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Chapter 1


LEAVING MY HOME


At ten years of age I was the unconscious

mistress of a heavy stone farm-house and extensive lands in the interior of Pennsylvania,

with railroad-bonds and bank-stock enough to secure me a moderate independence.

I shall never, never forget the loneliness of that old house the day my mother was

carried out of it and laid down by her husband in the churchyard behind the village.

The most intense suffering of life often comes in childhood. My mother was dead;

I could almost feel her last cold kisses on my lip as I sat down in that desolate

parlor, waiting for the guardian who was expected to take me from my dear old home

to his. The window opened into a field of white clover, where some cows and lambs

were pasturing drowsily, as I had seen them a hundred times; but now their very

tranquility grieved me. It seemed strange that they would stand there so content,

with the white clover dropping from their mouths, and I going away forever. My mother’s

canary-bird, which hung in the window, began to sing joyously over my head, as if

no funeral had passed from that room, leaving its shadows behind, and, more grievous

still, as if it did not care that I might never sit and listen to it again.


One of the neighbors had kindly volunteered to take charge of

the gloomy old house till my guardian came, but her presence disturbed me more than

funereal stillness would have done. I had a family of dolls upstairs, and any amount

of tiny household furniture, which I would have given the world to take with me;

but this thrifty neighbor protested against it. She said that I was almost a young

lady and must forget such childish things, now that I was going into the world to

be properly educated.


To a shy, sensitive child, this was enough. So, with a double

sense of bereavement, I saw my pretty dolls and delicate toys swept into a basket

and carried off to the woman’s house, between two stout Irish girls, who seemed

to be taking my heart off with them.


In less than half an hour one of this woman’s children came down

the road with my prettiest doll under her arm. Its flaxen curls were all disordered,

and its tiny feet, with their slippers of rose-colored kid, had evidently been in

the mud, where she had probably insisted on making the doll walk. While I sat by

the window, waiting and watching, this bare-headed little girl sat down by a fragment

of stone that had fallen from the wall close by, and began pounding the head of

my doll upon it with all her might. A cry broke from me that made the little wretch

start and run away, leaving my poor mutilated doll by the stone.


I ran out, seized upon my ruined doll, and came back to the house,

crying over it in bitter grief. With trembling hands, I unlocked my trunk, which

was ready packed for travelling, and laid my broken treasure down among the most

precious of my belongings. Just then Mrs. Pierce, our neighbor, came in, and in

a half jeering, half kind way, expostulated with me for being such a little goose

as to cry over a doll. This woman did not mean to be hard with me; far from it.

Persons exist who are really kind-hearted and seem cruel only because they cannot

comprehend feelings utterly unknown to themselves. To me that doll was a type of

my wrecked home; to her it was a combination of wax, sawdust, and leather, which

a few dollars could at any time replace; besides that, she was put a little on the

defensive by the fault of her child.


While she reasoned with me in her coarse kindness, which only

wounded me deeper, a carriage had driven up, and two persons entered through the

outer door, which had been left open by the little girl when she ran into the house

to claim her mother’s protection. I was sitting on the floor by my trunk, with both

hands pressed to my face, sobbing piteously, when a sweet, strange voice checked

the force of that woman’s harangue; someone sank down to the floor by me, and I

was all at once drawn into a close embrace.


“Don’t cry, dear; it is all very sad, no doubt, but you are going

with us, and tomorrow will be brighter.”


I looked through a mist of tears that half blinded me, and saw

the kindest, sweetest face that my eyes ever dwelt upon. It was that of a young

woman, perhaps twenty or twenty-two years of age. “You must not feel yourself alone,

dear child,” she said, smoothing my hair with one hand, from which she had drawn

off the glove.


“Oh,” said Mrs. Pierce, pushing her daughter behind her, “you

will never believe, marm, what she is crying about—leaving home, you think it is?

Oh, no; Miss is just taking on about a snip of a doll which my little girl here

smashed a trifle, not meaning any harm, for children will be children, you know.”


Here Mrs. Pierce patted her child’s head, who cast sidelong glances

at me and attempted to hide herself behind her mother’s dress.


I looked up at the young lady, blushing red, and begging her

in my heart not to think me so very ridiculous.


She smiled encouragingly, and turning upon Mrs. Pierce, said,

very gravely:


“I am surprised, madam, that you should think this a slight cause

of grief. The smallest thing connected with the child’s home must be dear to her.”


Mrs. Pierce gave her head a fling and muttered that she meant

no harm. Miss was welcome to all her things back again; her children did not want

them, not they.


“You are right,” said the young lady, quite seriously, “have

everything she has owned or loved packed up at once.”


Mrs. Pierce went out muttering; the child followed her with a

finger in her mouth.


“Now,” said the young lady, “is there anything else you would

like to take away—a bird, a little dog, or the cat you have loved; we can find room

for them?”


My heart leaped. I had the dear old canary-bird; and lying upon

the crimson cushions of my mother’s easy-chair was “Fanny,” a pretty chestnut-colored

dog, that had all the grace of an Italian greyhound, and the brightness of a terrier.


“May I take her with me?” I cried, springing up and falling on

my knees before my mother’s armchair, and hugging Fanny to my bosom. “I am so glad,

so grateful, so—”


Here I broke down, and burying my face in Fanny’s fur, cried

and laughed out my thankfulness. When I looked up, one of the handsomest men I ever

saw stood by the young lady, who was smiling upon him, though I saw bright tears

in her eyes.


“So, this is your father’s ward,” said the gentleman, reaching

out his hand as if he had known me all his life.


I put my hand in his, and felt my heart grow warm, as if it had

found shelter from its loneliness. He exchanged glances with the lady, and I felt

sure that they were pleased with me.


“Now,” said the gentleman, “we have a little time, if you want

to take leave of anything.”


“Oh, I have been taking leave ever since she died,” I answered,

saddened by his words. “I couldn’t do it again.”


“Perhaps that is best,” said the gentleman, “so get on your things;

we have a long ride before us.”


I started to obey him, but all at once a doubt seized upon me.

Who were these people? I did not know them. Mr. Olmsly, my guardian, I had been

informed, was an old man. What right had these people to take me away from my home?


I stole back to the gentleman, trembling, and filled with sudden

apprehension.


“Please tell me who you are,” I said, “Mr. Olmsly! I thought

he was an old man.”


“And so, he is,” answered the gentleman, smiling pleasantly,

“but he is not very well, and so his daughter came after you in his place. This

is Miss Olmsly.”


The young lady stooped down and kissed me. My arms stole around

her neck unawares, and from that moment I loved her dearly. When I turned away from

the young lady’s caresses, her companion said:


“Now you would like to know who I am; isn’t that so?”


I nodded my head, feeling that I could tell at once who he was.


“Her brother, I am sure of that, you are both so—so—pleasant.”


I was about to say “handsome,” but changed it to the less flattering

word.


They both laughed, and the gentleman glanced at Miss Olmsly’s

face, which, I was surprised to see, turned red as a wild rose.


“No, I am not her brother,” he said, flushing up himself, “but

I shall be a great deal at your guardian’s, and I shall think that you are almost

my sister. Will you like that?”


“So much!” I replied, with a light heart, for all my anxieties

were put to rest. “Now I will get my things.”


I went up-stairs and entered my own little room for the last

time. How homelike and familiar everything looked: the little bed in the corner,

with its draperies of white net; the muslin window-curtains, through which I could

see great clusters of old-fashioned white roses, still wet with morning dew, and

lying like snow among the vivid green of the thick leaves; my little walnut-wood

desk, where I had got my first lessons—all appealed to me with a force that swept

away the dawning cheerfulness which the conversation down-stairs had inspired. I

sat down by the window and looked sadly out. The sash was open, and a sweet fragrance

came up from the white clover-field, mingling with that of the great rosebush, which

had reached the second-story windows, ever since I could remember. I could not bear

to leave all these things. Yet the house had been so lonely that I had no clear

wish to stay. To me there was something terrible in leaving that safe home-shelter.

I grew cold and began to cry again. Afar off I could see the graveyard where my

mother was lying. Her presence was close to me then. How could I go away and leave

her resting there within sight of the old house? But she had herself arranged that

I should live with my guardian. Why should these bitter regrets depress me, while

obeying her? It was that strong home feeling which has never left me during my life—the

feeling which prompted me to gather a handful of those white roses and keep them

till they crumbled into nothing but the ashes of a flower. Oh, how my heart ached

when we drove away from that old stone house! the picture is even yet burned in

on my brain. That tall hickory-tree at one end—the willow in front. Those fine old

lilac-bushes, and the clustering roses reaching luxuriantly to the upper windows,

in the full rich blossoming of early June. Many a time since, when in sadness and

sorrow this picture has come back to my mind, I have wondered if it might not have

been better had I stayed in that quiet old home.









Chapter 2


MY NEW HOME


Mr. Olmsly was a very wealthy man. His

property stretched far into an iron and coal district of Pennsylvania, and every

day increased its value. It lay in and around a fine inland town, situated among

some of the most picturesque scenery to be found in the State. His residence was

about five miles from this town, and a most beautiful spot it was. The house was

built on the last spur of a range of hills, which ran for some distance down the

valley of the Delaware. Around this tall ridge the noble river made a bold sweep,

turned an old stone mill on its outer curve, and went careering down one of the

richest and most beautiful valleys that the eye ever dwelt upon. The whole of this

mountain spur, the mill and the land down to the river, which swept around it like

an oxbow, was the property of Mr. Olmsly. His house of heavy stone was built half-way

up the side of the ridge, in the form of the letter T, which ran lengthwise along

the face of the hill, presenting a pointed roof, and one sharp gable in the front

view. The walls were stuccoed like many houses to be found in European countries

and were settled back on the hill by three curving terraces, two of them blooming

with rare flowers. These terraces cut the hill as with a girdle of blossoms about

half-way up from its base. The first was a carriage-road, which was connected with

the house by a long flight of steps leading across the first flower-terrace to the

front door.


In front, the house was three stories high. The basement story

opened on the first broad terrace, with its wreathing vines, and glowing blossoms.

An oriel window curved out from the gable, and a square balcony surrounded by an

arabesque railing, formed a pleasant lounging-place over the front entrance. At

the back of the house the entrance was from the third terrace, directly to the second

story, which was half occupied by a broad hall, ending in the square balcony; a

noble drawing-room, whose latticed windows opened on every side save the front,

from which the oriel jutted, opened upon a platform some ten feet wide, which formed

a promenade around one end of the second story, and along the back of the building,

surrounded by a low balustrade, to which a hundred rare plants and vines were clinging;

beyond this was a labyrinth of flower-beds, through which a broad gravel-path wound

gracefully, separating the green turf of the hill-side from the third and last terrace,

which was most beautiful of all.


These terraces threw broad belts of flowers half across the face

of the hill and ended in pleasant footpaths which led through the turf and under

some sheltering trees to the top of the ridge. There everything was wild as nature

left to herself can be. At noonday the sunshine was darkened by the woven branches

of pines, hemlocks, beech, and oak trees, with a tangle of blossoming laurel among

the dusky undergrowth. From this eminence, you commanded a glorious sight of two

magnificent valleys—one stretching off toward the Blue Ridge and overlooking the

town, the other opening in rich luxuriance down the banks of the Delaware, mile

after mile, league after league, till villages in the distance seemed scarcely more

than a handful of snow-flakes.


Half-way down you saw the house I have been describing, the carriage-road

that wound beneath it, and below that, the hill sloping downward in a broad, rolling

lawn, which lost itself with gentle undulations in the green bosom of the valley.


This was the home to which I was brought, and this beautiful

view lay before me as I stood upon the terrace-steps, wondering that the earth could

be so lovely. Miss Olmsly paused by my side, enjoying my surprise.


“You like it,” she said, “we shall be very happy here, for I

know how it will be with my father when he sees your demure little face.”


“Happy,” I said, looking at the flowers which bloomed around

me everywhere. “I did not know that there was any place in the world so lovely as

this.”


“I am glad you are pleased, young lady.”


I started, turned toward the speaker, and saw a fine old gentleman,

with soft brown eyes, and hair as white as snow, standing on the step above me.


“It is my father, dear,” said Miss Olmsly, mounting a step higher

and offering the old man a kiss, “she is a dear, good child, papa, and we love her

already.”


“I am glad of that,” he said, stooping down and kissing me on

the forehead. “Your father was my friend, child, and I will be yours. Come into

the house; you must be tired and hungry.”


We entered the house which was henceforth to be my home. Miss

Olmsly took me directly to a pretty chamber, that had been evidently prepared for

my coming. Everything was simple, neat, and pure as snow. As if they had known how

I loved flowers, they were placed in the deep window-seats, on the white marble

of the mantelpiece, and the principal window opened on the loveliest portion of

the third terrace, where a world of flowers were in bloom from May till November.


There I hung up the birdcage which I had brought from home in

the carriage, and the little inmate began to sing joyously, as if he understood

all the beauties of our new home and rejoiced over them.


Fanny, too, put her paws on the window-seat, and looked out demurely,

as if taking a survey of the landscape. She dropped down with what seemed a little

bark of approval, and curling herself up on my travelling-shawl, which had dropped

to the floor, watched me as I unlocked my trunk and prepared for dinner.


Miss Olmsly was right. I had a demure little face, but it looked

upon me from the glass less sorrowfully than I had seen it since my mother’s death.

The somber blackness of my dress threw it all into shadow and made the deep blue

gray of my eyes darker, by far, than was natural. This, contrasting with the slightness

of my form, made me look like a little woman who had known suffering, rather than

the sensitive child that I really was.


The dinner filled me with awe; the bright silver, the cut-glass,

and delicate china impressed me greatly, and I was half afraid to tell the waiter

what I wanted, he seemed so great a gentleman. Everybody was kind, the conversation

was bright and cheerful; I understood it all and felt myself brightening under it.

Once or twice I caught myself laughing at the pleasant things the old gentleman

was saying.


After dinner, when Mr. Olmsly was asleep in his great easy-chair,

Mr. Lee and Miss Olmsly went out on the platform, lifted a little from the third

terrace, and walked up and down, now and then looking in through one of the open

French windows, and saying a kind word to me. I remember thinking what a splendid

couple they were, and how happy they seemed to be in each other’s company. No wonder;

she was a lovely creature, slender, graceful, and caressing in all her ways, while

he was like a demigod to my imagination, grand as a monarch, and good as he was

kingly. Even then, young as I was, the smile with which he occasionally bent to

her, made my heart yearn with a strange desire that I, too, might be so smiled upon.


Still, I was neither lonely nor home-sick, for my whole heart

had gone out toward those young people, and I had begun to connect the old gentleman

lovingly with my own father, whose face and kind ways I could just remember.


After a while I stole up to my own room again, unpacked my trunk,

hung up my mourning dresses, and lingered regretfully over my doll a few moments,

ashamed of having loved it so; for the sneers of Mrs. Pierce had made a deep impression

on me, and I began to feel that I ought to be something more than a child. Still

I could not put the poor, broken thing entirely away, but a sight of it always gave

me a heartache. It is a terrible thing when one’s childhood is broken up with harsh

words and coarse jeers.


Where refinement is, illusions remain beautiful far beyond childhood.

They belong to innocence, and seldom dwell long with the worldly and the bad.


Mrs. Pierce had swept away one joy from my life, but a beautiful

compensation had been sent me in my new home and my new friends. It all seemed like

paradise to me when I went to bed that night.









Chapter 3


A NEW LIFE


The next morning, Miss Olmsly came into

my room and helped me arrange my little mementos in a homelike fashion. My workbox

was brought forth and placed on the little table provided for it. My pretty writing-desk

was unlocked and placed convenient for use. Brackets were ready for the ornaments

that had been so dear that I could not leave them behind. From that hour, this room

became in fact my home; the old stone farmhouse receded into the shadows of the

past. I thought of it sometimes sadly, as I thought of the graves where my parents

lay. The sight of an old-fashioned damask-rose has still power to bring tears into

my eyes, and my heart would thrill if I passed a white clover-patch, years and years

after that I left at home had been ploughed out of existence. But after all, the

brightest sunshine of my life fell through the latticed windows of my room on the

Ridge.


No hummingbird ever loved flowers as I did—no artist ever gave

himself up to the enjoyment of a fine landscape more completely than it was in my

nature to do. I have no doubt that the beauty that surrounded me was one great cause

of the tranquil happiness which settled upon my whole being as I became accustomed

to the place. I loved to spend whole mornings alone on the Ridge, collecting mosses

and searching for birds’-nests, which were abundant in the pines and the drooping

hemlock boughs. Among Miss Olmsly’s old school-books I found one that gave me an

elementary knowledge of botany; I did not consider it a dry study but loved to sit

upon a rock carpeted with moss and look into the fragrant hearts of the wild-flowers,

searching out their sweet secrets with a feeling of profound sympathy in their loveliness

and in the races to which they belonged. Child as I was, these things satisfied

me, and I wanted no other companionship.


Mr. Olmsly’s land covered extensive woods beside those on the

Ridge. There was nothing likely to harm me anywhere in the grounds, and I was allowed

to run wild out of doors wherever I pleased. Thus, I made acquaintance with many

things beside the flowers; gray squirrels and pretty striped chipmunks, with bushy

tails curled over their backs, would sit upon the tree-boughs just over my head

and look at me with shy friendliness. Now and then, I saw a rabbit peeping at me

through the ferns. These pretty creatures were not afraid, for no sportsman was

ever allowed to bring his gun into those woods, and I think they knew how far I

was from wishing to harm them.


My mother had been a timid woman, and her love for me always

rendered her unduly careful. She had a terror of allowing me out of her sight, and

being feeble herself, kept me mostly indoors, where I had learned to content myself

in a passionate love of my dolls, that really seemed to me like living creatures

capable of loving me as I worshipped them.


But at the Ridge I really did enjoy living companionship. Nature

lay all before me, wild as the first creation; or so blended with art that its richest

beauties were enhanced threefold. There was also vitality and intelligence in these

living creatures that stirred my heart with a strange sympathy.


My dog Fanny sometimes troubled me a little: she would insist

upon routing the ground-birds from their nests, and in an effort to become friendly

with the rabbits, would send them scampering wildly into the underbrush. I loved

Fanny dearly, but it was not pleasant to see my pets driven off by her frolicsome

way of making herself agreeable.


One day I had gone farther than usual into the woods and come

out upon the outer verge of Mr. Olmsly’s estate. Here the trees grew thin and scattered

off into a pasture, where a flock of sheep was grazing; beyond that, some fine meadow

sloped down toward the valley, cut in two by the highway, on which a large stone

house was visible through the trees growing thickly around it.


A flat rock, half in sunshine, half in shadow, lay hidden in

the grass close by the footpath I had been pursuing, and I sat down upon it, somewhat

tired from my long walk in the woods. Fanny was with me and sprang with a leap to

my side, but kept moving restlessly about, as if she did not quite like the position,

or saw something that displeased her.


I had gathered some spotted leaves of the adder’s-tongue, with

a few of its golden flowers, and had found some lovely specimens of cup-moss on

an old stump, which nature was embellishing like a fairy palace, and sat admiring

them in the pleasant sunshine, when Fanny gave a sudden yelp, and bounded from the

rock, barking furiously.


I dropped the flowers into my lap, half frightened by her sudden

outburst; but as she continued wheeling around the rock, darting off and back again,

yelping like a fury, I ordered her to be quiet, and fell to arranging my treasures

once more.


All at once Fanny ceased barking, but crept close to me, seized

upon my dress with her teeth and began to pull backward, almost tearing the fabric.

Just then I heard a rustling sound on the rock behind me; forcing my dress from

the dog’s teeth, I sprang up, and saw quivering upon the moss what seemed to be

a dusky shimmer of jewels all in motion. In an instant the glitter left my eyes.

I felt myself turning into marble. There, coiled up ready for a spring, its head

flattened, its eyes glittering venomously, was a checkered adder preparing to lance

out upon me.


I could not move, I could not scream; my strained eyes refused

to turn from the reptile, who, quivering with its own poison, seemed to draw me

toward him. For my life I could not have moved; my lips seemed frozen—a fearful

fascination possessed me utterly. It was broken by the rush of a fragment of rock,

under which I saw the reptile writhing fiercely. Then my faculties were unchained,

and a shriek broke from my cold lips. I sprang from the rock and was running madly

away, when Mr. Lee caught me in his arms, and I shuddered into insensibility there.


When I came to, the crushed adder lay dead upon the rock, from

a crevice of which he had crept forth upon me. Fanny was barking furiously around

it, and Mr. Lee had carried me to a spring close by, where he was bathing my face

with water.


I looked around in terror. “Is it gone? is it dead?” I questioned,

shuddering.


He pointed out the adder, which hung supine and dead over the

edge of the rock, and attempted to soothe my fears, but I trembled still, and could

hardly force myself to take a second look at my dead foe.


How kind Mr. Lee was then; how tenderly he compassionated my

terror and assured me of safety. Fanny, too, forgot her rage, and came leaping around

me. Oh, how grateful I was to that man. My heart yearned to say all it felt but

found no language. I could only lift my eyes to him now and then in dumb thankfulness,

wondering if he cared that I was so grateful, or dreamed how much a girl of my years

could feel.


How foolish all these thoughts were; of course, he only thought

of me as a frightened child. From that day I never knelt to God, morning or evening,

without asking some blessing on the head of Mr. Lee. Gratitude had deepened my reverence

for that man into such worship as only a sensitive child can feel. Yes, worship

is the word, for this young man in the grandeur of his fine person, gentle manners,

and superior age, seemed as far above me as the clouds of heaven are above the daisies

in a meadow. Even now I cannot comprehend the feelings with which I regarded him.


Have I said that Mr. Lee was a partner in the Olmsly Iron Works,

and though he boarded in town, half his time was of necessity spent at the Ridge?

My guardian only attended to business through him and expected a report at least

twice a week.


Many and many a time, when I knew that he was coming, have I

wandered down the carriage-road to the grove where it curved off from the highway,

and was closed into our private ground by a gate. There, sheltered by the spruce-trees

and hidden by the laurel-bushes, I have waited hours, listening for the tread of

his horse, and feeling supremely rewarded by a brief glimpse of his manly figure,

as it dashed up the road, unconscious alike of my presence and my worship.


I never mentioned these feelings, or all the secret sources of

happiness to which my soul awoke, not even to Miss Olmsly. I would have died rather

than breathe them to any human being; they were sacred to me as my prayers. Sometimes

I would be days together without speaking to Mr. Lee, but I was seldom out of the

sound of his voice when he visited the Ridge and would follow him and Miss Olmsly

like a pet dog about the garden, glad to see her brighten and smile when he looked

upon her and loving them both with my whole heart.


Sometimes other company came from the town. We frequently drove

over there and brought Mr. Lee home with us; indeed, he was one of the family in

every respect, save that he did not sleep at the Ridge, and called himself a visitor.

One thing is very certain—on the days he did not come Miss Olmsly was sure to grow

serious, almost sad; only there never was any real sadness at our house in those

days.









Chapter 4


THREATENED WITH SEPARATION


This beautiful life must have an end.

Even childhood has its duties, and mine could no longer be invaded.


One day Miss Olmsly came into my room, and looking around, sighed;

but there was a smile on her lip and an expression in her face that made me wonder

at the sigh; for I had not learned that superabundant joy has sometimes the same

expression as grief; but oh, how different the feeling.


She sat down by the window, and drawing me close to her, kissed

my forehead two or three times with so much feeling that I began to tremble.


“Is anything the matter?” I said, winding my arms around her

neck, “have I done wrong?”


“Wrong, my sweet child, no; who ever accused you of being anything

but the best girl in the world? I was only thinking how lonesome you would be without

us.”


“Without you?” I faltered, “without you?”


I felt myself growing pale, my arms fell away from that white

neck, and I looked piteously in her kind face, afraid to ask the meaning of these

words.


“Don’t look so frightened, dear,” said Miss Olmsly, drawing me

fondly to her side. “Even if we were not going, you must have been sent to school.

No young lady can get along without education, you know; still, I shall feel very

anxious about you.”


“Are you going away; am I to be left?”


I could ask no more; the very idea of parting with them choked

me.


Miss Olmsly drew my face to hers as if she wanted to keep me

from looking at her so earnestly. My cheek was wet with tears, but hers was red

as it touched mine, and I could feel that it was burning.


“I am about to tell you something that I hope you will be glad

to hear, darling,” she said, almost in a whisper. “In two weeks, Mr. Lee and I are

going to be married. Why, how you shiver, child! I should have told you of this

first; the very thought of a school terrifies you.”


I heard this and no more. Another death seemed upon me; I fell

upon my knees and caught at her dress with both hands.


“Oh, do not leave me—I shall die! I shall die!” She lifted me

from the floor and attempted to soothe me, but I was not to be pacified. To live

without him—never to see him! There would be nothing worth loving in my life after

that.


“Is it so hard to part with us,” she said, smoothing my hair

with both hands.


I flung my arms around her neck in passionate grief.


“Let me go too; oh, take me, take me!”


“But we are going to Europe.”


“Over the sea? I know, I know, take me!”


She kissed me again and seemed thoughtful. My heart rose: I began

to plead with hope. She listened tenderly; told me not to cry and left me in a state

of suspense hard to bear. An hour after this I saw her walking in the garden with

Mr. Lee. She was addressing him with sweet earnestness. He looked smilingly down

into her face and seemed to expostulate against something that she was urging. At

last he appeared to give way but shook his head and threatened her with his finger,

which she answered by tossing the ripe leaves of an autumn rose in his face. As

he shook them laughingly away, his eyes fell on me where I leaned from the window,

and he made a sign for me to come down.


Breathless, and wild with anxiety, I ran down to the garden and

stood beside him, panting for breath, eager to speak, and yet afraid.


“Well, little lady,” he said, holding out a hand, “you are determined

that we shall not leave you behind.”


“It would kill me,” I murmured, striving to read my fate in his

eyes.


“But we shall be gone from home a long time.”


“My home is where—where she is,” I answered.


Why did I hesitate to include him? I think he noticed it, for

he said, laughing, “Then you care everything for her, nothing for me?”


I burst into tears and cried out in my trouble, “Oh, you are

cruel to me; you laugh when I am so unhappy.”


“But no one shall be made so unhappy when—when—” Here Miss Olmsly

broke off what she had begun to say and flushed like the rose she had just torn

to pieces.


“When we are married; that is what she will not say, sweetheart,”

broke in Mr. Lee, blushing a little himself, “and if it really will make you unhappy

to stay behind, why, there must be some way found by which you can go with us.”


I caught a deep breath and felt a glow of keen happiness rush

up to my face, but no word would leave my lips.


“Now, this will make you happy?” questioned Miss Olmsly, looking

into my eyes—I think as much to avoid his, as from a wish to read my joy there.


“So happy,” I answered.


“But we shall be gone a long time and shall travel a great deal,

while you must be put to school.”


This dampened my spirits a little, but I answered, bravely, that

I did not mind, so long as there was no ocean between us.


Then they informed me that Mr. Olmsly had consented that I should

go with them to Paris and remain in school while they travelled. Then he would join

us and make new arrangements for the future.


After explaining all this to me, the young people walked off

together, satisfied that I was made happy as themselves; and so I ought to have

been; but my poor heart would not rest, and I went off into the woods like a wild

bird, wondering why it was that a flutter of pain still kept stirring in my bosom.


They were married just two weeks from that day. All the principal

families of the place were invited, and the entertainment proved a grand affair.

All the grounds were illuminated for the occasion. The house was one blaze of lights.

Every tree on the hillside or the sloping lawn seemed blossoming with fire, or drooping

with translucent fruit, so numerous were the colored lamps and gorgeous lanterns

that hung amid their foliage.


It was like fairyland to me. The moon was at its golden fulness,

and never before had the purple skies seemed so full of stars; but, spite of this,

I was sad and restless. Miss Olmsly insisted upon it that my mourning should be

laid aside, and I felt strange in the cloudy whiteness of my dress, simple and plain

as it was. Indeed, the whole thing seemed to me like a dream which must pass away

on the morrow. Perhaps it was this abrupt change in my dress which made me feel

so lonely when all the world was gay and brilliant beyond anything my short life

had witnessed. Perhaps I felt sad at the thought of leaving my native land. Be this

as it may, I can look back upon few nights of my life drearier than that upon which

the two best friends I ever had, or ever shall have, were married.


Memory is full of pictures; events fade away, feelings die out,

but so long as the heart keeps a sentiment or the brain holds an image, groups will

start up from the past and bring back scenes which no effort of the mind can displace.

It is strange, but such pictures are burned, as it were, upon the soul unawares,

and often without any remarkable event which can be said to have impressed them

there. You may have known a person all your life yet remember him only as he was

presented to you at some given moment. Whole years may pass in which you scarcely

seem to have observed him; but at some one moment he comes out upon your recollection

with all his features perfect and clearly cut as a cameo.


Of all the pictures burned in upon my life, that of Mr. Lee and

his bride, as they stood up in that long drawing-room to be married, will be the

last to die out from my mind. No bridesmaids were in attendance; no ushers coming

and going drew attention from that noble couple. This was the picture—a woman standing

at the left hand of a tall, stately man. He was upright, firm, and self-poised as

the pillar of some old Grecian temple. She drooped gently forward, her hands unconsciously

clasped, the long black lashes sweeping her cheeks; a soft tremor, as of red rose-leaves

stirred by the wind, passing over her lips; draperies of satin, glossy and white

as crusted snow, fell around her; a garland of blush-roses crowned the braids of

purplish-black hair thickly coiled around a most queenly head. Draperies of rich,

warm crimson fell from the windows just behind them, and swept around the foot of

a noble vase of Oriental alabaster, from which a tall crimson and purple,

fuchsia-tree dropped its profuse bells. Directly the clergyman, with a book in his

hand, broke into the picture; but my mind rejects him and falls back upon the man,

and the woman who stood with lovelight in her eyes and prayers at her heart, waiting

to become his wife.


There was great rejoicing after the picture was lost in a crowd

of congratulating friends; music sent its soft reverberations out among the flowers,

that gave back rich odors in return; for it was a lovely autumnal night, and the

whole platform to which the windows opened was garlanded in with hot-house plants.

I remember seeing groups of persons wandering about in the illuminated grounds.

Their laughter reached me as I sat solitary and alone in the oriel window, over

which lace curtains fell, and were kindled up like snow by the lights from without.


I was very sad that night and felt the tears stealing slowly

into my eyes. Everyone was happy, but joy had forgotten to find me out. All at once

the lace curtains were lifted softly and fell rustling down again. She had thought

of me even in her happiest moments. Her arms were folded around me; her lips, warm

with smiles, were pressed to my face.


“All alone and looking so sad! why will you not enjoy yourself

like the rest?” she said.


“I am so young and so wicked,” I answered, wiping the tears from

my eyes.


“Wicked! oh, not that, only there is no one of your own age here;

come out a little while; he has been asking for you.”


“For me?”


“Of course; who else should he think of? Why, child, you will

never know how dearly we both love you.”


“And you always will?” I asked, holding my breath in expectation

of her answer.


“And always will, be sure of that. Ah! here he comes to promise

for himself.”


Yes; there he stood holding back the curtains, proud, smiling,

and strong, as I shall always remember him.


“Ah! you have found her, silly thing, hiding away by herself,”

he exclaimed, kindly.


“I have just made a promise for you,” answered the bride with

gentle seriousness.


“Which I will keep; for henceforth, fair lady, am I not your

slave.”


“I have promised to love this girl so long as I shall live, and

that you will be her very best friend, and love her dearly.”


“Dearly, you say?”


“Most dearly.”


“Next to yourself?”


“Next to myself; and after me, best of all.”


“Ah, it is easy to promise that, for, next to yourself, sweet

wife, she is the dearest creature in existence.” She held my hand in hers while

he was speaking. When he uttered the word wife, I felt her finger quiver as if some

strange thrill had flashed down from her heart, and the broad white lids drooped

suddenly, veiling the radiance of her eyes.


“Now that I have promised, let us seal the compact,” he said,

with touching seriousness; and lifting me for a moment in his arms, he pressed a

kiss upon my lips.


“Why, how she trembles; don’t be afraid, you sensitive little

thing; come, come go with us and see how the people are making themselves happy.”


The bride took his arm, and leading me with his disengaged hand,

he crossed the drawing-room and went out on the flower-wreathed platform, where

a band of music was filling the night with harmonies.


Here an ecstasy of feeling came upon me; I remembered all that

both these persons had promised, and that it would be a solemn compact which they

would never think of breaking. I should be with them, not for a time only, but so

long as I lived. Remember, I was an imaginative girl, and knew but little of the

mutability of human affairs. I only felt in my soul that these two persons whom

I loved so entirely, would be faithful to the promise they had made that night,

and this certainly filled me with exultation that was, for the time, something better

than happiness. After a while, Mr. Lee dropped my hand, but it crept back to his,

and I made a signal that he should bend his head.


“It is a promise,” I whispered, “you will never, never send me

away from you?”


“It is a promise,” he answered, smiling down upon me.


“Good night,” I said, longing to be alone in my room where I

could feel of a certainty that the few words spoken that night had anchored me for

life. “Good night; I shall never leave you or her while I live.”


It seemed a rash promise, but I made it to God in my prayers

that night. The reader shall see how I kept it.









Chapter 5


AFTER THE WEDDING


Our Jessie was born in Paris, a little

more than a year after her parents were married, and a lovelier child never drew

breath. I was in school then, and she was two months old before I saw her, but she

had learned to smile, and was a beautiful, bright little creature even then. How

I worshipped the child! no elder sister ever rendered her heart more completely

up to an infant of her own blood, than I gave mine. All the affection I had ever

felt for the parents was intensified and softened into infinite tenderness for their

little girl. In her I resolved to repay some of the kindness which had been so lavishly

bestowed on me. How this was to be done, I could not tell, but I had dreams of great

sacrifices, unlimited devotion, and such care as one human being never took of another.

Thus, the first existence of this child was woven into my own better life and became

a part of it.


Our Jessie was two years old when Mr. Olmsly joined us in Europe,

and for the first time saw his little grandchild; before she had counted another

year, the good old man was dead and buried in a strange country. He left a will

contrary to all expectation, written after he had seen and loved little Jessie.

All his vast property was left to Mr. Lee and his wife, but on the death of Mrs.

Lee, even though the husband was still living, one half the estate was to revert,

unrestricted and uncontrolled, to her daughter.


This was all, and with it the persons in interest were satisfied;

indeed, the property was large enough to have been prided half a dozen times, and

still have been sufficient for the ambition of any reasonable person.


Mr. Lee did not return to the United States at the death of his

father-in-law; there was, in reality, nothing to call him home. He had retired from

active business soon after his marriage, and the old world had so many resources

of knowledge and pleasure, for persons of their fine cultivation, that they lingered

on, year after year, without a wish for change, sometimes travelling from country

to country, but making Paris their head-quarters so long as I remained in school.


After that, we spent a year in Italy, and some months in Germany

and Spain, where I became perfect mistress of the languages, and found happiness

in imparting them to “Our Jessie,” who became more lovely and lovable every year

of her life.


At last we went to the Holy Land, and lingered a while in Egypt,

where Mrs. Lee was taken ill, almost for the first time in her life, and then came

the only real sorrow that we had known since Mr. Olmsly’s death.


The moment it was possible, we returned to Paris, in order to

get the best medical advice. It came all too soon; Mrs. Lee was pronounced a confirmed

invalid, some disease of the nerves, in which the spine was implicated, threatened

a tedious, if not incurable illness.


At this time Jessie was ten years old, and I had entered the

first stages of womanhood; as her mother became more and more frail, the dear child

was almost entirely given up to me, and my love for her became absolute idolatry.

The child had always been taught to call me aunt, and for her sake I was ready to

give up all the bright social prospects that opened to me just then. Indeed, there

never was a time in my life that I could not have found pleasure in sacrificing

anything to the parents or the child.


One thing troubled Mrs. Lee at this time—a craving desire to

go home seized upon her. With an invalid’s incessant longing, she wearied of the

objects that had so pleasantly amused her and sighed for rest. But it had been arranged

that Jessie should be educated at the same school which I had left, and the gentle

mother could not find it in her heart to be separated from that dear one.


Now came the time for my dream to be realized. Why should “Our

Jessie” be given up to the hard routine of a school, when I could make her studies

easy and her life pleasant. It was in my power to keep the mother and child in one

home.


I found Mr. Lee and his wife together one day and made my proposition.

I would become Jessie’s governess.


My generous friends protested against this. It was, they said,

the opening of my life. In order to do this, I must give up the society which I

had but just entered, and perhaps injure my own prospects in the future. No, no,

they could not permit a sacrifice like this.


But if they were generous, I was resolute. To have Jessie always

with me, had been the brightest dream of my girlhood. I could not be persuaded to

give it up. What did I care for society, if she was to suffer the dreary routine

of the school-life from which I had but just been emancipated? I really think it

would have broken my heart had the dear child been left behind. But great love always

prevails. We sailed for America a united family, happy even with the drawback of

Mrs. Lee’s illness, which in itself was seldom painful, and her untiring cheerfulness

was never broken.


The valley of the Delaware had become highly cultivated in our

long absence. A railroad ran up the banks of the river, from which our house could

be seen standing on the hill-side miles and miles away. I started with surprise

when it first met our view. A square stone tower, three stories high, loomed up

behind the pointed gables and balconied front, giving a castellated air to the whole

building.


This had been done by Mr. Lee’s orders. He had drawn the plans,

and his architect had carried them out splendidly. Our first view of the house was

accompanied with exclamations of pleasure which delighted Mr. Lee, who had kept

all his improvements a secret, that he might enjoy our surprise. Indeed, the site

of the house was so finely uplifted from the valley, that the effect was that of

many lordly mansions we had seen on the Continent, though I do not remember one

more picturesque in itself, or that could command a landscape to compare with this

in extent or varied beauty.


It was a lovely June day when we reached the Ridge; everything

had been prepared for our reception. In the years of our absence nothing had been

permitted to go to decay, but many improvements presented themselves as we turned

up the carriage-road. A young peach-orchard had grown into bearing trees; grape

trellises were tangled thickly with vines; choice fruit-trees of every kind had

just lost their blossoms. A range of hothouses glittered through the trees. All

this made the Ridge more beautiful by far than it had been years before when it

seemed a paradise to me. On entering the house, we were still more pleasantly surprised.

Everything rich and rare that a long residence abroad had enabled Mr. Lee to collect,

was arranged through the rooms—bronzes, statuettes of marble, old china carvings,

pictures, ornaments of malachite, and Lapes lazula, met us on every hand.

All this might have seemed out of place in a country house of almost any ordinary

description, where the occupant was likely to spend half the year in town; but Mr.

Lee had fitted up this place as his principal and permanent residence. The health

of his wife demanded quiet; her tastes required beautiful objects, and all these

rare articles had been carefully selected for her pleasure. Here she found many

a precious gem of art which she had seen in her travels, admired, but never thought

to possess. But he had remembered her faintest preference, and the proofs of his

unbounded devotion met her at every turn, as we entered, what was, in fact, the

blending of an old and new home.


Not one article of the old furniture was missing, every sweet

association had been preserved with religious care; but affection had grafted the

new life she had been leading on the reminiscences of her girlhood, and, spite of

her infirmity and fatigue, Mrs. Lee was supremely happy as she entered her home.

The square tower was entirely modern, and everything it contained had been sent

from abroad. The lower room was a library, with pointed windows, a black-walnut

floor, and a small Gobeline carpet in the center of the room, upon which a heavily

carved table was placed. From floor to ceiling the walls were lined with books,

richly bound, and carefully selected; the bookcases were each surmounted with a

bas-relief in bronze, representing some classical subject, while the glass that

shut in the books was pure as crystal. Easy chairs of every conceivable pattern

stood about this room, and between each bookcase a bronze statuette reminded you

of some classic name, or hero known to history.


The second story of the tower opened into the main building;

thus, the large square chamber fitted up for Mrs. Lee was connected with two small

rooms, one intended for her personal attendant, the other a dressing-room.


The principal window of this room opened upon a balcony, which

overlooked the brightest portion of the terraces; near this window a couch was drawn,

from which even an invalid might attain lovely glimpses of the clustering flowers,

without changing her position. A carpet, thick and soft as a meadow in spring, covered

the floor, and in the back part of the room stood a bed, surmounted by a canopy

carved from some rare dark-hued wood, from which curtains of lace that a countess

might have worn, swept to the floor, and clouded the bed, without in any degree

obstructing the air. In this room everything invited to repose. The pictures were

all dreamily beautiful. On one side of the large window a marble child lay sleeping,

with a smile on its lips. On the other, just within the frost-like shadow of the

curtains, an angel, of the same size, knelt, with downcast face, and hands pressed

softly together, praying. This was the room into which Mr. Lee carried his wife,

after she had rested a few minutes in the drawing-room. He laid her upon the couch

with gentle care, but she rose at once, and leaning upon her elbow, looked around.

Everything was new and strange; but, oh, how beautiful! tears came into her eyes;

she leaned back upon the cushions and held out both hands.


“And you have done all this,” she said. “Was ever a woman so

blessed?”


Then she turned her eyes upon the window and saw the flowers

gleaming through.


“The garden is as he left it,” she murmured. “I am glad of that—I

am glad of that.”


Mr. Lee sat down by her couch, smiling, and evidently rejoiced

that he had given her so much pleasure. Jessie was moving about the room, happy

as a bird; to her everything was new and charming, and the restlessness of childhood

was upon her.









Chapter 6


TELLING HOW LOTTIE INTRODUCED HERSELF


As we were settling down to a quiet admiration

of all these things, a strange little girl appeared at the door, where she hesitated,

and peeped in as if half afraid. Thinking that she wished to speak with some of

us, I went toward her, but she waved me off with an air, saying:


“It’s no use your coming, you’re not the madam, I’ll bet.”


With these words she walked into the room and took a general

survey of our party. First she cast a sharp glance at Mr. Lee but withdrew it directly;

passed a careless look over my person, broke into a broad smile as Jessie came under

her observation, and having thus disposed of us, came up to Mrs. Lee, who opened

her eyes wide, and was for a moment astonished by the sudden appearance of the girl.


“Perhaps you don’t want me here, now that so many other folks

are coming,” said the girl, clasping and unclasping her hands, which at last fell

loosely before her. “They tell me down-stairs that I don’t belong here nohow and

hadn’t ought to put myself forward. But I haven’t got no one to speak up for me,

being an orphan, so here I am; do you want me, or must I up and go.”


“Who are you, my girl?” asked Mrs. Lee, in her gentle way.


“My father was the gardener here, marm, but he’s dead; so is

my mother, long ago. My name is Lottie, and I’ve stayed on here doing things about,

because I hadn’t anywhere else to go. That’s pretty much all about it.”


“And you wish to stay?”


“Do I wish to stay, is it? Yes, I do, awfully. I can earn my

board and more, too, in the kitchen, cleaning silver, scouring knives, and feeding

chickens, but since I catched sight of you being carried up them steps, marm, my

ideas have ris a notch. I should like to tend on you dreadfully. You could tell

me how, you know, and I’m cute to learn; ask ’em down below, if you don’t believe

me.”


Mrs. Lee broke into a faint laugh; the manners and abrupt speech

of the girl struck her as comical in the extreme. As for myself, I have seldom seen

a creature so awkward, so brusque, and yet so interesting. She was, I should fancy,

about eight years of age, square, angular, restless, but no lily was ever more pure

than her complexion, and her hair, thick and soft, was of that delicate golden tint

we find in new silk, before it is reeled from the cocoon. Altogether, she was a

strange creature, full of vivid feeling and dreadfully in earnest. Mrs. Lee liked

her, I could make sure of that, from the serene pleasure which came to her face

as she looked into the girl’s large gray eyes, which were shaded with lashes much

darker than her hair.


“And you would like to make yourself useful up here,” she said,

smiling at the girl’s intense eagerness.


“Goodness—wouldn’t I?”


“But, can you be quiet?”


“As a bird on its nest.”


“And cheerful?”


“Why, marm, I’m the cheerfullest creature on these premises.

You may count in the squirrels, rabbits, and robins, and after that, I can say it.”


Mrs. Lee turned her eyes on her husband, who sat near her couch,

greatly amused by the dialogue.


“What do you think? She seems bright, and I dare say will try

her best.”


“At any rate, she promises to be amusing,” answered Mr. Lee,

and a good-natured smile quivered about his lips.


“And kind-hearted, I will answer for that, don’t you think so,

Martha?”


“I am sure of it.”


As the words left my lips, Lottie made a pe at me, took my hand

in both hers, and kissed it with a wild outgush of feeling. “You’re good as gold,

silver, and diamonds,” she said. “I was sure that you would be on my side, though

you do look as if butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth. Tell me just what to do about

the lady and see if I don’t come up to the mark. It’s in me, I know that.”


Mrs. Lee closed her eyes wearily; even this short conversation

was too much for her weak nerves.


“Go down-stairs now,” I said to the girl in a low voice, “by-and-by

you shall be told about your duties. The first and greatest is quietness.”


She nodded her head, put a finger to her lips, and went out of

the room on tiptoe.


Mrs. Lee opened her eyes as the girl went out and beckoned to

Jessie.


“Do you like that strange little orphan?” she questioned.


“Like her? indeed I do, mamma,” said the kind-hearted girl. “She

is so warm, so earnest, and uses such queer words. But Aunt Martha will cure her

of that. I was just thinking how pleasant it would be to teach her.”


“That is a good idea, child; who knows what we may do for her?”


Here Mrs. Lee turned upon her cushions a little wearily, and

from that time, Lottie became her attendant.


Now our domestic life began in earnest. Mrs. Lee’s disease was

not often painful, nor immediately dangerous. Contented with the love that surrounded

her, she fell gently into the invalid habits, which had something pleasant in them

when incited by a home like that.


For my part, I knew no more attractive spot than her room. There

Jessie took her lessons in the morning, and in the afternoon, Mr. Lee always sat

with us, reading to her while we worked or studied. Never in this world, I do think,

was a family more closely united, or that seemed so completely uplifted from care

or trouble as ours.


Sometimes Mrs. Lee would regret what she called the waste of

my youth in her daughter’s behalf, but I had no such feeling. Society was nothing

to me, while those I loved so dearly were part of my everyday life. Of course, I

had seen my share of social life in Europe, had met many agreeable people, and knew

what it was to be admired—perhaps loved—but my heart had never, for one moment,

swerved from its old affections. Ardently as in my childhood, I loved those two

first and last friends. As for “Our Jessie,” I cannot trust myself to speak of her.

If ever one human being adored another, I adored that bright, beautiful girl. They

talked of sacrifices; why, it would have broken my heart had Jessie been taken from

me and sent to school. Of course, we had plenty of society, the best people from

the town visited us often, and sometimes an old friend whom we had met on our travels

would find us out. But Mrs. Lee’s state of health precluded much hospitality, and

so we were left almost entirely to the quiet home-life which all of us loved so

well.


Thus, months and years rolled on, stealing the freshness and

bloom from me, and giving them tenfold to my darling.


If I have dwelt somewhat at length on my early life, it is not

because I am attempting to give prominence to my own feelings or actions, but that

the reader may understand how intense and all-absorbing a feeling of affectionate

gratitude may become—how it may color and pervade a whole existence.


In my helpless orphanage, two noble young people had found me

lonely, despondent, and almost friendless. At once, without question or reservation,

they took me into their hearts and gave me a permanent home. Now that my benefactress

had fallen into entire dependence upon those she loved for happiness, was it strange

that I stood ready to give up my youth for her and her beautiful child?


This generous woman was forever speaking of my action as a noble

sacrifice. But to my thinking it was happiness in itself. I loved to watch what

might have been my own life, dawning brightly in the youth of Jessie Lee; and when

her first lover appeared, I was almost as much interested as the girl herself, who

was, in fact, quite unconscious, for a long time, that the young man loved her at

all.


He was a splendid young fellow, though, and even “Our Jessie”

might have been proud of the conquest she had unconsciously made.


Young Bosworth was the grandson of a fine old lady, born in England,

I think, who inhabited the large stone house I have spoken of as forming a picturesque

feature in the landscape, on the day I was rescued from the adder. He was interested

in an iron company near the town, financially, and was about to enter into active

business in the partnership, having just completed his minority. His business brought

him frequently to our house, for Mr. Lee was considered a safe adviser in such matters;

thus an intimacy sprung up between the young man and “Our Jessie" just when

the first bloom of her girlhood was deepening into the rare beauty for which she

was so remarkable in after-years.


But Jessie was all unconscious of the love that I could detect

in every glance of those fine eyes, and in every tone of the voice that grew tender

and musical whenever it addressed her. Indeed, the young man took no pains to conceal

the feelings that seemed to possess him entirely. No one but a person utterly innocent

and unconscious of her own attractions could have remained an hour ignorant of such

devotion.


I think Jessie liked this man, and if nothing had happened to

intervene, that liking would have ripened gently into love, as fruit exposed to

the sweet dews of night and the warm noonday sun, ripens and grows crimson so gradually

that we mark the result without observing the progress.


But something did happen, which not only interrupted the pleasant

relations which had been established between this young man and our family, but

which broke up all the quiet and happiness of our domestic life.


Hitherto our lives had been so tranquil that there was little

to describe. We had, to an extent, isolated ourselves from the general world, and

so surrounded ourselves with blessings, that the one misfortune of our lives had

proved almost a beneficence, for Mrs. Lee’s illness had only drawn us closer together.

But all was to be changed now.









Chapter 7


OUT IN THE WORLD


When Jessie reached her eighteenth year,

Mrs. Lee became more languid than usual, and early in the season her physician suggested

a few weeks at the seaside.


I think the dear lady was induced to follow his advice from a

desire to give our girl a glimpse of the life which should have been opened to her

about that time, rather than from any hopes of benefit from sea-bathing. She entered

into the project at once and brightened visibly under the influence of Jessie’s

openly expressed enthusiasm. The dear girl had in reality seen nothing of life,

and she was happy as a bird at the prospect of entering what seemed to her like

an enchanted land.


Late in June, that year, we went to Long Branch upon the Jersey

shore, and there among the crowd of fashionables from Philadelphia and New York,

a new life opened to our Jessie, whose wealth and exceeding beauty soon made her

an object of general admiration.


I cannot tell you how we first became acquainted with Mrs. Dennison.

She was a Southern woman, about whom there was a vague reputation of wealth inherited

from an old man, whom she had married in his dotage, and of a very luxurious life

which had commenced so soon after the funeral as to create some scandal. She was

certainly a very beautiful woman, tall, exquisitely formed, lithe and graceful as

a leopardess. Her manners were caressing, her voice sweetly modulated, and her powers

of conversation wonderfully varied. At first, I was fascinated by the woman. She

occupied rooms that opened on the same veranda with ours and had stolen so completely

into our companionship by a thousand little attentions to Mrs. Lee, before we really

knew anything about her, that afterward it seemed unnecessary to make further inquiry.

It would have proved of little avail had our research been ever so rigid, for no

one seemed really to have any positive knowledge about her. Even the gossip I have

mentioned could always be traced back to a remarkably bright mulatto lady’s-maid,

who was generally in attendance upon her, and who conversed freely with everyone

who chose to question her. But all the intelligence so gathered was sure to add

to the power and wealth of a mistress whom the mulatto pronounced to be one of the

most distinguished and beautiful women of the South. All this rather interested

Mr. Lee, who found this lady so often bestowing little attentions upon his wife,

that he came to recognize her as a friend, and, after a time, seemed to take great

pleasure in her conversation. All this troubled me a little. Why? surely the feeling

which turned my heart from that woman was not jealousy. Had I indeed so completely

identified myself with my friends, that the approach to confidential relations with

another person gave me pain? I could not understand the feeling, but, struggle against

it as I would, the presence of that woman made me restless. She never touched Mrs.

Lee that I did not long to dash her hand away.


Jessie, like the rest, was fascinated with her new friend. They

would walk together for hours on the shore, where a crowd of admirers was sure to

gather around them, while I sat upon the veranda with my benefactress, anxious and

disturbed.


After a time, another person was introduced into our party. He

first became acquainted with Mrs. Lee and seemed to drop into our companionship

in that way without any connection with Mrs. Dennison; but I learned afterward that

Mr. Lawrence had been very attentive to her from her first appearance at the Branch,

and that a rumor had for a time prevailed that they were engaged.


All this might not have interested me much but for something

that I observed in Jessie, who was evidently far better acquainted with the man

than any of us; for it seems he had been in the habit of joining her and Mrs. Dennison

in their walks long before he attained an introduction to Mrs. Lee. Lawrence was

a tall, powerful man, very distinguished and elegant in his bearing, wonderfully

brilliant in conversation, and one who always would be a leader for good or evil

among his fellowmen. He had been a good deal connected with the politics of the

country, and at one time was considered a power in Wall Street, from which he had

withdrawn, it was impossible to say whether penniless, or with a large fortune.


This man was soon on terms of cordial intimacy with our family,

but I watched him with distrust. He was just the person to dazzle and fascinate

an ardent, inexperienced girl like our Jessie, and I saw with pain that her color

would rise and fade beneath his glances, and that a look of triumph lighted up his

eyes when he remarked it.


Here was another source of anxiety. This man of the world, who

had spent half his life in the struggles of Wall Street and a tangle of politics,

was no match for a creature so pure and true as our Jessie. Yet I greatly feared

that her heart was turning to him at the expense of that brave, honorable young

man whose very existence seemed to have been forgotten among us.


But young Bosworth came at last, and I was more at rest. Jessie

was certainly glad to see him, and, much to my surprise, he dropped at once into

intimate relations with Lawrence, and recognized him as an old friend whom he had

met during the few months that he had spent abroad.


I have not said that Lottie was one of the attendants whom we

brought from the Ridge. This girl had grown somewhat in stature but was still very

small. Her light-yellow hair was wonderfully abundant, and she had a dozen fantastic

ways of dressing it, which added to the singularity of her appearance. At times,

her eyes were clear and steady in their glances; but, if a feeling of distrust came

over her, both eyes would cross ominously, and she seemed to be glancing inward

with the sharp vigilance of a fox.


There always had been a remarkable sympathy between me and this

strange girl. From the day I first saw her, she seemed to pine my feelings, conceal

them as I would, and to share all my dislikes almost before they were formed. At

first, she had kept aloof from the servants of the hotel. This was not strange,

for Lottie was, in fact, better educated than some of their mistresses. She had

managed to pick up a great deal of knowledge as she sat by while Jessie took her

lessons, and I had found pleasure in teaching her such English branches as befitted

her station in life. In fact, Lottie had become more like a companion than a servant

with us all.


To my surprise, after keeping aloof for a whole week, Lottie

fell into the closest intimacy with Cora, Mrs. Dennison’s maid, and I could see

that she lost no opportunity of watching the mistress and Mr. Lawrence.


What all this might have ended in I cannot tell, for just as

our intimacy became closest, the strong sea-air began to have an unfavorable effect

on our patient.


A sudden longing for home seized upon her one day, after Lottie

had been with her talking about the Ridge, and it was decided that we should leave

the Branch at once, though the season was at its height, and Jessie had entered

into its gayeties with all the zest of her ardent nature.


I think Mr. Lee was rather reluctant to go away so suddenly.

He had been so long excluded from this form of social life that it had all the charm

of novelty to him; but the least wish of his wife was enough to change all this,

and he became only anxious to get her safely home again.


I do not know how it happened, or who really gave the invitation,

but on the night before I left we learned from Mrs. Dennison herself, that she had

promised to make us an early visit; and half an hour later, as I sat alone in the

lower veranda, young Bosworth and Mr. Lawrence passed me, talking earnestly. “Of

course, my dear fellow, I shall come if a careless person like me will be acceptable

to that fine old lady, your grandmother. That promise of partridge-shooting is beyond

my powers of resistance.”


It was Mr. Lawrence who spoke, and I knew by this fragment of

conversation that he too was coming into our neighborhood.
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