life.




  Her unformulated thought might have been translated into a determination that she must conform to the standards of her surroundings at all costs; and not only conform, but find herself placed considerably above the average line of conformity.




  She prayed that night, with a strong sense of her own humility and desire for Truth, " Lord, increase my faith.'' Her complacency was only disturbed by a tiny involuntary petition that she found herself murmuring into the pillow when she had finished drawing the Almighty's attention to her state of spiritual receptiveness:




  "And please do let Reverend Mother take an interest in me."
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  AM I never to make a real friend?" thought Zella despairingly when she had been at the convent some time, and found herself no nearer to this favourite vision of her school days.




  Intimacies among the pupils were not encouraged. "Charity " might be, and was, enforced by every pious precept of the nuns, but it must be practised indiscriminately, as it were, and in equal measure towards all alike. Tête-à-tête conversations were absolutely forbidden, nor was any opportunity afforded for such in the ordered monotony of the days.




  Zella was by this time on terms of easy chaff with most of her companions, having rapidly caught the tone prevalent amongst them, and learnt to alternate, as they did, between the free-and-easy camaraderie implied in flat contradiction or noisy argument, and the matter-of-course good-will expressed in an earnest request for prayers about a frightfully special intention.




  For some time Zella was utterly in the dark as to what an "intention" might be, but characteristically uttered an emphatic assent without making any inquiry.




  She was enlightened one day by Kathleen.




  "I'll tell you what my intention is, if you'll promise not to tell a soul," she whispered, after the customary formulas had been exchanged between them.




  "Oh, do tell me!"




  "Well, I want it simply frightfully badly, so you must pray like anything. It's this." Kathleen drew a long breath. "You know Mother Monica takes the violin pupils? Well, I've written to ask my father if I may learn the violin next term, and there's just a chance he may say yes. Just think of having a whole hour's lesson with her once a week! I'm simply praying to everyone I can think of. St. Cecilia ought to get it for me, oughtn't she? as she's the patroness of music."




  Zella looked at her in mute amazement. The convent perspective still had power to astonish her, and the sensation was so very evident in her face that Kathleen's own expression of hopeful eagerness changed, as she murmured hastily:




  "Of course I forgot—I suppose it isn't exactly the same thing for you. You don't have saints in the Protestant Church, do you?"




  It was not a question, Zella felt, but a statement of fact, and as such it humiliated her.




  It was mortifying to know that even the smallest child in the school looked upon her with pity or curiosity as a "Protestant," and that the humblest lay Sister in the community doubtless thought it the merest act of common charity to murmur an occasional prayer for her conversion.




  No one, however, endeavoured to lure her into the Fold, and there were times when Zella wearied heartily of this discretion, and thought that the Jesuitical intrigues predicted by Mrs. Lloyd-Evans would have been infinitely preferable to the continuance of this monotonously impersonal atmosphere.




  The regularity of convent life was scarcely less trying to her than its detachment, and it was with proportionate eagerness that Zella looked forward to an event which apparently loomed enormous on the convent horizon.




  This was spoken of as " Reverend Mother's Feast" by the children, and by the nuns, with a slightly emotional inflection, and even, in extreme cases, a moistened glance, as " Our dear Mother's Feast-day."




  "What are you going to do for our dear Mother on her feast, children?" inquired Mother Veronica one evening at recreation. "I think it's time we began our spiritual bouquet."




  In quality of her position as First Mistress, she habitually addressed the pupils as " we." She was not popular, and most of the girls instinctively resented it.




  "That will give us a whole month," observed Mary McNeill with satisfaction. "We can get heaps of things done by that time. Doesn't Reverend Mother like acts of mortification best?"




  "I've begun already," proudly announced Dorothy Brady, one of Reverend Mother's devotees. "I've done fourteen acts already."




  The others looked impressed, and one or two appeared rather envious. Even Mother Veronica* remarked, with unusual cordiality:




  "Well done, Dorothy! I like to hear that; it shows the right spirit, dear. Now, I've got a paper all ready here, and if I pin it up in the hall to-morrow you can all keep count on that."




  "Oh, but, Mother," objected Kathleen, "then they'll all be added up together, and we shan't know who's done most. Do let's each keep count separately, and then give in the numbers at recreation some evening, and add them up all together, like we did last year."




  Zella, to whom most of this conversation was almost incomprehensible, looked with great curiosity at the paper in Mother Veronica's hand. It was inscribed list-wise with various pious practices, and included such unfamiliar- terms as "Acts," "Ejaculatory Prayers," and even "Hours of Silence."




  The whole was headed " Spiritual Bouquet."




  She would have liked to ask the meaning of this remarkable collection, but was too much afraid of being thought as ignorant as she really was, and was glad that she had refrained, when Kathleen burst unasked into eager explanation:




  "You see, we each put a stroke against whatever it is, as soon as we've done it; and if we each keep a separate list beside, every one'll know how much she's given. Last year that little kid Mollie Pearse actually had down one hundred and eighty-five ejaculations—and she was only seven then. Reverend Mother was most frightfully pleased when she heard about it. She liked it better than anything else."




  "And had she really done them all?" asked Zella rather sceptically, and not absolutely certain what an "ejaculation " might be.




  




  "Oh yes, rather! She did the last fifty straight off, all in one go, at recreation one night. It was too funny to see her, sitting in the corner and muttering away as fast as she could go, and all the other juniors standing looking at her, trying to keep count. Mere Jeanne wouldn't let anyone interrupt her. She says ejaculations are the best sort of prayers, you know."





  "I don't at all agree," remarked Dorothy Brady loudly. "The Holy Souls for me. I can get simply anything I want by one De Profundis. They'll do anything for me—anything."




  She spoke as though alluding to particularly highly trained performing animals, thought Zella.




  "Oh, give me the rosary," said Mary McNeill, complacently whisking hers into her neighbour's face.




  She habitually carried a rosary about with her, and contrived to tell an inconceivable number of beads while going up and down stairs, or in and out of doors, in file.




  A babel immediately broke out, as the girls in various degrees of shrillness and enthusiasm vehemently proclaimed their favourite devotions.




  The familiarity with which sacred names were screamed aloud scandalized Zella profoundly. .




  She looked at Mother Veronica, wondering if she would not rebuke the irreverence of which these noisy partisans appeared to be guilty. But Mother Veronica smiled on serenely, until the tumult had somewhat subsided and she was able to make her own voice heard.




  "Well, all devotions are good in their way, children, of course; but I must say that nothing ever seems to me quite equal to the dear Holy Ghost."




  It appeared to Zella that the last word in profanity had been uttered by the smiling nun.




  These shocks, however, were not destined to be the only ones sustained by Zella in connection with the mu'ch-talked-of Feast of Reverend Mother.




  She quickly became accustomed to the sheet of foolscap inscribed "Spiritual Bouquet," hanging in the hall, and to which her companions rushed so frequently to place a fabulous number of pencil strokes. She even decided that it would be rather touching for the little Protestant to ask wistfully whether she also might not contribute her mite to the offering.




  Instinctively selecting the guileless Mere Jeanne as victim for this histrionic experiment, Zella made her simple appeal one afternoon.




  Mere Jeanne immediately kissed her warmly on both cheeks.




  "Bien sûre, mon pauvre chéri! of course you must join in with the others, as far as you can. I will make you a list at once, and we shall see what you can do."




  She nodded triumphantly as she fumbled in her ample pocket for pencil and paper.




  "Tiens! I thought I had a pencil, but no—it is not there."




  She drew out of the pocket a small rusty pocket-knife, two fat foreign envelopes with. frayed and torn edges, a small black rosary, a stout little book where innumerable cards and pictures were imperfectly confined by a worn elastic band, and the large checked square of duster that served her as pocket-handkerchief.




  "No, it does not seem to be here."




  She dived again, and Zella, fascinated, saw emerge yet another little book, this time protected by a neat garb of black alpaca, Mere Jeanne's well-worn old spectacle case, and a tiny stump of pencil concealed among a handful of old postage-stamps torn off their envelopes.




  "What a lot your pocket holds!" she observed with polite astonishment.




  "You must not be scandalized to see a religious, vowed to holy poverty, owning so much," said the old nun anxiously. "The stamps are collected for a Chinese mission, which I believe has been specially recommended by the Holy Father," she added triumphantly. "The little rosary is one that has actually touched the Rock of Lourdes, and I always carry it about for my rheumatism, which is very bad in this damp climate."




  Her twisted hands fumbled at the beads lovingly.




  "As for the spectacle case, it is in the true spirit of poverty that I possess such a thing, since it preserves my spectacles from getting broken. I have had this very pair for fifteen years, without an accident; so that the case is really an economy, since if the spectacles got broken they would have to be replaced. We nuns are not so unpractical as people in the world would like to imagine; we think of these little contrivances."




  "What a good idea!" said Zella, feeling as though she were humouring a child.




  "As for the books, dear, they are not mine at all; they are the Community's, and lent to me by Our Mother. You shall see what we inscribe in all the books we use."




  She opened one shabby little volume, and Zella saw that on the fly-leaf was pencilled in pointed French handwriting:




  "À l'usage de Soeur Jeanne Marie."




  "You see, dear, a nun has nothing at all of her own. I have used this book for twenty years, but, as it is not mine, I can have no inordinate attachment to it."




  "I thought one only had inordinate attachments for people, not for things," said Zella, mindful of her Thomas a Kempis.




  "Oh no, my dear child. Human nature is very weak, and can easily attach itself to trifles. I remember hearing a very sad story when I was a child, that made a great impression on me. It was about a very holy nun, belonging to one of the strictest contemplative Orders, though I can't for the moment remember which one. She had always been a shining light in her Community through her love of obedience and mortification, and when she lay dying the Mother Prioress and all the Sisters expected to be greatly edified, and they all knelt round the bed, praying for her departing soul, and thinking what beautiful dispositions she must be in after such a holy life. Presently, however, they saw that she became very uneasy and was no longer attending to the prayers, and at last she was in such a state of alarm and agitation that her confessor felt she must have something on her conscience. So he bent down and asked her what it was.




  "And, my dear, it is terrible to relate, but that poor dying soul was tormented by a dreadful certainty that something was drawing her down to hell; and the fearful part of it was that she couldn't remember having done a deliberate sin for years and years. Well, her confessor, who was a very wise man, suddenly bethought himself of asking her whether, perhaps, she had not allowed herself to become attached to some material object of which she had the use. And, sure enough, she suddenly remembered a ball of twine that had been given her for some particular purpose, and that she had kept in her cell afterwards because she thought it might prove useful some other time. And she begged and implored that it might be fetched; so they brought it to her, and she was able to give it back to the Prioress with her own hands and ask pardon for her want of detachment, and for the scandal she had given. So then she was able to die in peace, and the Devil was robbed of his prey after all.




  "But that story has always seemed to me a warning of how very easily one can risk one's soul. Just think, my dear, of that little ball of string being able to draw the soul of a religious into hell. It is too terrible."




  Zella was silent, not, as Mère Jeanne doubtless supposed, because she was too deeply impressed by this appalling anecdote to utter a word, but from sheer amazement at a point of view so utterly foreign to her.




  It was impossible to doubt the old nun's absolute sincerity, and the very impression of unyielding conviction which her tones conveyed was almost terrifying to the child brought up in the lax atmosphere of Villetswood.




  She was positively relieved when M&re Jeanne calmly went on:




  "But I am forgetting what I wanted my pencil for. Look, dear, I will mark down for you what I think you can do towards our dear Mother's bouquet. Prayers: We can all say our prayers, you know, and God will accept them as they are meant."




  Her tone conveyed an impression of broad-mindedness on the part of the Deity expressly expended for Zella's benefit.




  "Hours of Silence, of course, you can also offer up. Do you understand what that means?"




  "Not quite. We have so many hours of silence, it seems to me," replied Zella.




  "Pauvre chou! You are not used to it yet." "But does it mean that I have to do extra ones?" faltered Zella.




  The old nun burst out laughing.




  "No, no, my child! I do not ask you to spend your recreation in silence, for instance, nor to wake up in the middle of the night in order to remain silent for an hour. But use those opportunities, of which, as you say, you have so many. Spend your study hour in perfect silence, for instance, and offer it up for our dear Mother."




  "I don't quite see how it will do her good."




  "If you offer the merit of your good action for her, it will be so much spiritual gain for her. Do you understand, petite?"




  "Yes," said Zella, who, never having heard the word "merit" used in this connection, was, if possible, .more utterly at a loss than before.




  "That is well. Then we come to Acts of Mortification, which I need not explain, need I?"




  "Oh no!" replied Zella readily, and with distinct recollection of saints who lashed themselves with thongs, slept on hard boards, existed for days without food, and the like.




  "There, then, my dear child, you can quite feel that you are contributing with the others towards our Mother's Feast, and you may be sure that she will be glad to hear how much you wished it. There is the bell for Office, and I must go quickly. I shall not forget to say a special little prayer for you."




  She patted Zella kindly on the head and hurried away, her lips moving even as she went, in earnest supplications for the conversion of the little Protestant who already showed such good dispositions.




  Zella felt strangely disturbed as she reviewed the conversation, and wondered if she should ever come to feel anything with the absolute fervour of conviction which Mere Jeanne brought to bear upon the smallest as well as the greatest detail of her far-reaching and incredibly intricate creed.




  She thought the old nun childish and superstitious, but she also felt a passionate and oddly unchildlike envy of her powers of belief, even while holding herself enormously superior to the whole tangle of pious catchwords and superstitious practices of which she supposed the Catholic religion to consist.




  It was this sense of her superiority to her surroundings that led Zella into one of the many errors of her convent days. She determined to prove to the beholders in general that she could, if she chose, and in spite of what they all appeared to consider as the disadvantage of being a Protestant, beat them on their own ground.




  Shortly before Reverend Mother's Feast she appeared one evening at Mother Veronica's recreation with a contracted brow and limping perceptibly.




  So fierce a discussion was raging on the relative merits of St. Peter and St. Mary Magdalene, always rival favourites, that Zella, to her annoyance, remained unnoticed for some little while. At last, however, after she had drawn in her breath with a sharp hiss of apprehension as a younger child brushed against her in running past, she heard the expected inquiry:




  "What have you done to your foot, Zella?"




  "Oh, nothing," she said hurriedly; " I mean, it doesn't really matter."




  "Have you hurt yourself, dear?" inquired Mother Veronica unemotionally.




  "Not—not exactly," said Zella, with artistic hesitation. "Please don't ask me about it now, Mother."




  "But is anyone looking after it? Have you been to the infirmary?"




  "Oh, no. I'd rather not have a fuss, please," earnestly begged Zella, doing her best to create one by the emphasis and confusion of her manner..




  "Nonsense," briskly returned Mother Veronica, "of course it must be attended to. I see you are limping. Now tell me at once, Zella, what is the matter."




  "Could I tell you privately?"




  By this time the girls were all listening eagerly, and Zella was enjoying herself.




  "You had better overcome human respect, and tell me quite simply and naturally what you have done to yourself, I think."




  "It was for Reverend Mother's Feast," faltered the ingenuous Zella, looking down. "What?"




  Zella raised her grey eyes with an innocently rapt expression.




  It was my first Act of Mortification."




  She took off her shoe and extracted a small glass marble.




  She had almost expected that an emotionally shaken Mother Veronica would embrace her then and there, and that the girls would at least keep a touched and reverent silence, and she was utterly unprepared for the gale of merriment that broke out all round her on the instant of this revelation.




  She stood scarlet, rooted to the spot, and overwhelmed with an appalling sense of disaster.




  Even the humourless face of Mother Veronica was smiling. She was English, and had a great deal of common-sense, with little imagination.




  In the space of a second or two, however, she had checked her amusement, and silenced that of the children by smartly clapping her hands together. The accustomed signal hushed them at once, and she spoke briefly.




  "That will do now. Zella will know better another time, and there is nothing to make such a noise about. Go and ring the bell for prayers, Mary."




  Mary departed, still giggling violently, and the girls, conscious of approaching bedtime, broke out into volubility again.




  Zella was fighting tears of rage and mortification. Mother Veronica spoke to her in a low voice, and not unkindly:




  "You mustn't take this little humiliation to heart so much, child. Offer it up, instead of the marble in your shoe."




  She rather obviously repressed an inclination to smile again.




  "You'll learn better in time, dear, but that is not the sort of thing that our Lord wants of you just at present."




  Zella would have liked to say, " How do you know?" but was literally unable to speak.




  "Try and keep silence in the ranks, and eat up your meat at dinner instead of leaving it on your plate," said Mother Veronica in tones of unsympathetic common-sense, "and do not play foolish pranks that might injure your health."




  "The saints did," retorted Zella in a choked voice.




  "You are not a saint," caustically replied Mother Veronica, "and I am afraid you are a very self-righteous little girl."
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  SISTER VERONICA, with singular ineptness, had selected perhaps, of all others, the adjective least applicable to Zella, in calling her self-righteous.




  A lamentable lack of self-confidence lay at the back of all the timid and generally ill-judged attempts at self-assertion which marked Zella's convent days. She was in the midst of alien standards, and she knew it, nor did her most strenuous efforts ever succeed in conforming her to the type which she. both aimed at and despised.




  Her first year at the convent seemed to Zella to be a succession of failures.




  Her education left her far behind the requirements of the convent teaching, limited and old-fashioned though it was; and however much her knowledge of French might delight Mere Jeanne, she knew instinctively that the girls looked upon it as a sort of affectation, not to be alluded to, and only excusable on the grounds that she had "heaps of foreign blood in her."




  Her Protestantism in time came to be overlooked; her foreign name and her proficiency in English composition, never.




  Zella had all her life calmly taken it for granted that she was clever. At the convent, for the first time, she began to waver in this opinion. It was so obvious that no one else shared it. Her class mistress encouraged her gently by saying: "You have had great disadvantages, no doubt, dear, but I am sure you will make up for lost time now."




  But Zella found it no easier to apply herself to tasks which seemed extremely and unvaryingly dull, than it had been in Muriel Lloyd-Evans's schoolroom. The only information which appeared to be of the least use in her class work was, in fact, that which she had reluctantly imbibed from the teaching of the strenuous Miss Vincent.




  She was almost always at the bottom of her class, and tried to find uneasy consolation in the remembrance that in all school stories the clever, but incurably idle, heroine invariably occupied the same position until some brilliant, wayward impulse would send her suddenly to the head of the school. In the depths of her heart, however, Zella was aware that no sudden effort, however brilliant, would ever enable her to acquire and retain the curiously tabulated and compressed amount of information which appeared to constitute education.




  Zella found herself much perplexed by this question of cleverness. It was an accepted convention that one or two of the girls were "clever."




  "Dorothy Brady is awfully clever," she once heard, to her surprise.




  "What sort of way?"




  "Oh, every way. She always knows the lesson, and yet her prep. never takes long; and look how well she




  It was true that Dorothy could play "La Fileuse de Raff," and many other compositions of similar calibre, faultlessly, and her copies of water-colours "from the flat" were almost indistinguishable from the originals. (Drawing from casts was not encouraged, as bearing a possible relationship to statues, and thus leading, by subtle degrees, to the human form.)




  Zella herself frequently struck wrong notes at the piano, almost always played faster than the metronome indicated, and never succeeded in toning her washes of colour to the palely graduated tints of the copy before her.




  "It is true that I can't 'do ' things," she told herself fiercely, "and that Dorothy can. There's nothing I'm any good at, except talking French; and that isn't because I ever learnt it, but simply because it's been talked all round me ever since I was born. Why do I think I am clever, and that she's not? I'm a fool, really; I can't do anything well."




  Yet the certainty remained, obstinate, ineradicable, that she possessed some utterly indefinable quality which was lacking in her companions, and which set her mentally, infinitely above them.




  But not till long after her school days were past did Zella learn to associate this instinct of latent superiority with the idea of creative power.




  At the convent she continued to be, at least in her own estimation, a failure. Humility is a much-abused term, and can only be applied to Zella's attitude of mind with reservation, since it was engendered by her passionate conviction that for her to be anything but first in the estimation of those around her, was for her to be a failure.




  Nor were minor humiliations spared her.




  She made no special friends.




  In spite of the stringent convent regulations as to preferences, it was acknowledged even by the authorities that certain friendships might be tolerated, or even encouraged, within bounds. If a Child of Mary was supposed to exert a good influence over some more unregenerate companion, the friendship was smiled upon. The two might spend the recreations together, of course in the company of the inevitable third, without being called to order by the sharp rebuke of Mere Pauline: "Vous deux là-bas! il ne faut pas vous rechercher comme cela. C'est défendu." Or Mother Veronica's monotonous "Not two together, children. You must find a third at once, please."




  Zella was often called upon to redeem the character of a tête-à-tête by converting it into a trio, because she was too sensitive to take any real part in a conversation where she knew herself unwanted, and at the same time too self-conscious and too much alive to the absurdity of her position not to make a pretence of being actively interested in her companions' discussion.




  But she was seldom sought out for her own sake. The other girls and she had no common meeting-ground. Zella could neither discuss the relative merits of St. Aloysius and St. Ignatius with any enthusiasm, nor exchange raptures over the nuns. She would fain have set up a heroine-worship for any of her mistresses, but knew secretly that her taste revolted against the sentimental gushes of mingled schwarmerei and piety in which her companions indulged freely, and the knowledge pierced in spite of herself through all her pretences. Moreover, none of these kindly, commonplace women seemed to Zella to be endowed with the glamour through which the other girls obviously viewed them. They were merely kind and good and childish, and dressed in a becoming habit and veil.




  Zella, brought up in an atmosphere of latent cynicism and declared scepticism of the orthodox forms of belief, honestly supposed that the nuns in charge of her education were merely the more or less unconscious dupes of superstition.




  But she posed valiantly, gushed in chorus, and was astonished and mortified as she gradually perceived that even to these unperceiving companions her pretences somehow failed to carry any conviction. Reality was lacking, and they knew it instinctively.




  Yet it must be admitted that the convent atmosphere was not calculated to encourage Zella in any way towards naturalness.




  She counted her most glaring bévues by the number of times in which she had been the victim of a genuine impulse.




  She was too impressionable not to learn quickly, and the impulses were seldom yielded to as time went on, but it was one of these outbursts of spontaneity that cost her the only possible friendship of her school days.




  Zella had been distinctly attracted by Kathleen Mallet, who was pretty and refined-looking, with a ready Irish tongue and ease of manner. She was nearly eighteen, and Zella's predilections were ever for those older than herself. Moreover, Kathleen was popular, and her notice of the new girl gratified Zella's vanity.




  A certain mild air of convent romance surrounded Kathleen, too. She had an elder sister who had run away from home at nineteen in order to become a Benedictine nun, and it was well known that the Mallets were the poorest family in County Wicklow.




  "Sometimes there really and truly hasn't been enough to eat in the house, I believe," Mary McNeill assured Zella, with a look of horror.




  "But why?"




  "Oh, I don't know," always the recognized preface to the bestowal of information. "You see, the father always was rather poor, and then he lost all the money there was, racing, and of course there are eight of them to bring up, all girls. It's awful, isn't it?"




  "What do they do!" said Zella, who had never heard of such poverty as lacked food except in the lowest classes of life.




  "Well, two of the younger ones got taken by the nuns in Dublin—for nothing, of course; and there s another, the eldest, who's a daily governess, and of course Eileen is a nun at St. Benedict's."




  "What a good thing!"




  "The father was perfectly furious, and wouldn't give his consent. That's why she had to run away."




  "But why was he furious? It seems such a good thing, if they're so poor, that one should be settled."




  "Oh, well," said Mary comfortably, "I suppose parents very often hate it, though, as Reverend Mother says, it's all nonsense. They don't mind if their daughters go away and marry, so why should they mind their becoming nuns?"




  Zella thought there was a fallacy in the argument, but was too much interested in the poverty of the Mallet family to pursue it.




  "I suppose they don't have to pay anything for Kathleen here, do they?"




  Mary suddenly assumed a shocked expression and grew rather red.




  "What a funny thing to ask, Zella!" she said reprovingly.




  Zella coloured scarlet on the instant, scenting another mistake, but asked rather defiantly:




  "Why? You told me the younger ones got taken at the convent in Dublin for nothing, so why shouldn't I ask if Kathleen is here for nothing?"




  "Well, it's a funny thing to ask, isn't it?" coldly returned Mary, still resentful, "considering that you know her and everything. It's rather cheek, in a new girl, to ask that sort of thing, you know."




  Zella felt indignant, but dared not imperil her equilibrium by speaking. Her tears, like those of most oversensitive people, were always perilously near the surface, and she knew that Mary's unimaginative, rather hostile gaze was fixed upon her.




  "You needn't look so furious. I dare say you didn't mean it, and, of course, I shan't tell anyone you asked. Of course, Kathleen minds about it frightfully. She must. Not so much about being here without paying, because I believe Reverend Mother was a friend of her mother's or something, but about the whole thing, and never having a single penny. She never talks about it; she's frightfully reserved, you know, really. Mind you don't go and ask her about it, Zella."




  Unperceptive, suspicious Mary! Zella felt a thrill of fury and of contempt for the lack of judgment which could suppose her capable of such tactless ill-breeding. She endeavoured to reply haughtily, "Naturally, I shouldn't dream of speaking to Kathleen about such a thing," but, to her dismay, again felt her tears rising. She remained silent, but grew scarlet to the roots of her hair. Her hot, frequent blushes were a source of endless misery to her and of unfailing amusement to her companions. Mary stared at her now, and then began to laugh.




  "Well, you needn't set the place on fire," she said not ill-naturedly, and with a giggling appreciation of her own wit. But Zella felt as though she had suddenly and purposely been struck in the face.




  But her interest in Kathleen deepened after this conversation. The very restrictions imposed by the school regulations upon their intercourse greatly increased Kathleen's attractions, and Zella presently began to wonder whether this was not the ideal friend for whom she had been waiting, so she firmly told herself, all her life.




  She wondered if eighteen would condescend to the friendship of fifteen, and began to indulge in various small antics designed to draw Kathleen's attention to herself.




  Sitting next to Kathleen at the mid-day recreation, with an expression of portentous thoughtfulness so marked that it could hardly fail to draw forth comment, Zella gazed with a fixed, unseeing, and yet far-reaching look at her neighbour. It was not a look designed to escape attention, nor did it do so.




  "What are you staring at, Zella?"




  Zella started slightly.




  "Was I staring?" A rapid movement of the head backwards and a hasty blink or two indicated a rudely severed reverie. "I suppose I was just thinking."




  "What about?" asked Kathleen, as punctually as could be wished.




  "As a matter of fact," laughed Zella, with the merest hint of embarrassment—" as a matter of fact, I was thinking about you."




  The next step was of course inevitable.




  "What about me?" Kathleen inquired with much interest.




  And Zella, delighted, implied that her natural shyness did not allow her to answer the question in detail, even while her charmingly expressive glance and smile assured Kathleen that she could, if she wished, have furnished a flattering explanation of her absorption.




  Subtlety was not needed, and would, in fact, have been lost upon the Irish girl, and Zella was sufficiently aware of it to indulge in broad effects only.




  The eagerness with which she watched for some sign that the attraction was mutual was the first thing that added interest to her life as a convent school girl.




  When Kathleen, one evening at recreation, thrust her arm through Zella's, and said, "You're looking tired to-night, aren't you?" Zella's heart beat violently with disproportionate triumph and excitement.




  Her happiness was not even dashed when Mother Veronica instantly pounced upon them, and said:




  "Kathleen and Zella, please find a third at once, and you know very well that linked arms are not allowed."




  That night Zella prayed ardently:




  "Do let me have Kathleen for a friend! . . . Oh, do let it be all right, and let her get fond of me; I will be so good if only I may have Kathleen for a friend! Oh, do let it be all right," she impatiently apostrophized the Almighty.




  She wondered if it would be of any use to follow Dorothy Brady's example, and press the inhabitants of Purgatory, hypothetical or not, into the service. She decided that it was worth trying, since it couldn't do any harm and might do good. Besides, God might be rather touched at this slightly pathetic evidence of faith from one who did not really belong to the Church.




  (Zella, quite unconsciously, had already come to look upon the Catholic Church as The Church.)




  "If you'll make Kathleen really get fond of me, and be my friend," she hurriedly instructed the souls of the departed, " I'll say—I'll say a whole rosary for you every day for a month. In fact," she added with an outburst of generosity, "I shall begin it now, at once," and felt that, if that didn't move the Powers that be, nothing could be expected to do so. There was also a slight sense of daring to enliven the proposal, for Zella had never said the rosary before.




  The next day, by a characteristic inspiration, she said rather timidly to Kathleen Mallet:




  "Would you mind lending me your rosary? I haven't got one, you know; but I've promised to say one every day for the souls in Purgatory until I get a—a very special intention that I want."




  The phraseology of the convent by this time came to her glibly.




  "Of course, I shouldn't ask any of the other girls, but I thought perhaps you would let me have yours. . . ." She hesitated.




  "Of course I would," said Kathleen heartily; " but as a matter of fact, you know, one can't lend a rosary."




  "Why not?" asked Zella, bewildered, wondering if she should ever come to the end of these incomprehensible Catholic conventions.




  "Is it against the rules?"




  "No, of course not. But, you see, if someone else used my rosary I should lose the indulgence," said Kathleen mysteriously.




  "But why?"




  "Oh, because the indulgence is only for the person who uses that particular rosary. If you used it, the indulgence would belong to you, and not to me. That's why they are blessed, you know." Zella was confounded.




  "I never heard that before. It seems so—so selfish, in a way."




  "Oh, it isn't a bit, really, you know," Kathleen assured her with the vague, unreasoned confidence that Zella was beginning to think characterized these daughters of the Faith.




  "But of course you must have a rosary. It's frightfully nice that you should want to say it."




  I'll tell you what the intention is some day," said Zella shyly—" that is, if I get it."




  "Oh, you're sure to get it. The Holy Souls are perfectly ripping. Look here, don't do anything about the rosary yet, and I'll see about it somehow before Benediction this evening."




  Zella felt rather excited.




  That evening Kathleen rushed up to her, slightly out of breath, and thrust a string of blue beads into her hand.




  "I got leave to give you one," she explained rather confusedly, "and it's been blessed and everything."




  Zella's thanks were out of all proportion to the gift bestowed, but so also was her joy at this unexpected token of affection.




  She went into the chapel with a sense of brilliant, exhilarating happiness that was perhaps destined to compensate for the inevitable disillusionment that ended her first friendship.




  It added to the bitterness of Zella's misery, which was as intense as were all her emotions, that she brought calamity upon herself, and destroyed with her own hand the slender fabric of her friendship with Kathleen, soon after it had become a recognized fact.




  It was Zella's birthday, and she took her place in the refectory for breakfast rather nervously. It would, she considered, appear rather young and amateurish to have a quantity of birthday presents from home, and the other girls would most probably look upon her with contemptuous eyes as a " spoilt child."




  She saw with relief that only one parcel awaited her. No striking disgrace, surely, could be attached to the reception of one solitary parcel, even though flanked by a small pile of letters. The parcel, of course, was from Aunt Marianne, by whom the ritual of birthdays was always held sacred and inviolable. There was a letter from her, full of birthday wishes tinged by a sort of hopeful melancholy, a dutiful expression of "Many happy returns of the day " from Muriel, and three pages of gracefully expressed auguries and congratulations from Tante Stéphanie. The Baronne, good-humouredly contemptuous of modern customs and implacably Catholic, declined to consider any birthday as worthy of note, and reserved her annual felicitations for the feast-day dedicated to St. Gisele.




  Last of all, Zella opened a letter from her father. As she unfolded it, a postal order for a pound fluttered on to the table before her. It was a Sunday, and talking was therefore allowed at meal-times.




  "I say, Zella, is it your birthday?" asked Dorothy Brady, round-eyed.




  "Yes. That's my birthday present from my father," said Zella hastily, in obedience to her frequent and quite unreasoning sense that an explanation was required of her.




  "A pound! You are lucky."




  "I wish my father sent me a pound on my birthday," said someone else.




  "So do I. You are in luck, Zella," light-heartedly remarked Kathleen, without a trace of consciousness in her manner.




  But Zella suddenly remembered, with a sharp pang, Mary McNeill's description of the Mallets' poverty. "Sometimes not enough in the house to eat . . . Kathleen minds never having a single penny."




  Without an instant's reflection, acting on one of the sudden, violent impulses that occasionally overtake the most perceptive people, Zella pushed her pound across the narrow table.




  "Kathleen, do take it. I should love to give it to you."




  The next moment she was overwhelmed by a sense of appalling disaster.




  She saw that she had made an irretrievable mistake.




  Kathleen Mallet flushed scarlet, and then turned white with anger. They looked at each other for the space of perhaps one instant in dead silence. A sort of frozen speechlessness seemed to have fallen upon the girls round them.




  Then Kathleen, with a furious gesture, pushed back the flimsy bit of paper.




  "I don't want your money. You must be mad, I think."




  Her voice, choked with one of the most elementary of the emotions, sheer anger, was almost unrecognizable. There was an appalling silence, and Zella, feeling physically sick, saw in one lightning flash that she had lost her friend, and had made a mistake that would never be forgotten or forgiven by those who had witnessed it.




  By a curious effect of breeding, it was Zella who, with her cosmos in fragments round her, found voice to break the spell of horror by speaking some commonplace aloud.




  The girls followed her lead thankfully. Only Kathleen, still white, and shaking a little, remained perfectly silent.




  Zella attempted no explanation with her. She knew instinctively that it would be of no use. Kathleen would never understand, and her friendship was gone for ever. Zella herself could not understand, afterwards, what madness had prompted her to an act that surely every reasonable being with a spark of pride must consider nothing less than insulting. She wept tears of shame and agonized regret over the error, and knew that the other girls never altogether forgot it. Only in curious fugitive flashes, of which she would have strenuously denied the existence even to herself, did it occur to Zella that her impulse had been one of the most genuine ones of her life, and that, weighed by standards other than conventional ones, there may be that which is worth more than even honest pride.
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  THE CONVENT, April 12.




  

    


  




  MON BIEN-CHER. PAPA,




  This is the last letter I shall be able to write until next week, as the whole school is going into Retreat this evening. I asked Reverend Mother myself to let me make it too, as all the other girls are making it; and last year I hated being the only one who did not make it, and they all said I had missed a great deal. Reverend Mother asked if you would mind my making the Retreat, but I said I was sure you wouldn't. I think it will be very interesting. It is being given by a priest called Father Harding, and Reverend Mother told me he was the greatest thinker of modern times and very well known, so I expect you will have heard of him already. I hope I shall be at Villetswood for my birthday, as the holidays generally begin on July 18 or 19, so that will make up for my not being able to come away for Easter. We only have a week, and most of the girls stay at the convent, so I shan't be alone; and of course I understand about your having to go to Brittany on business for Grand'mère.




  I will write again as soon as we are out of Retreat. Of course I shall pray for all your special intentions.




  

    


  




  Always your own loving,




  ZELLA




  





  VILLETSWOOD, April 13.




  

    


  




  

    


  




  MY DARLING ZELLA,




  Thank you for your beautifully written letter. I am very glad you should make a Retreat with the other girls, if you think you would like it. Write and tell me your impressions when it is over, and do not forget that there is more than one side to every question. I have not hitherto heard of Father Harding, but, then, I have not been very much in the way of great thinkers for the last few years, as you know.




  Do not overdo things, mignonne, and write as soon as you can. I shall be here till the end of this month.




  





  Your loving father,




  LOUIS DE KERVOYOU.




  

    


  




  

    


  




  THE CONVENT, April 25.




  

    


  




  DARLING PAPA,




  It is a long while since I last wrote, but I wanted to think very seriously before writing to you, and to be quite sure that I knew my own mind. I do hope you will remember that I am now practically seventeen, and old enough to judge calmly and reasonably for myself, though, of course, I would never do anything that you seriously disapproved of, unless I was quite sure that God Himself wanted it of me.




  Should you mind my becoming a Catholic? I know Aunt Marianne will think that the nuns have persuaded me, and worked on my feelings, etc. ; but it is not that at all. I am thoroughly intellectually convinced, as well as by faith. It is rather difficult to explain, but I really am happier than I have ever been before, and it will be perfect if you will only allow me to be received into the Church. Of course I don't want to do anything in a hurry, and Reverend Mother herself is always telling me that nothing can be settled yet, and I must wait and pray, and make quite sure of myself; but it is now some months since I first began to think very seriously about becoming a Catholic, and I really made the Retreat on purpose to have a quiet time for making up my mind as to what I ought to do.




  I am now quite sure that I ought to be a Catholic, and that it is the only true religion, and that the Catholic Church is the one true Church in the world. I talked to Father Harding several times during the Retreat, and asked him about one or two things that I didn't quite understand; and he has made it all absolutely clear, and given me several books to read. So please do not think that this is nothing but a passing enthusiasm, for I am really in earnest and have thought out the whole question thoroughly.




  Of course I do not like not belonging to the same church as you do, darling papa, but Reverend Mother says that it is one of the sacrifices I must be prepared to make in return for having been given such a gift as faith. And I feel sure that you won't mind anything that makes me so much, much happier, as I feel it will if I become a Catholic.




  Reverend Mother thinks that I might be received about the beginning of June, if you w'll give your consent. Please don't think that I am being persuaded to disobey you or disregard your wishes, for Reverend Mother is always telling me that I can do nothing without your permission, and says that she can well understand that at first you may not like the idea at all; and she would quite understand if you even forbade it for the present, which I think is really extraordinarily broad-minded and generous, don't you?




  This is a very long letter, I know, and yet I feel I haven't properly said all that I wanted to say. But I do hope that you will understand, and especially that I really and truly want to be a Catholic more than I have ever wanted anything in the world, and I am quite sure that God wants it too.




  Reverend Mother is very kind to me, and often has me for a special talk all by myself, which helps me a great deal. I do so long to get your answer to this letter very quickly, and I hope that it will be a consent to my being received into the Church in June.




  Very, very much love, and please don't let this letter make you unhappy. I shall always be just the same,




  

    


  




  Your own loving little




  ZELLA




  

    


  




  

    


  




  VILLETSWOOD, April, 26.




  

    


  




  DEAREST LITTLE ONE,




  Your letter is one which requires much thought, but I cannot leave it unanswered even for a day, so write now to thank you for your confidence, and to assure you that I will refuse my consent to nothing which could in any way further your happiness. I am glad that you wrote to me so fully, and can quite understand that you should wish to join the Catholic Church in June, if you are so much convinced that it is the religion which would be of most help to you. But I entirely agree with your Reverend Mother in counselling prudence and patience. This is not merely the natural tendency of age to damp the ardour of youth, Zella dear, although you perhaps feel as if it were a mere habit to say "wait—wait—wait" to everything. But there is more to it than that, my dear.




  The question of religion, to my mind, should be an individual one always; and, as you know, you have not been brought up to any orthodox form of belief, for that very reason. It may very well be that you feel the need of a definite philosophy to help you on the way; and if the doctrines of the Catholic Church carry conviction to your mind, then I believe you could not do better than to become a Catholic. But it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between conviction and the extraordinarily strong influence diffused by an atmosphere. You have been for some time now in an atmosphere impregnated with Catholicism, and it may be that, once away from the convent world, you would view its ideals from a different point of view.




  I do not wish to make the decision for you, my dear, since the question is one which concerns you so directly. But I should wish—and advise—that you leave the convent altogether before taking the definite step of becoming a Catholic.




  If your conviction is a serious one, it will stand the test of a few months' waiting; and then, if later on you still wish it, you can be received as a member of the Catholic Church in Paris. It will be a great joy to Grand'mère and Tante Stéphanie.




  I hope to come and see you before I leave England; write and tell me what day you would like me to come. We will then talk at length of your wishes and plans. Meanwhile, however, write to me often, and remember that you are always free to make your own decision, and my only wish is that it may be the best one for you, my little Zella.




  

    


  




  Your devoted




  FATHER




  

    


  




  

    


  




  THE CONVENT, April 29.




  

    


  




  DARLING PAPA,




  Thank you for your letter, but please, please do not take me away from the convent. I will not do anything in a hurry, but I do not at all want to go away from the convent now, and Reverend Mother was really and truly dismayed at the idea. She thinks—and I must say I quite agree with her—that it would be deliberately risking the loss of my faith if I went away now, just as I have really begun to appreciate the privileges we have at the convent. Besides, I can have instructions here regularly, besides the great advantage of the chapel always here.




  I am quite, quite sure that it isn't only the influence of convent atmosphere, as you say in your letter, but real, absolute conviction; and Reverend Mother and Father Harding, who have had such quantities of experience in dealing with souls, both say that I am a case of true, sincere conversion. It would make me very unhappy to leave the consent, and I feel sure it wouldn't be right, either, unless you really ordered me to. I hope that when you come down Reverend Mother will see you. She wants to talk it all over with you very much, and I am sure that after you have been here you won't really want to take me away. Do come as soon as you can.




  Of course I haven't told anybody that I want to be a Catholic, except Reverend Mother, who guessed it herself. But she thinks that these things had much better not be talked about until they are really settled, and so, of course, I have said nothing. But I can't help hoping that after I have seen you it will be really settled, and that you won't want me to come away from the convent. And I do want to be received in June.




  

    


  




  Ever your loving child,




  ZELLA.




  

    


  




  

    


  




  Two months later.




  

    


  




  

    


  




  VILLETSWOOD, June 28.




  

    


  




  DEAREST LITTLE ONE,




  I am glad you are so happy. My thoughts were altogether with you all yesterday, but I understood your desire not to have your attention distracted by any home presence. Your vivid description of the ceremony of your reception into the Church almost made me feel as though I had seen it.




  You must write to your Aunt Marianne yourself, my Zella dear. I am afraid she will be distressed; and if she writes to me, as she probably will, I will try to convince her that you took this step of your own free will, and not under threats of being walled up alive in a convent cell.




  You will have heard from both Grand'mère and Tante Stéphanie, who are very happy that you should have become a Catholic.




  I am looking forward to having you for the holidays, my darling.




  

    


  




  Ever your loving father,




  L. DE K.




  

    


  




  

    


  




  BOSCOMBE, Tuesday.




  

    


  




  MY DEAREST ZELLA,




  Your letter came as a very great shock both to Uncle Henry and myself, although I have always expected something of the kind to happen ever since I first knew that poor papa had decided to send his little daughter to a Roman Catholic convent school.




  One cannot help feeling, dear, that it is all very sad, that you should change the religion into which you were born, although I cannot say that I think you are old enough to know in the very least what you are doing.




  Of course I know very well that nowadays chopping and changing is the fashion, and young people are supposed to know their own minds, instead of being guided by those older and wiser. But if your dear mother had been here, this would probably never have happened. This saddens Aunt Marianne very much, my poor little Zella! but you must not feel that she loves you any the less. When you get tired of the Sisters who seem to have gained such a hold upon you, remember that there is always a welcome waiting for you here, and comfort and advice should you wish for it.




  In any case, God bless you, my poor child!




  

    


  




  Your affectionate


  AUNT MARIANNE.




  

    


  




  

    


  




  BOSCOMBE, Tuesday.




  

    


  




  MY DEAR LOUIS, I have just been writing to poor little Zella, and now feel that I should not be doing my duty if I did not tell you quite frankly all that is in my mind. Poor little Zella's letter (which was obviously written at the suggestion, if not the actual dictation, of the Sisters) came to me as a great shock, though hardly as a surprise. One had felt that something of the kind was almost bound to happen, sad though it all is.




  You must not think that I underrate the fascination of the Roman Catholic Church. They are all very clever and artful, as one knows perfectly well, and it is very natural that a child of Zella's age, without a mother, should let herself be taken in by the glamour of it all. But what I cannot understand is how you should have given your consent, which she assures me you did, to her leaving the Church and the faith in which dear Esmée was born, and in which she lived and died—as I need not remind you, Louis—in order to become a Roman Catholic at the bidding of these ignorant and terribly mistaken women.




  One cannot help feeling that, if poor little Zella had not been the only child of a rich man, the Sisters would never have taken all this trouble to get hold of her, though no doubt she is far too innocent and inexperienced to have any suspicions of this. But, after all, as I always say, what is experience given us for, if not to guide and help others, especially the young people confided to our care?




  Now, what I would suggest is this: Take poor little Zella away from this convent at once. You may think that this is shutting the stable door after the steed has been stolen, but better late than never is what I always say; and she can come straight to us for a few months, and then go with Muriel (of course under Miss Vincent's care) to finish her education by a year in Munich. Otherwise, Louis, mark my words, the next step will be that the Sisters will persuade Zella into becoming a nun. Girls are very impressionable and easily influenced, and the nuns will certainly stick at nothing where an heiress is concerned. One has heard of frightful cases where girls no older than poor little Zella have been trapped into taking vows that have ruined their whole lives. Of course one is broad-minded enough to know that some nuns do real good in the world, nursing or looking after the poor, but I cannot feel that it is what God really meant for any of us. After all, marriage is a woman's natural sphere, and, depend upon it, if each of these poor Sisters had found a good man to look after her, they would never have thought of shutting themselves up in such a morbid and unnatural life.




  One does not want to depress you, Louis, since I know that you are probably feeling sad already at the thought of poor little Zella's folly; though I cannot deny that it seems both to me and to Henry that a very little firmness on your part might have prevented the whole thing. But it is too late to cry over spilt milk. I do not know how far this mad step that she has taken is irretrievable, but one cannot help hoping that when she is a little older and wiser Zella may see the beauty of her own true Church, and get over this infatuation for mere ritual and flowers and incense.




  Well, dear Louis, this is a long letter indeed, but I felt that you would need comfort, as I do myself. Let me know if and when you will send Zella to us. She shall not hear one word of reproach, but I can't help thinking that when she is in the wholesome atmosphere of English home life again all this nonsense will be forgotten. After all, she is not even quite seventeen, and, as I always say, while there is life there is hope.




  

    


  




  Ever your affectionate




  MARIANNE LLOYD-EVANS.




  

    


  




  

    


  




  VILLETSWOOD, July 7.




  

    


  




  MY DEAR MARIANNE,




  Your suggestion of having Zella with you for the present is an extremely kind one, and I trust that you will see no lack of gratitude in my refusal of the invitation on her behalf. Her holidays begin in a fortnight's time, and she will spend them at Villetswood with me, as I am anxious to judge for myself how this new experience of hers is affecting her.




  I agree with you that it is not improbable that Zella's imagination will turn, for a time at any rate, in the direction of convent life. But I am quite sure that she is not of the stuff of which nuns are made, and I think she is quite clever enough to discover that for herself without even getting so far as to make a trial of it.




  Believe me, Marianne, that I regret the pain which I know this act of Zella's has caused you, but I have a strong conviction that the question of creed is an individual one, and I should hardly have felt it right to withhold her from a step which she so greatly desired to take.




  She seems very happy, and I am assured by the convent authorities that she has made some real and practical efforts in the direction of self-conquest since the Catholic religion has become so great a reality to her.




  I hope that we shall see you and Henry some time this summer at Villetswood.




  

    


  




  Believe me, your affectionate




  LOUIS DE KERVOYOU.




  

    


  




  

    


  




  VILLETSWOOD, August 15 (Feast of the the Assumption).




  

    


  




  DEAREST REVEREND MOTHER,




  Here at last is the long letter which I have been longing to write you ever since the holidays began. I really didn't have time for more than notes before.




  Well, my holidays are being very nice, and though, of course, I miss the convent very, very much, especially the dear little chapel,. I can honestly say that I am very happy. My father and I had a long talk about religion the other evening, and I was able to tell him all the extraordinary graces I have been given, and how I really feel that God has led me to the Catholic Church in the most wonderful manner, and he was most kind and understanding. Of course, the Catholic religion doesn't really convey much to him, but I do almost think it might be as you said, dear Reverend Mother, and his love for me lead him to think about it more than ever before. Of course, I am praying most frightfully hard that he may become a Catholic too some day, and I should be doubly happy if God allowed me to be the means of bringing him into the Church. I do hope that that thought isn't a temptation to self-love?




  I am not forgetting all my promises to you. I make my meditation every morning, and find the books very helpful indeed; though I really prefer just meditating on a chapter of the New Testament, and I never seem to grow tired, or to have distractions, over that. Of course, I say the rosary every day, and always have a most special intention for you, dear Reverend Mother. My father is very good about driving me over to Mass every Sunday, and also about the Friday abstinence. The other day I actually forgot all about it, and ate bacon at breakfast. I remembered afterwards, and felt very miserable, and wished that I could have been at the convent so as to ask you about it at once ; but I felt sure that, as it really was an accident, it could not be a sin, and I remembered your saying that I had a tendency to scruples, so I just made a good act of contrition and then left it. I told the priest about it when I went to confession on Saturday, and he said it was quite all right.




  I do hope that you are not forgetting to pray for me, dear Reverend Mother. My very best love to everyone at the convent. I am looking forward to coming back again in September, and only wish that it wasn't my last year.




  

    


  




  Always your most grateful and loving child,




  ZELLA.




  

    


  




  P.S.—I do wish I had always been called by my real name, Gisele, which is a Saint's name.
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  WHEN Zella returned to spend her last year at the convent, she found, as she had half hoped, that existence there had ceased to be monotonous. Spiritual experiences added interest and variety to life, and the progress of relations between her soul and its Creator admitted of endless meditations and of frequent consultations with Reverend Mother.




  The effect of Zella's conversion upon the other girls was perhaps less startling than she had hoped, and certainly wore off long before she had ceased to feel all the self-consciousness of novelty every time that she took her place in the kneeling row of girls outside the confessional on Saturday afternoons. The nuns, with one or two exceptions that included the imperturbable Mother Veronica, continued to meet her gaze with an expression of softened and unusual interest, and Zella was complacently aware of being looked upon as a special testimonial to the mercy of Providence, but her secret desire for popularity among her schoolmates came no nearer fulfilment.




  Kathleen Mallet had left the school at midsummer, and Zella was glad that she need no longer be reminded of an episode the humiliation of which she still remembered with exaggerated shame and misery.




  But even the pretence at friendship which had enlivened her intercourse with Kathleen never found its way into her relationship with any of the other girls.




  Zella began to wonder despairingly what was lacking in her that she could neither attract nor be attracted by any one of her compeers. She grew to look upon it as a strange stigma, something that set her apart from the other girls, and speedily exaggerated her point of view into a species of monstrous secret sorrow.




  She felt lowered in her own estimation. Indeed, the whole heart of her trouble lay in the fact that the good-natured indifference which was all that her companions conceded to her, violently disturbed Zella's own conception of herself as the slender central figure on whom all eyes should inevitably be fixed on every possible occasion.




  She had not been a Catholic for more than three months, when a sudden inspiration provided her with the solution to this distressing problem.




  Human love had been denied her. Might not this have been ordained with a distinct view to the exclusive nature of Divine love?




  Zella felt a throb of intense gratification, which she mistook for blinding illumination, as this view of the case presented itself to her. Called by God to belong to Himself alone! What could be clearer, more inevitable, one might say more suitable?




  No wonder that human intercourse had failed to satisfy her!




  Zella burned to impart her new discovery to Reverend Mother. She wrote a little note asking for an interview, and for the next two days trod upon air, as she mentally rehearsed the few simple sentences in which she would make clear to Reverend Mother the number and magnitude of the sacrifices entailed upon her by the high destiny to which she was called.




  Reverend Mother, however, did not altogether rise to the occasion. After receiving Zella's modest assurance that God had now made clear to her the exceptional vocation designed for her, Reverend Mother replied with an unenthusiastic smile:




  "Ah, my dear child, many souls have thought that, in the first ardour of conversion. But a true vocation to the religious life is a rare thing, and not to be settled in a moment."




  Zella tried not to look disconcerted.




  "I know that," she said in a tone of blended firmness and humility. "And, of course, it would mean suffering and sacrifice; but I feel that it is worth it all."




  "Indeed, yes; but your own strength would not be sufficient, my little Zella, and it needs a very clear call from God to enable a soul to follow Him in that especial way. The life of a religious is a hard one, and the grace to live it is not given to everyone."




  Few arguments in favour of the religious life could have appealed more strongly to Zella's temperamental vanity. She returned more firmly than ever:




  "Reverend Mother, I do really feel that God means me to be a nun. Of course I know that I may be mistaken (though I don't think so), and in any case I should have to wait some time before entering, I suppose. But I felt I ought to tell you at once, and—and try to prepare myself, you know," she added rather feebly.




  Yes, yes, you must try to be very faithful in little things. That is your business just now, is it not? You must not think me discouraging, child, but, you know, any idea of the religious life is apt to be looked upon merely as a phase through which many converts pass—a very generous impulse, but no more!"




  Zella's expressive face betokened considerable mortification.




  "We will talk of this again later on. Meanwhile you must pray very much for light, and that Our Lord should show you what it is He wants of you. I feel sure that, whatever it is, you will try to do it, like a good generous child," said Reverend Mother placidly, and not at all in the tones of one addressing a fervent young virgin martyr, preparing herself to renounce the world and all its pomps for the austerities of the cloister.




  "Had I better not say anything to my father at present, then?"




  "But no! Why should you distress him anew, when he has shown so much kindness and indulgence over your reception into the Church? He would reply, and very rightly, that you are far too young to decide such a question, and would probably remove you from the convent at once. Almost all parents, even the Catholic ones, are alike in such matters," said Reverend Mother calmly.




  "And yet it is the highest destiny to which one could be called," Zella murmured musingly.




  "Undoubtedly, but one should be very sure that one has indeed been called to it. Tell me, Zella, when did you first begin to think of this?"




  "I—I have been thinking about it, in a way, for some time," stammered Zella, unwilling to descend to a precision which must indicate that exactly forty-eight hours had elapsed since the discovery of her religious vocation.




  "Even before I became a Catholic, I used to wonder very much about nuns, and what made them leave their own homes, or even their own country sometimes, and live a hard, mortified life, and yet seem so extraordinarily happy."




  Reverend Mother looked, rather more attentively than before, at the enthusiast, who had pinned to her face an expression of mingled awe and spirituality, tinged and irradiated by a sort of innocent confidence.




  "And do you still wonder?"




  "I think I know, now," softly replied Zella, and felt that she had scored a point.




  Reverend Mother was silent for a moment, during which Zella, though by this time with some slight difficulty, still held the component parts of her expression together.




  "Well, my dear child," said Reverend Mother at last, to Zella's relief, "it may be that you are indeed called to follow Our Lord in the highest possible way. I need not tell you how deeply glad and thankful I shall be if it proves so. But, on the other hand, this may be, as I said before, simply a good generous impulse that has very likely been permitted in order that you may become more fervent. You must pray much, Zella, and I will pray for you as well, that you may be shown Our Lord's will very clearly."




  "I felt I had to tell you," repeated Zella wistfully.




  "I am very glad that you did so," kindly returned Reverend Mother, "and we must have some further talks together. Tell me one thing: had you reflected as to which particular Order you might be called upon to enter?"




  Zella had not, but instantly recalled the abridged Life of St. Theresa which was being read aloud by one of the mistresses, and glibly replied:




  "I want to be a Carmelite, Reverend Mother, more than anything."




  "Ah!"




  Reverend Mother appeared to be slightly amused, and Zella coloured with annoyance. She also wished that she had not so hastily committed herself to the Order of Mount Carmel, reflecting on the picturesque cornette of a Sister of Charity, and on the greater opportunities afforded to these religious of edifying the outside world.




  "Of course, I'm not really sure about the Order," she amended hurriedly. "I don't know very much about different Orders yet."




  "That is true," remarked Reverend Mother, " and there is certainly time to decide upon that when we have discovered whether you have indeed received the grace of a religious vocation. I cannot tell about that at present, my child, and neither can you."




  Zella looked rather bewildered.




  "Your confessor will be your best adviser when the time comes," Reverend Mother explained. "But it has hardly come yet, I think. We must make very sure that you are not mistaking the good and eager impulse of your own heart, newly awakened to the true faith, for the voice of God."




  Zella felt annoyed. She would have preferred, had it been possible, an immediate and public renunciation of all that life might be supposed to hold in readiness for her youth and beauty, and a solemn and beautiful ceremony, to take place in full view of all her convent companions, in which the young postulant of seventeen should bind herself, by vows of the most permanent and irrevocable nature, to a life of the highest contemplation and sternest austerity.




  Nothing, however, appeared to be farther from Reverend Mother's views than this heroic ideal.




  She bade Zella good-night very kindly at the end of the interview, and did not again allude to the absorbing subject until nearly six weeks later.




  "And do you still think of some day becoming a nun, Zella?" she then inquired, with a mild appearance of interest.




  Zella's face took on a rapt expression. "Yes," she said fervently; "I am quite, quite sure that is what I am meant for."




  "Have you thought that such a course would entail many sacrifices?"




  A hasty vista of admiring London at her feet, of flatterers crowding round in obsequious homage, opened for a moment before the eager gaze of Zella's ever-ready imagination, only to be brushed aside by the infinitely more alluring picture of a high renunciation.




  "Yes, I know," she answered resolutely, and feeling in herself a distinct resemblance to St. Agnes before the Roman Prefect.




  "I mean sacrifices on the part of other people—those whom you love. That is always the hardest thought— that one is causing suffering to those whom one loves. Your father, for instance, Zella."




  "Oh," said Zella hastily, rather annoyed that the prerogative of sacrifice should be thus passed on to another, "I don't really think that he would mind so very, very much. He—he has a lot of other interests besides me.'




  "You think that he would give his consent, then?"




  "Oh yes, I think he would give his consent to anything that would make me happy," returned Zella, rather surprised.




  She could not imagine Louis issuing a stern prohibition, or declaring that if his daughter became a nun she should never look upon his face again. Interesting though it might be to become the heroine of such a persecution, Zella felt convinced that such could never be her role.




  "He might want me to wait a little while, you know," she explained—" perhaps even till I am twenty-one."




  "Well, then," said Reverend Mother cheerfully, "that will make a very good probation. If you have indeed a vocation, and are faithful to it, then you will be of all the more use to your community for having seen a little of the world before entering."




  "But that would mean waiting about four years," cried Zella, aghast.




  "Ah, you would like to do everything at once. But that cannot be, my dear child. It would be neither right nor wise to allow you to take any decisive step at present. Why, you have still much to learn about your religion, is it not so?"




  "Yes, of course," said the dissatisfied Zella. A phrase that she had heard recently came to her mind: "Then, you don't think that I—I should be unfaithful to the grace of my vocation, in waiting so long?"




  Reverend Mother laughed heartily.




  "No, no, certainly not. Do not trouble about that for the present, but be very faithful to the little duties of everyday life, and then—then perhaps we shall see."




  She left the room, still laughing.




  Zella remained in a curious tumult of conflicting emotions. She was angry that her high and noble purpose should apparently be received as unworthy of serious attention; she was immediately doubtful of her own sincerity because it seemed to her that Reverend Mother doubted it, and yet in some strange contradictory fashion she felt distinctly pleased that Reverend Mother had shown herself so unlike the crafty and yet fanatical nun of tradition, luring the young heiress and her fortune into the convent.




  Zella felt curiously proud of Reverend Mother's display of common-sense, even while it surprised and disconcerted her.




  Nuns were not at all what Aunt Marianne supposed them to be. With spiritual insight and an intimate acquaintance with the ways of God, they also combined common-sense and a surprising knowledge of the world and of worldly wisdom.




  How little all this was realized by those outside! Why, Zella herself had thought the nuns childish and superstitious before light had been vouchsafed to her.




  She felt herself infinitely superior to that youthful Zella who had found herself so helpless and bewildered in the strange convent atmosphere so long ago.




  The gap between fourteen and seventeen and a half is a long one, and it will be seen that Zella's point of view had shifted indeed.




  Her last term at the convent was also her happiest one. Although she did not attain to the heights of popularity of which she had dreamed so long, that mattered little to one who knew herself to be the favourite, as it were, of Almighty God. Zella continued to dream happily of her vocation to the religious life, of the austerities she would practise, and of the touching aspect she would present in the ample white habit and falling veil of a novice.




  It ceased to disturb her that Reverend Mother should not take any very violent interest in this aspect of Zella's spiritual development. God saw everything, and was a sufficient audience for the time being.




  Zella no longer asked herself, "What is true—what is the realest thing of all?"




  She thought that she had found it, and if there was still a tiny lurking spirit of inquiry within her, she was hardly aware of its existence.




  Her devotion to the convent increased, and her belief in the infallibility of its teachings was in proportion to the ardour which she characteristically brought to bear upon every new enthusiasm that possessed her.




  But Zella's convent days were not destined to close, as she could have wished, upon this exalted note. That the convent phase was a transitory one was first made manifest in that final admonitory talk by which Mother Veronica strove to prepare those of her elder pupils who were about to leave the school for the perils of that life which now lay before them.




  "You are going to enter a world which is full of temptations, children," she said firmly, but not discouragingly; "and now is the time to show everyone all that your convent training has done for you. You have got to be a credit to your religion, you know. Some of you, perhaps, have Protestant homes "—Zella looked self-conscious—" and most of you, I suppose, will come into contact sooner or later with Protestants. Then you will have to take a firm stand, a very firm stand."




  Mother Veronica's glasses trembled with the determined shakings of her head.




  "Never be ashamed of your religion, children."




  "But, Mother, I'm sure I never should be," said Mary McNeill, with much truth.




  "There are a great many ways of denying Christ, dear. Remember St. Peter. Now, I dare say, it seems a simple enough thing to you to say your grace before and after every meal, but you may not find it at all easy in the world. It needs quite an effort to overcome human respect and make a big, deliberate sign of the Cross, I assure you."




  "I always do," said Dorothy Brady in a self-satisfied manner.




  "You have a good Catholic home, Dorothy. It is a very different thing when you are with strangers, perhaps all of them Protestants, who would think the sign of the Cross odd and out of place. Worldly people have a great objection to the sign of the Cross, it is one of the ways by which you can recognize them."




  "Well, it would be no business of theirs."




  "Quite true, Dorothy; but how would you like it, if you were at a big party, perhaps, and everyone in the room began to laugh or make fun of you for saying your grace and making a good honest sign of the Cross?"




  Zella strove to picture to herself a society of which the behaviour would be such as that described by Mother Veronica, and failed.




  "Then there's Friday abstinence, and the fast-days. Sometimes you're obliged to go out into the world, even on days of penance, because your parents wish it, and you must obey them in all that is not sin. But you're not obliged to enjoy yourselves. Think of St. Rose, who wore thorns concealed under the wreath with which she was made to decorate her hair. Nothing so heroic is required of you, but you must make a very strict rule of recollecting days of abstinence and the like, and keeping to them whatever happens."




  "Supposing it was Friday, and there was nothing but meat to eat?" inquired one of the girls, with much interest.




  "Well, dear, you can make a very good meal off bread and vegetables. Many poor people do not get anything half so nourishing."




  "But one's hostess," said Zella, with a great appearance of perplexity, "she would think it so rude, wouldn't she?"




  There speaks human respect," emphatically retorted Mother Veronica. "What will other people think? Once we begin to ask ourselves that question the Devil has gained half the victory. Besides, you need not make yourself conspicuous. Just sit at the table, smiling pleasantly, attending to the wants of your neighbours on either side, and as. likely as not your empty plate will pass unnoticed. People are not always thinking about you."
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