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            I. — IT WAS A LOVER AND HIS LASS
      

         

         ALL that April had promised May was giving. A pair of pheasants that had strayed from their cover and were solemnly crossing the path, were startled back by a sound of singing. Such clear young voices! They rang through the woods and were flung out in an unpremeditated way, a though their owners were in the habit of singing together.

         
            
               
                  'It was a lover and his lass,
      

                  With a hey and a ho, and a hey nononino,'
      

               

            

         

         they carolled full of exultation and delight.

         Presently the singers came into view. The man was a typical Englishman—well-built and almost stalwart—with a clear, brown complexion and clean-cut features. The girl walked with a light step—a slim slip of a creature. Her frock was white, and she carried a broad-brimmed hat and swung it backwards and forwards as she walked. Her golden hair, which was ruffled in the wind, framed an elfish, laughter-loving face. There was mischief in its every line, and yet there was sweetness in the curves of the mouth and a lurking seriousness in the depths of her blue eyes.

         'We have done a hard afternoon's work,' she said. 'I am tired now; I am going to rest a while.'

         She settled herself comfortably at the foot of a pine, all in among the bracken. Her companion set the basket of bluebells that he had been carrying on the ground and flung himself at her feet.

         
            
               
                  'In the spring time,
      

                  The only pretty ring time,'
      

               

            

         

         sang Winifred softly, with her hands clasping her knees and rocking herself to and fro in time with the refrain.

         Frank did not join her. He just gazed up at her with adoring eyes, thinking what a delicious picture she made in her white frock and blue ribbons set in the green of the wood. Her hair was glittering in the light that filtered through the waving branches, and he lay and watched her as she sang, following in idea the spirit of her singing, and exulting in the thought of future ownership.

         'Winifred,' he said presently, 'your eyes are exactly the colour of the bluebells, and your hair looks as though it were made of sunbeams combed out of the sun.'

         'Now don't begin with compliments,' Winifred said contentedly.

         'Very well, then, I will give you some home truths. One—your hair is disgracefully rough.'

         'Home truths are truths you don't want to hear. Why they should be called home truths, I can't think, when they are unpleasant. What has anything unpleasant to do with home?'

         'They are called home truths because they go right home,' said Frank solemnly. 'Two—you have torn your frock and got it muddy round the hem. Three—your shoes are dusty.'

         'I can't help that,' indignantly.

         'Four—your hair ribbon is coming untied, and your whole appearance denotes a "careless desolation".'

         Winifred's lips curved in a bewitching little smile.

         'Oh, well,' she said, complacently, beginning to tie her hair ribbon afresh, 'all these things can be remedied.'

         'Oh, but I haven't finished yet. Six—'

         'Five,' she put in.

         'No,' Frank said firmly, 'five was the "careless desolation." Six—your nose is just a trifle—shall I say—"tip-tilted." Seven—your upper lip is undeniably too short, and eight—I am not sure that I don't prefer raven locks, the colour of my own, to golden curls; and brown eyes, like mine, to blue ones.'

         Winifred had covered her ears with her hands.

         'You are a horrid boy,' she said, pouting. 'I am going on.'

         'No,' Frank said decidedly, putting his arms round her to hold her down. 'You shalln't go until you confess that you prefer compliments to home truths.'

         'Oh, you terrible boy! Well! you must confess something first.' She leaned towards him with an air in which coaxing and command were mixed in a bewildering way. 'Say that you like golden hair better than black. Say it!'

         'I like golden hair better than black,' repented Frank: 'I am letting myself be entangled by its glittering, silken meshes.'

         'Say,' she whispered, leaning a thought closer, 'that you like blues eyes better than brown.'

         'I like blue eyes better than brown,' repeated Frank, adoring her: 'I am being drowned, deliciously drowned in their sparkling, blue depths.'

         'Winifred broke into a delightful little laugh,

         'And now is there any need for me to actually confess in cold words that I like compliments better than home truths.'

         'You're a witch!' said her lover. 'I believe you could got the better of anybody.'

         'No, I couldn't,' laughed Winifred, 'I only get the better of people who are so foolish as to admire me, and still more so foolish as to show it. No, I don't, like home truths; they do you good, and I don't like being done good to.'

         'No more do I,' cried Frank impulsively. 'It's disrespectful treatment.'

         'Yes,' Winifred said thoughtfully, 'we are not truly in sympathy with people when we are trying to do them good.'

         'Winifred, when you and I are married, we will never try to do one another good.'

         A faint flush overspread her face and a look of of delicious consciousness dawned in her eyes: but she looked straight at her lover as she replied, 'I don't think we ever shall, We have had all our lives to learn one another, and as we go on growing we can go on learning, can't we?'

         'Dear little comrade,' murmured Frank, as he kissed the slim hand that rested in his.

         The rectory at Fallingham was quaint and romantic. The high and trim-cut box hedge shut it away from the outer world and within there was the fragrance of sweet flowers, and the hush and peacefulness that come of ordered seclusion.

         On this warm afternoon in May, Dr. Beechington sat in his great cane chair, watching idly and with some amusement the magnificent futilities of Henry, For Henry had a method peculiarly his own of doing small nothings with feverish haste.

         The Rector read for a while; then, speaking over his paper, he asked: 'Has Miss Winifred returned yet, Henry?'

         'No, sir. She went down to the village a couple of hours ago.'

         The Doctor was sitting with his back to the old oaken gate that led into the rectory garden, and neither he nor Henry noticed the entrance of its young mistress. Followed by her lover and holding up a warning finger to him, she ran noiselessly down the steps, crept up behind her father's chair, and put her hands before his eyes.

         'Who is it?' she demanded.

         'It doesn't want much cleverness to answer that question,' said the Rector, taking hold of her hands and kissing them fondly. 'Where have you been?'

         'In the copse and in the woods and in the village. Frank,' she commanded, 'bring forward the spoils!'

         But at this, the Rector rose with a troubled face, 'Winifred, my love, I have something to say to Mr. Bennett which will take me some time. Will you leave us together for a while?'

         'Why, of course I will,' she said gaily. 'I hope it is nothing very serious, father. I am not in the mood for anything serious. Can you be, on a lovely day like this?'

         She broke into the song they had been singing in the woods:

         
            
               
                  'Hey noni nonino, hey noni nonino,'
      

               

            

         

         and turned towards the house, adding over her shoulder, 'Mr. Morretti says: "Never talk business before meals".'

         'Oh, by the way, Winifred,' Bennett said, 'you have forgotten to tell your father that we met the great millionaire in the village, and that he is coming along to see him.'

         The old Rector looked at his daughter. She made a very pleasant picture as she stood by the terrace steps, lightly swinging her basket of bluebells. He frowned thoughtfully as though some ugly vision had come between his eyes and the beautiful child who waited on his word.

         'Was Mr. Morretti alone?' he asked.

         It was Bennett who answered, and the Rector's frown was reflected on his boyish face.

         'N—no,' he replied reluctantly, 'that fellow Vascour was with him—he has just returned from the Continent.'

         The look of displeasure on the older man's face deepened. 'I do not like the way you speak of Mr. Vascour,' he said shortly. 'Remember, he is a great friend of mine; he himself is a man of some wealth and influence.'

         It seemed to Frank that the lovely eyes of the girl were clouded as she rejoined quietly, 'He is not a good man, father. There is something about him that repels me. When he is near me I feel as though I were in the presence of some dreadful, warped creation of Nature's—that—oh, it's a dreadful thing to say—that soils all things and all people it touches.'

         The Rector stared at her in amazement. 'Tush, my child,' he said sharply; 'your prejudice against Mr. Vascour is unreasonable, it is embarrassing, the more so since—' he stopped short and bit his lip.

         'Yes, father? Since—'

          
      

         Dr. Beechington waved his hand wearily. 'Never mind, never mind,' he said, 'run along and make the arrangements that are necessary. Perhaps Mr. Morretti will stay to dinner.'

         He turned to Frank. 'I presume that even you, Mr. Bennett, have no feeling against our neighbour and my good friend, the African millionaire?'

         Frank laughingly shook his head. 'I? None whatever, Doctor,' he said. 'Indeed, It would be churlish to harbour one unkind thought against this man.'

         Dr. Beechington was obviously ill at ease. He motioned Bennett to a chair and seated himself in one opposite. For a moment he did not speak. He seemed in some difficulty as to how he should begin.

         After a long silence he spoke. 'I have noticed, Mr. Bennett,' he said, slowly, 'that you have paid considerable attention to my daughter. I cannot say that such attention meets entirely with my approval.'

         He was not prepared for the consternation his words provoked.

         'Dr. Beechington!' Frank gasped, rising, pale as death.

         'Pray be seated until I have finished,' the doctor went on hurriedly. 'You know, Mr. Bennett, I am a poor man, and my daughter would come to her husband practically penniless.'

         The boy's drawn face punished him, but he determined to go through with the business.

         'I know what you would say,' said the Doctor, gently, as Frank tried to speak, 'but I do not forget that you, too, are very poor—and that your prospects, moreover, are so visionary that for me to allow my daughter to marry you would be as great a sin as though I were by my own act to beggar her. If you had been a man in reasonably easy circumstances, there is no one to whose care I would more willingly have confided my daughter. You love her I do not doubt—your ability to keep her in comfort, I greatly fear. Love is a poor meal,' he said, bitterly.

         'Love is—something,' said Frank, finding his voice.

         'It does not pay rates and taxes,' said the old man, cynically. 'Winifred has a duty to her father.'

         'Love is the greatest of all duties,' said the young man, hotly.

         Dr. Beechington made a gesture of impatience. Sub-consciously the opposition pleased him, it made his task the easier.

         'The greatest of all duties, Mr. Bennett, is obedience,' he said acidly, 'and I am confident that my daughter will give me her obedience in this respect; that she will marry the man I have chosen for her.'

         Frank winced at the last words. Into his pale face a flush of anger stole.

         'That you have chosen! You have chosen!' he said with dangerous quietness. 'I knew nothing of this: your daughter knows nothing of this. Will you be so kind as, to give me the name of the man!' The quiet contempt of his tone made the Rector change colour.

         'I do not like your dictatorial air, Mr. Bennett,' he said, angrily.

         Frank was cool now. 'Nor,' said he, 'do I like the callousness with which you dispose of the girl who is to be my wife, with as little compunction as though she were a slave in the market place; a something on offer to the highest bidder.'

         'You are insolent,' stormed the Rector, 'because I choose to direct the choice of my daughter, an inexperienced girl, whose childish fancies have been attracted by the plausibility of a ne'er-do-well—'

         Of his charity he arrested the sting of the speech, but he had said too much.

         'I think. Doctor,' said Frank, holding himself in hand, 'you count too much upon your position. Your daughter loves me. I love her. She is old enough to decide for herself whether she will follow the dictates of her own heart, or be sold to bondage like some eastern slave.'

         Neither saw the girl, who had come out onto the terrace and stood, a troubled spectator of the scene.

         'She shall choose,' said the Rector, in a low voice, 'between her father—that father whose watchful care has tended her from childhood—that father whose only thought has been for her—she shall choose between her father and her lover.'

         For a moment they stood, the old man and the young; one—his mind neatly ordered with the set pieces of his plan, the other—his heart all chaotic with the energy of youth, and full of rage and pain at the sight of his happiness threatened. It was the girl who came between them.

         'Father! Frank!' she gasped, her eyes speaking her terror. 'What does it all mean? To choose between you—you, the two whom I love better than all the rest of the world? Oh, father?' She looked at the old man, and some inkling of the truth came to her.

         Very tenderly the doctor put his arm about her. 'My daughter,' he said, gently, 'I am a very poor man; I know better than either of you the true meaning of genteel poverty. I have known the horrors, the everlasting misery, of making one shilling do the work of two. All my life I have been poor—all my life I have devoted myself to the task of ensuring you comfort. To see you want—to see you the wife of a poor man would break my heart.'

         'But, father,' she faltered, 'I love Frank—'

         'And what of your father?' His voice shook a little as he asked.

         'Oh, yes, indeed yes, I love you dearly, father. I would do anything in the world to repay your kindnesses; I would make any sacrifice to please you—but—'

         The doctor's face clouded. 'There, must be no "buts", Winifred!' he said; and the girl trembled at the sudden harshness in his tone. 'Hitherto your wish has been law. I have asked—now I demand. I have suggested—now I command. You shall marry the man who can bring you comfort. Believe me, dear, Ramon Vascour is a husband worthy of your love.'

         This was the Rector's bombshell. He was not unprepared for the effect. The girl's face went white; she slipped from his encircling arms and stepped backward, searching his face all the while as though she sought, and sought vainly, some familiar expression, some hint of the vanished personality.

         'Ramon Vascour!' she repeated, mechanically, and shuddered.

         'Yes, Ramon Vascour,' said the Rector, sternly. 'He has asked my permission to pay his addresses to you. Mr. Vascour, you must remember, is more than confidential secretary to Mr. Morretti; he is his most intimate friend. That speaks for his character.'

         'And you?' asked Winifred, as in a dream.

         'I have granted that permission,' said the Doctor, and turned to face the furious man at his side.

         'Do you dare to stand there Dr. Beechington,' said the boy savagely, 'and look the world in the face, knowing that you have sold your daughter to this man?'

         The nicenesses of convention were forgotten now.

         'Dare, sir, dare,' cried the other, angrily. 'If I were a younger man you wouldn't talk to me of "daring"!'

         'If you were a younger man I'd kill you!' flung the boy in a frenzy of wrath.

         'Father! Frank! Are you mad?' cried the girl in terror. 'Oh, what shall I do? What shall I do?'

         She covered her face with her hands, and the sight of the weeping girl had the effect of calming the men. The Rector was the first to recover. With an effort he turned to his daughter.

         'Winifred, come with me,' he said, hoarsely. 'We will leave this impertinent cub to recover his senses.'
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