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April 1859

When, after twenty years, Matthew Bilbo came out of prison, his first impulse was to climb to the top of the nearest hill.

It lacked several hours to dawn when the great gate clanged behind him and he walked, a free man with a heavy heart, into the middle of the city of Winchester. The shadowed streets were still empty and silent, dankly glistening from a light rain that had fallen overnight; he could see no signpost or people to advise him of his homeward way. Yet a long-disused shepherd’s faculty soon asserted itself, and he began, slowly but with certainty, to make his way toward the east, up the long hill that led in the direction of Petersfield, Midhurst, and Petworth. His legs felt strangely weak. His eyes ached from withheld tears. Getting to be an old man, he supposed, fifty or thereabouts. Life in jail had been so uneventful that his memory seemed to have slipped a cog or two, and spun round vaguely these days, presenting some facts clearly enough, but drifting mistily past others. His original sentence for poaching had been fifteen years; but then, a couple of times, he had tried to escape, first when word had come that Martha was going to marry somebody else, then when his parents had been evicted from the cottage. He had been recaptured and that, of course, had added to his term, and he had been transferred to Winchester. But resignation had set in, after Martha’s marriage and his parents’ death; he had learned calm with time, suffering the slow years to come and go at their own pace. Solitude had always been his friend, for silence is much the same whether experienced in a cell or on a rainy hillside with one’s flock of Southdowns huddled against the turf. The long hours of his own company afflicted him less than they did most prisoners. It was true, he had missed the cry of the sheep and the song of larks; now, making his way rather slowly and stiffly along the Petersfield road, he discovered how much he had missed the air of the hills; it tasted pure and cold as spring water.

After five or six miles his prison stiffness began to wear off, and he moved better; besides, he had reached the top of the ridge and come to a level stony track; ahead, the domed summits of the Hampshire Downs were outlined against the paling eastern sky. Like a row of mushrooms, thought Bilbo with pleasure, and, the image reminding him of food, he presently sat on a fallen log by a spinney and munched a bit of the penny loaf, yesterday’s ration, which he had been too bemused by thoughts of coming freedom to eat when it had been given to him. Stale though it was, the fresh air made it tasty; even so, he could eat no more than the crust. At rest, he began to think immediately about his forsaken protégé, and trouble came down on him like a cloud.

He rose and walked on.

The prison authorities had supplied him with a suit of clothes, for his own, taken from him on admission, baked, fumigated, and stored, had long since mildewed away. They would have been too big, anyway, he reflected; he had shrunk somewhat in jail. He now had a coat, waistcoat, breeches, and stockings of dark, cheap woolen. By the permitted occupation of weaving horsecloths he had managed to earn eighteen shillings, of which ten had gone to pay for the clothes; the remaining eight now jingled in the pouch he had made himself. But I’ll need to get me some better gear than this, he thought, for I can’t tend sheep in these taffety things; a couple of weeks’d see them worn through and torn to shreds. I’ll be wanting a hard hat, and a gabardine smock, and some leather leggings, and a pair of iron-tipped boots. Time to worry about that when I’m home to Petworth.

The sun, having extended a long band of light—prune, lemon, and chestnut-colored—along the dimpled horizon, now appeared in a blaze of rainy glory.

Ah, thought Bilbo, that’s summat, that be! And he inhaled a deep breath of satisfaction. But for the first time in many years an intimation of what he had lost now came to trouble him, and the breath he drew ended in a strange, painful groan; buried memories began to stir, of rainy mornings on Barlavington Down, with the sheep’s wistful chorus echoing far and near, and his young sister Sarah, a dot in the distance, bringing his breakfast tied in a red-spotted handkerchief.

No use to make a fantigue over what’s gone, though, he thought, and strode on firmly, for he had more than thirty miles yet to accomplish. Despite the resurrection of old griefs and the presence of a new one, his heart was hopeful; he was, after all, going home to Petworth in sweet, auspicious April; the larks were skreeling their hearts out in the sky overhead, and down in the valley the timber trees were covered in pink buds.

He did not reach Petworth until evening; out of condition after the long wasted years, he was obliged to rest every five miles or so, and though he was eager to see his native place again, there seemed no reason to overtax himself and get there all tired out and vlothered. He followed bridle paths rather than turnpike roads, so as to avoid encountering people, for he felt nervous of human contact; so dusk had fallen over the small market town by the time he was tapping at the door of a cottage near the toll gate.

A child opened the door, blue-eyed, straw-headed, finger in mouth.

“Your ma about, liddle ’un?” he asked. “Say her brother’s here—your uncle Matt.”

“Ain’t got no uncle Matt,” said the child, removing finger from mouth.

This was a blow; but a fat, suspicious-looking woman now arrived, who cleared up the puzzle.

“Missus Bowyer? She moved round the corner into Darner’s Bridge arter her husband was took bad. You’ll find ’em there, third house along.”

The street called Darner’s Bridge was, luckily, only a few steps farther; but Matt’s reception there was hardly more welcoming. He would, he thought, hardly have recognized his sister; although ten years younger than himself, she had aged much more; all her teeth had gone, her once flaxen hair was gray and scanty, her eyes faded, and her face, lacking teeth, had become haggard, pinched, and shrewish in expression.

“Sairy? It’s Matt.”

Her gasp was not one of delight; rather, his arrival seemed the last straw.

“Matt? What the pize are you doing here?”

“I just come out,” he said simply. “Didn’t you get word? I sent you a message by Toby Hedges, six months past.”

“Oh, ah. Reckon he did say summat, but it slipped my mind. You can’t stop here, Matt,” she went on hastily. “There’s ten of us in the two rooms as ’tis. We’ve not room for another nipper, let alone a grown man.”

Matt began to feel discouraged. His feet burned after walking all day along rough tracks in the cheap prison shoes; his toes throbbed like glowing embers.

“Maybe I could just come in and have a set-down?” he suggested mildly.

“Oh well—I daresay.” Reluctantly Sarah Bowyer stood aside to let him in. The small stuffy room, opening directly off the street, was below ground level, and smelt dankly of burning waste on the tiny fire, potatoes boiling in their skins, old grubby clothes, and unwashed human bodies. There seemed to be five or six smallish children in the shadowy, shabby place; Matt edged himself gingerly onto the corner of a torn horsehair couch.

“Ned about?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“He’s working at the clog factory now; he got too crippled up with rheumatics to blow the bellows for Sam Budd.” Ned had been a blacksmith’s assistant. “Sam and Cathy’s at the clog factory too now,” she went on.

“That’s good,” said Matt tentatively.

“Good? For six shillings a week? Times are terrible hard, Matt. And we’ve ten to feed; and only three bringing anything in.” She looked with exasperation at the skinny, towheaded children huddled about the room, as if calculating how long it would be before any of them rendered some return for all the potatoes they had consumed.

“Well, I won’t be a charge on ye,” said her brother pacifically. “All I was wanting was a bed for the night, time I’ll go to Mus’ Strudwick and ask for my old job back.”

“Strudwick? He won’t have ye,” said his sister contemptuously. “He’ve long since found himself another shepherd. Time don’t stand still while ye’re in jail, brother.”

Slowly, reluctantly, she inched him a half-cupful of tea from the brown pot that stood on the hob, filled the cup with hot water, and added a drop or two of milk from a metal can.

“Thankee, Sairy.” He drank the tea with pleasure; in jail it had been a luxury served only at Christmas. And he reflected soberly that what she said was perfectly reasonable; somehow in all these years it had not occurred to him that his job would not be waiting for him when his term was done.

“What did you expect?” Sarah demanded bitterly. “D’you think they’d be awaiting with red carpets when you come out? To my dying day I’ll never know why you done such a tarnal foolish thing as take that hare. Couldn’t you see the trouble as’d come from it?”

“I didn’t take no hare, gal. I never took no hare in all my borns. I—I—I wouldn’t.” Matt had a stammer at times, when he was trying to express something that was of importance to him; he had to help his words along by hammering the air with his hand. He did so now. “There’s summat—ellynge—about a hare.” Haunted, he meant—unchancy. “Remember how Mum allus used to say as how they belonged to Old Scratch? I don’t reckon to that. But I’d never touch one—nor sell it—nor eat it—not for dunnamuch! And so I told owd Mus’ Paget the Justice—over and over—but he ’oodn’t believe me.”

“Paget!” Sarah turned and spat into the fire. Her brother was somewhat shocked at such a gesture. Mum ’ud not have liked that, he mused. She told us to behave like gentlefolk.

“If a blessed angel came to tell Paget the Day of Judgment had come, he’d not believe it,” Sarah said.

“He still on the Bench here?”

“Oh, ay. Still sending chaps to jail, or transporting ’em. But if you didn’t poach the hare, brother,” persisted Sarah, “then who did?”

“Ah, who knows? Maybe young Barney Lee. He was allus half a gypsy. And he’d chuck it in my cabin when he knowed they was after him. He’d be sore at me, because Martha’d never look at him, once her and me was promised.”

She looked at someone else soon enough once you were in jail, thought Sarah, but she kept this thought to herself and said, “Well, if it were Barney, no one’ll ever know, for he died twelve years since of the typhus, time Mum and Dad and the others was took.”

“God rest his soul, poor chap; he were allus a scrawny, ill-set creature.”

“God rest his soul? Aren’t you rued about it at all?” burst out Sarah. “Twenty years you been in the lockup, your gal lost, your job gone, all on account o’ that lying rapscallion and that stone-hearted Justice, yet you sit there smiling like a sawney. If it was me—I’d be up-atop-o’-the-house angry! I’d want to do summat.”

“Do what?” Matt looked at her, honestly puzzled. It was a long time since he had engaged in a conversation of this kind; ideas came to him slowly.

“To Paget! To make him remember me! He busted up your whole life; and there he sits in his fine house. Now he’s wed to Lady Silk-Satin Adelaide, widow of the Earl of Muck.”

“What’s she ever done to you?” Matt asked, struck by Sarah’s vindictive tone.

“Sits on the Parish Relief Board. Won’t give out so much as a candle, ’less you go in the Union.”

“What come to Paget’s first wife?”

“Died, poor soul. Ah, a right nice lady, she were.”

“Well then,” suggested Matt, “he’ve had his troubles too.”

“Huh! He didn’t care! Wed again afore the grass had sprouted on her grave.”

Matt sighed. The world was so full of trouble, it seemed to him there was no use dwelling on it. Better, if possible, to turn one’s mind to more comfortable matters.

“Larks were a-singing, loud as a tempest, all the way I come along,” he said. “And the merry trees was out on the hill; I’m glad I didn’t miss that.”

“Larks!” Sarah sniffed. Then her ears picked up a limping step outside the house. “Here’s Ned. He’ll wonder to see ye, surely.” She did not sound as if she expected her husband to welcome the arrival of his brother-in-law; and indeed, Ned Bowyer, when he hobbled in, stopped short, stared hard at the visitor, and then lowered himself onto a stool with a kind of gloomy grunt, suggesting resignation rather than pleasure.

“Matt’s only here for a sit-down and a cup of tea,” Sarah said conciliatingly. “I told him we couldn’t put him up.”

Ned, as was his way, immediately contradicted her. He was a thin, twisted man, totally bald, with large transparent outstanding ears and a facial expression made irritable by the constant rheumatic pain he suffered; he was, however, obstinate rather than bad-tempered, and liked, when possible, to put his wife in the wrong. “Turn away your own flesh and blood?” he demanded. “What kind o’ set-out is that? Matt can bide out in owd Tom Boxall’s shed, I reckon. Sam fed Boxall’s chicken, time he were laid up, he owe us a good turn.”

Matt said the shed would suit him very well; and some bits of sacking were found, to make him a bed. He refused to share Ned and the elder children’s supper of turnip-and-potato stew, saying he had eaten already, and that he would go to bed directly.

“Dunnamany years ’tis since I walked thirty mile,” he explained with his diffident smile.

Sarah shook her head over him when he had gone out of the room.

“Matt don’t change. He were allus a bit natural,” she said, meaning simple. “Fancy! He reckoned he could just pick up his old job again; it never crossed his mind as folk wouldn’t want a jailbird as a shepherd.”

“Dunno why they wouldn’t,” said her husband instantly. “Matt were a ’countable good shepherd, I heard. Mus’ Noakes, over to Duncton, were wanting a chap for the sheep since owd Ted Goodger died. I’ll tell Matt, come morning time. It’d be a fine place for a man without a wife or family; there’s a cabin, top o’ Duncton Down, goes wi’ the job.”

Sarah sniffed again. Fine for some, her expression suggested; they only have to come out of jail and suitable jobs are handed them on a plate. But still she had, in the old days, been sincerely fond of her brother. Some of this feeling still lingered; and it was a relief to learn that he was not likely to be a drain on the family’s slender resources.

Despite fatigue, it was some time before Matt Bilbo fell asleep. The little wooden shed was draughty, and colder than his prison cell; and there were the added distractions of large bright stars, visible through gaps in the planking; the hooting of owls in the garden of a large house called Newlands not far off; and all the unfamiliar nostalgic smells of things in the shed, turpentine, peat, linseed, and straw.

Matt was deeply troubled, too, about a friend left behind in jail. Poor Simmie, how’ll he ever wrostle through in that place without me to watch out for him when he gets in a pucker, and stop him trying to fight the Beaks? Still, fretting won’t help him. Trying to put such thoughts aside, Matt thought over the conversation with his sister. Some of her words about Paget came back: “There he sits, in his fine house! If it were me, I’d want to do summat to make him remember me!”


Matt slept late next morning, tired by his wakeful hours, and the unwonted exertions of the previous day. Sarah let him lie till she had given the children their scanty breakfast; then she roused him with a cup of warm milk and a crust of bread.

“I can pay ye for the vittles, Sairy,” he said, confused and made humble by this kindness.

“Bless the man! Can’t you take nothing for granted?” Sarah was in a better mood today. She told Matt about the possible job at Duncton. “Ned says, best go after it directly.”

“Ah, I will. And thank him kindly, Sairy. I’ll let ye know how I fare. ’Tis nought of a walk to Duncton. If I work there, I could come and see ye, of a Sunday.”

“Bustle along, then; don’t stop here a-talking,” she said good-humoredly.

Matt took the road south out of the town, toward the South Downs, which could be seen as a blue undulating ridge five miles away.

It was a cool, windy season; the ploughed land was beginning to dry out on either side of the road. Hawthorn buds pearled the hedges. Yesterday he had avoided the turnpike roads, but today he must cross the River Rother, which obliged him to follow the main road so as to make use of its bridge. He still, however, felt nervous of all the riders, cart drivers, cattle drovers, and foot passengers who frequented this busy road. Eh dear, what a lot of folk there be, he thought, and took to a footpath beyond the hedge, once the river was past.

Soon another surprise awaited him. No wonder there had been so much traffic. For while he was in prison the railway had come to Petworth—or at least as near as Lord Leconfield, the landowner who lived in Petworth House, would permit. A mile out of town, beyond the river, a neat weatherboarded station presided over two gleaming iron rails which ran east and west; and a wooden two-coach train was loudly chugging eastwards, dragging its plume of smoke behind it.

“Dang me,” said Matt, scratching his head. “You’d think that’d fritten the hosses and cattle all to blazes—the noise it makes! But I reckon ’tis a ’countable fine way o’ getting about the country.”

The cattle, apparently inured to the noise, continued to graze placidly in the water meadows; the horses trotted biddably along the road, ignoring it. A carriage and pair could now be heard approaching as Matt climbed the heathy ridge beyond the station. He caught the sound of hooves rapping smartly along the graveled roadway, the creak of harness, the crack of a whip. Still wishful to avoid human encounter, Matt swerved away from the roadside onto a sandy track that meandered off at an angle through gorse and heather. Beyond a holly bush he almost tripped over a large brown hare, which was sitting upright, sniffing the air and sunning itself. Alarmed, the hare bounded off toward the road, taking huge, erratic-seeming leaps, so as to gain a view on all sides. Equally startled, Matt came to a halt, screened by the tree from sight of the road. He heard a violent crash, a shout, a woman’s scream, and the terrified whinnying of horses. Other shouts followed, and the clatter of running feet.

Matt, standing still, began to tremble.

Oh, geemany, he thought. That there hare has been and gone and run in front of a carriage and made the hosses shy, and there’s been an upset.

But I’m not going to go and get muxed up in it. One hare’s done me enough harm in my life. This one can carry its bad luck somewhere else; this time, Matt Bilbo’s a-going to stay clear.

He was able to make this decision with a good conscience, for, from the number of different voices and the sound of running feet in the road, it could be judged that a good few helpers were already engaged in succoring the victims of the accident. There was no need for Matt to add his assistance; indeed, very likely he would only be in the way. And maybe nobody’s badly hurt, he thought hopefully.

He strode on at a steady pace toward Duncton Village.
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May 1859

“You would consider parting with Miss Paget?”

Lady Morningquest was a tall, impressive personage, with a commanding air, an aristocratically curved nose, and a high, incisive voice; her tone indicated disapproval, such as might be displayed by the donor of a handsome and valuable gift, on discovering that the recipient intended to pass it on to a charity bazaar.

Her companion, however, wholly undisturbed by the note of censure, replied equably, “Well, you see, ma chère amie, this is how it is: certainly I am devoted to la petite Elène Paget, I regard her as I might my own daughter (if I had one)—and that, my friend, is the very reason why I would not wish to stand in the way of her advancement. In the city of Paris, how much wider a vista would open before her. Without doubt, as your protégée, dear madame, she would have the opportunity to hear the words of savants, of philosophers—there is the Comédie, the Opera—whereas, here in Brussels—pfah! What a narrow, provincial scene!”

Nevertheless, Madame Bosschère glanced with some complacency about the room in which the two ladies were standing. It was the salle, or largest classroom, of her school for young ladies, a handsome spacious chamber with double glass doors opening on one side into a hallway tiled with black and white marble, on the other into a garden half screened by a large grape arbor. Everything in sight glittered with cleanliness and prosperity.

Lady Morningquest also turned to survey the room benignly through her lorgnon, before repeating in a tone of perplexity, “You are really offering me Ellen Paget? But, ma chère, I thought she was your right hand in the school, your première maîtresse? I fear she might be wasted in the post I am seeking to fill; though, of course, I should be happy to have my dear little goddaughter in Paris! But I had hoped merely for some worthy person—steady, sober, not prone to agitations or high flights—perhaps a young teacher who found large classes too formidable; or an older one, approaching retirement, wishful to secure a less exacting position in a quiet household—”

Here Lady Morningquest paused, possibly arrested by the recollection that no stretch of truth could designate the Hôtel Caudebec a quiet household.

But Madame Bosschère had not noticed her hesitation.

“My dear friend, Mademoiselle Paget is as steady, as sober, as could possibly be desired, I assure you: imbued with sense and integrity, she has the head on her shoulders of a person three times her age! Elle est pleine de caractère—formidable, indeed—honest as the day, wise as an advocate, upright as a judge!”

Madame spoke in rapid French, which had the effect of making these qualities seem, somehow, less reliable. But she added with vehement sincerity, “I say all this to you in full confidence, I who know her thoroughly, and have done since she was a petite fille. She is ruled by conscience—your English Calvinist conscience! She would not knowingly commit the slightest fault, she would bitterly repent the most trifling error.”

In that case, and if she has all these virtues, I wonder why you wish to be rid of her? reflected Lady Morningquest, intently regarding her chère amie, who bore the scrutiny with aplomb. Usually, at this time of day, late morning, Madame Bosschère would not yet have assumed her full toilette; she would be comfortable, though perfectly businesslike, in wrapper, muslin nightcap, shawl, and felt slippers, bustling about the administrative duties of her school. But in honor of her august friend and patron she had today dressed early and appeared convenable, if not downright elegant, in dark-brown silk, admirably fitted to her plump figure, and a Brussels lace fichu. Madame was not tall, but she possessed immense dignity; she neither flushed nor paled under the thoughtful gaze of the ambassador’s wife. Indeed a skeptical observer might have wondered how her face could remain so unmarked by the traces of care and authority; was this due to an untroubled conscience, or a lack of scruple and sensibility?

“Let me see,” said Lady Morningquest, “how long has the child been with you?”

“She is hardly a child any longer, chère amie! She came to us when she was fifteen; her elder sister Eugénie was still with us at that time; non—I mistake—it was Catherine, the middle one. Eugénie had already left to wed her baronet. Two years la petite studied here as a pupil; one, by her own request, as pupil-teacher; and now three as full teacher. During which time, as you say, she has become my right hand.”

“Has she never been home during that time?”

“Oh, mais oui, bien sûr, plusieurs fois. The father, who is a very correct English gentleman, as you know, madame, requested permission for her to attend her sisters’ weddings, and the christening of a niece; and his own wedding . . . but each time she returned, and I believe was happy to do so. I understand that la petite is not loved by the father’s second wife.”

“Six years in all.” Lady Morningquest counted thoughtfully on her thin, beringed fingers. “So she is now twenty-one.”

“And how deeply indebted I am to you, dear friend, for introducing me to the Paget family; for giving me the chance to acquire such a treasure! Indeed all three Paget girls were amiable, well-disposed, serious young ladies—”

“You would hardly call Kitty Paget serious?”

Madame gave an indescribable grimace, half moue, half shrug.

“Serious when it came to her own interests! A light heart, but a hard head. I understand she married an exceedingly wealthy bourgeois—how do you call him?—an ironmaster.”

Madame pronounced it irrenmastaire. There was considerable irony in her tone; bourgeoise herself to her blunt fingertips, she nevertheless had the same dispassionate regard for her friend’s aristocratic connections that she would have for a piece of fine Meissen or Dresden; it was plain that she deplored the social aspect of Catherine Paget’s marriage while admitting its utility.

“You think Ellen would be less hardheaded? Less regardful of her own interests?”

“Douce comme une ange!”

The benevolent Directrice seemed to be assigning some rather contradictory characteristics to her young assistant, reflected Lady Morningquest. But she merely remarked, “Ellen will need more than gentleness, I fear, if she is to hold her own at the Hôtel Caudebec. She had need, rather, to be a female Metternich.”

“And she can be that too,” responded Madame Bosschère without a blink. “But are matters, then, come to such a pass in your niece’s establishment?”

“They could hardly be worse! That young man is behaving like a monster to my poor Louise. He neglects her atrociously—gambles all day and most of the night; his companions are drawn from the worst sections of society. And the wretched Louise, instead of trying to grapple with the situation, merely reclines in her boudoir and reads philosophy! As for the child—I am in despair. A village brat would get more care. I tell you, madame, the ménage is a disaster—I have a migraine for two days after each visit.”

The widow looked suitably horrified by these revelations. “Tiens! It will be difficult, I concede. But I do believe you have found the right person for the task, my friend. I am certain that such a situation would not daunt la petite Elène. See, here she comes now.”

The two ladies were standing on the estrade, or teacher’s dais. Leaning on its balustrade, they surveyed the bustle of activity now commencing in the long classroom, as the young-lady pupils prepared the establishment for an evening’s festivity. Today, May 5th, was the feast of St. Annodoc, the school’s patron saint, and was traditionally celebrated by a collation in the school garden, a dramatic performance, and a dance, to which parents and selected friends were invited. Hence the arrival of Lady Morningquest from Paris. Her daughter Charlotte was to play Ophelia in a heavily edited version of Hamlet, and though Lady Morningquest, a realist, expected small pleasure from the performance, she had traveled to Brussels since she had her own reasons for consulting Madame Bosschère.

Now she turned with interest to follow the direction of the headmistress’s glance.

Although drawn from the cream of Brussels society, the young-lady pupils at the Pensionnat, many of whom continued their education till the age of twenty or beyond, were, in general, tall, big-boned, and brawny. Exuberant today, and unrestrained, since it was a holiday, they laughed and screamed like herring gulls, energetically lugging the furniture so as to clear the floor. Some brought in vases of flowers, others directed the aged gardener where to place blossoming orange trees in pots, and palms in tubs—all this without the least embarrassment, despite the fact that most were en deshabille, clad in calico print wrappers, their long flaxen hair in curlpapers, their large feet in list slippers. Every now and then a shout would come from the salle à manger, where the hairdresser was established with his curling tongs: “Mademoiselle Eeklop au coiffeur!” The few English or French girls in the group were instantly recognizable because of their smaller stature, darker coloring, and greater modesty of demeanor.

A young lady differing from the rest in that she was already dressed, in a dark-gray gown whose Quakerish plainness of cut was mitigated by a decided elegance of line, appeared to be in charge of the proceedings, and, was giving orders to pupils, gardener, and servants, in a low, clear, decisive voice which was immediately and unhesitatingly obeyed by everybody, despite the fact that she was several inches shorter than most of her charges.

“Yes—that will do very well, Emilie—the pots in rows across below the estrade, and the ferns in those baskets along the side; non, Marie, together, not separately. We shall need a great many more. Clara, run and tell the little girls in the première classe to come, as many as can be spared, and they can act as porters running to and fro. That will keep them out of mischief, too.”

At this point, looking up, Miss Paget perceived the headmistress and her guest. She smiled quickly at them, revealing an unsuspected dimple in her thin cheek, and curtseyed, saying in a friendly way, “Excuse me, madame, that I did not observe you before! There is so much to do that one need have eyes in the back of one’s head. Lady Morningquest, how do you do! Charlotte has been counting the hours to your arrival. She is going over her lines in the Green Room—shall I send her to you?”

“No, no—leave her to con her part,” said the fond parent. “I had rather be sure she knows it by rote and will not disgrace the family. There will be plenty of time to talk to her after—and you, too, my dear, I hope, when you can be spared! I have messages from your father and your sister Eugenia, for I have been in Sussex recently. But I will not distract you now.”

With another quick, smiling curtsey, Miss Paget availed herself of this dismissal to dart across the room, exclaiming, “Maude, Toinette, take care with that bench, or you will mark the plaster. Set it down away from the wall—so—then you can drape the baize over it.”

“What a pure Parisian accent she has,” remarked Lady Morningquest approvingly. “Her speech has not been contaminated by your hoydens of Flemings.”

“She takes pains to converse every day with our dear old Mademoiselle Roussel, who has the diction of a truly cultivated person.”

“She need do no more than listen to yourself and your cousin, my friend. Both your accents are exquisite. How is the Professor?”

“He is well, I thank you, madame,” responded the Directrice; but a slight cloud became evident on her brow, and this was not missed by the alert eye of her guest.

“I had no idea,” idly remarked Lady Morningquest, watching the activities of Miss Paget through her leveled lorgnon, “that Ellen Paget would turn out such a pretty girl. Her sisters were handsome creatures enough, but she was an ugly, skinny little shrimp of a thing when I saw her last, all hair and eyes and hollow cheeks. She is a credit to you now, my friend.”

“Pretty? I would not go so far as to call her that,” replied the headmistress rather sharply. “One does not require prettiness in a teacher; in fact, it is a disadvantage, leading to unhealthy devotions among the pupils, and unsuitable regard from visiting teachers.”

Aha, my friend, thought Lady Morningquest; so that’s where the wind sits? She remarked mildly, “Still, it is an engaging little face.”

More fitted to the stage than the classroom, she reflected, surveying the expressive countenance of Miss Paget. If she had any theatrical gifts—and had not been a gentleman’s daughter—she could have made her way on the boards as a soubrette. Her face was piquante and pointed, with wide-set dark eyes and a neat, straight little nose. Dark, strongly marked brows kept her from insipidity, and so did a charmingly shaped mouth, always curved in what seemed the beginning of a smile even when she was serious. Dark hair, confined in a knot on the nape of her neck, was so fine and soft that tendrils escaped at the back and also curved down over her brow, giving her an air of childlike appeal. Viewed beside her massive pupils, she seemed more of a child than they—until her firm, confident voice made itself heard.

“Softly, Léonore—ease it through the door. See—there comes Monsieur Patrice—you do not wish to knock him down!”

“Quoi donc—mon cousin—what is he doing here at this hour?”

The cloud deepened on Madame’s brow, as the pupils parted respectfully to allow a slight active man of her age, or a little younger, to make his way to the dais.

“Ah—Miladi Morningquest—bonjour—” He made a hasty, nervous bow in the direction of the distinguished visitor, but Lady Morningquest could see that he wished her at the devil. He continued rapidly to his cousin, “Marthe, here is catastrophe! I told you how it would be if the wretched girl was permitted to go home for her jour de fête—”

“What?” exclaimed Madame Bosschère, grasping his meaning with positively telepathic speed. “Not Ottilie de la Tour? You do not mean to tell me that some misfortune has befallen her—?”

“What did you expect? Not five minutes ago a servant delivered this!” Furiously, almost grinding his teeth, he flourished a crumpled piece of paper embossed with a coronet. “Broke her miserable nose riding one of her father’s horses in the park—without permission, I need hardly say! I wish it had been her neck! Now her idiot mother writes that she is under a doctor’s care and cannot return to school. Du reste, what use to me would be a Hamlet with nose bound up in court plaster? I should be the laughingstock of my colleagues at the Seminary. Oh, these cretinous giggling lumps of girls, with their fetes, and parties, and their minds on nothing but pleasure—how can one do anything with them? I would tie all their necks together and drown them in the Seine! Why in the name of reason did you allow her to go home before the performance?”

“My dear cousin—her father is the Count of—”

“Count of—chose!” growled Monsieur Patrice. It was plain that he was in a highly overwrought condition, almost beside himself with exasperation. He was a dark, sallow man, clean-shaven and quick in his movements. He wore his hair en brosse, unfashionably short, and was dressed very plainly in black garments of clerical cut, with a scholar’s gown flung over his shoulder. Not an impressive man at first sight, thought Lady Morningquest; but what did make him remarkable was the look of lambent intelligence in his eyes, which were the dark purple-gray of a thundercloud. His mouth was thin and mobile, his brow scarred with thought.

Madame said soothingly, “Is there not an understudy, mon cousin? It is a pity about Ottilie, I agree, she is thinner than most of those paysannes, she has more the appearance of Hamlet, but still—”

“Fifine Tournon!”

Madame looked at him blankly, then remembered.

“Oh, mon dieu! Called away to her father’s deathbed!”

“Now, do you see? It is crisis—catastrophe—chaos!”

In this extremity, Madame became Napoleonic. With knitted brow she reflected for a moment or two, then pronounced, “There is only one thing to do. In such a case as this, les convenances must be put aside—as I am sure our dear friend and guest here will readily agree—”

“Indeed yes!” hastily said Lady Morningquest. “But, madame—Professor Bosschère—my dear friends, forgive me—I am shockingly de trop, and you must wish me a thousand miles off. I shall take myself away, for I have a dozen errands to perform in Brussels. I grieve to leave you in such a predicament, but I am sure that all will arrange itself in such capable hands—by the time I return this evening you will have trained a substitute—”

She might as well have spoken to the potted palm beside her. Neither of her companions paid the slightest attention.

“Marthe, I am relieved that you agree with me!” exclaimed Professor Patrice. “I knew you would see it as I do; there is only one person who knows the part, and, furthermore, can take the role and play it with intelligence at such short notice—”

“Yes, my cousin, you are right, but, mon dieu, there will be so much delegation of duties to arrange; let me see now—how can we manage it all—”

“Francine!” Patrice grabbed the arm of a passing child. “Run, find Mademoiselle Paget, and bring her here.”

“I will leave you for the present,” repeated Lady Morningquest.

Madame was still thinking over the day’s program.

“There is the collation to supervise—but old Roussel can do that; yes, and Elène can greet the parents, and preside at the prize-giving after the first few minutes—for I shall be too much preoccupied, so soon before the performance. Elène can do it—not with my polish, it is true, but ably enough. It will be valuable experience for her, furthermore, since she must learn to comport herself in polite society.”

Patrice looked puzzled.

“She—Mademoiselle Paget?—greet the parents? Give out the prizes? What can you mean?”

“Why, you would not have Roussel greet them? The poor woman would die of terror and twist herself in knots. And Maury is too unpolished. No, if I am to take the part of Hamlet—and I do not see who else could do it—little Paget must manage as best she can for the first part of the afternoon.”

“You—you—take the part of Hamlet?”

Now it was the Professor’s turn to stare; indeed he received this announcement as if it had been a cannonball.

“But of course? What else?” Madame seemed equally taken aback. “Whom—then—did you have in mind?”

“Why, she—Mademoiselle Elène!”

For the first time, watching the two faces as they confronted one another, pale-cheeked, red-cheeked, Lady Morningquest thought she detected a cousinly resemblance in the square jaws, the flat cheek structure, the thin, firm-lipped mouths. But the eyes were different, hers opaque with shock, his fiery with purpose.

“Mais—c’est une bétíse—inouï—!”

“I will leave you to your discussion,” the visitor reiterated, and at last received a hurried, harried nod from her hostess, and a curt bow from the Professor. Hardly a discussion, Lady Morningquest thought with a private chuckle, as she descended the three steps from the dais, carefully lifting her gray lace skirts clear of the chalk dust and the palm spores. For Madame was saying, in a low, vibrant tone, “There can be no possible question of Elène Paget playing the role of Hamlet.”

“But she knows it—she has been present as chaperon at all the repetitions—”

“Firstly, she has far too many other duties to perform during the day, from which she cannot possibly be spared. Secondly, how could I ever explain such a thing to her father in England? It would be épouvantable—wholly unsuitable. A young girl, in my care! All the world would consider it a gross dereliction of duty on my part. Whereas I, the Directrice, a widow and woman of the world—for me it is unusual, to be sure, but I am above scandal, and it will be an encouragement to the parents to see how I take part in the children’s activities—”

“But—!”

“Say no more, Patrice! Any dispute on this matter is wholly out of the question.”

As Lady Morningquest crossed the black-and-white-tiled hall, she saw Miss Paget run in from the garden, breathless and pink-cheeked. “You sent for me, madame?” the visitor heard her ask.

“Ah, yes, my child, here we have a little crisis—”

Lady Morningquest allowed herself a small ironic smile at the thought of the ensuing tripartite conversation. Patrice is no match for his cousin, she thought; Madame Bosschère will certainly have her way. Heaven only knows what she will make of the part of Hamlet—a forty-year-old Directrice! I am sorry, now, I did not manage to drag Giles to Brussels. But it’s as well she won’t allow Ellen to take the part—a taste for amateur theatricals is a complication we don’t need at the Hôtel Caudebec.

At this point the ambassador’s wife became aware of the arrival of her daughter, tiny blonde Charlotte, clad, like the rest of her schoolmates, in a calico wrapper and curlpapers.

“Mama! You are here! Grace à dieu! Léonore said she had seen you. Are you come to wish me luck?”

“My dearest child! Gently, I beg you—you will ruin my coiffure! And—merciful heaven—look at you! You are an absolute fright! If your father could see you now—and in the lobby, too—”

“Oh, nobody cares today,” said Charlotte blithely. “And there is none to see, except old Philipon, and he is half blind. Still, come into the little salon.”

Charlotte dragged her mother into a small reception room, stiffly furnished with gray-brocade-upholstered chairs and sofa, a green porcelain stove, glittering lustres, and a console.

“Listen, Mama!” she said. “It’s so exciting. Ottilie de la Tour, who was to have played Hamlet, has broken her nose, and so Miss Paget is to have the part instead. We are all so delighted!”

“Who told you that?” demanded her mother, reflecting on the rapidity with which rumor spreads in a school.

“Oh, everybody knows. Du reste, who else could possibly take it on? Oh, I am so happy! I adore Miss Paget—she is my beau ideal! And to think of playing Ophelia to her Hamlet—Véronique and the others are all dying of envy. All of our class worship the ground she treads on—”

“Then you are a lot of very silly girls,” repressively answered her mother, with the private conclusion that it was just as well Ellen Paget was to quit Madame’s establishment. “And, in any case, you are quite out. Madame Bosschère is to take the part herself.”

“What?” Charlotte’s jaw dropped comically. She looked horror-stricken. “No, Mama, you can’t be serious? Why, Monsieur Patrice would never, never allow it. He thinks the world of Miss Paget. He would have had her play Hamlet from the start if Madame permitted. Now she will be obliged to give in.”

“Indeed she will not! And she is quite right. Les convenances would be outraged.”

“But why? If it is proper for me to play Ophelia—”

“That is quite another matter. You are only fifteen. But Miss Paget is a young lady, earning her living.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with it. And anyway, she won’t for long. Everybody says Monsieur Patrice is sure to marry her. We are all going to put our money together, as soon as he pops the question, and buy a beautiful silver epergne, with all our names engraved. Not that he is anything like good enough for her, cross old thing! But you can see he dotes on her—his eyes follow her all the time.”

“Charlotte!” exclaimed Lady Morningquest sharply. “I wish you will stop talking such ridiculous rubbish. It is harmful to both parties and, I am sure, entirely without foundation.”

“No, Mama, it is not. Véronique heard him, in the music room, calling Miss Paget his chère petite amie!”

“Charlotte, I do not wish to hear any more of such ill-judged and disgusting gossip. In any case, Monsieur Patrice would not be able to marry Miss Paget; did you not know that it is a condition of the Seminary where he is a Fellow that he remain a bachelor? It is only by special dispensation that he may come here to teach in his cousin’s school.”

“Well, if he married Miss Paget he could leave the Seminary—could he not?—and they could start a school together somewhere,” argued Charlotte, but she looked a little dismayed by this news.

“Charlotte, I do not wish to hear another word on the subject. It is vulgar, mischievous, and, I am sure, a complete fabrication. Now I am going into town to buy lace, and I suggest that instead of indulging in addlepated speculation, you apply yourself to studying your part.”

“Oh, I know it well enough,” cheerfully responded Charlotte. “The part of Ophelia isn’t very long, you know. And Miss Paget has been coaching me. Au revoir, Maman, chérie, à ce soir!” and she danced away down the hall.

Very thoughtfully, Lady Morningquest went out to her carriage and had herself driven through the leafy faubourg and along the rue Royale. She did not observe the stately houses, rosy brick or colorwashed, on either side of the wide streets. She ignored the blossoming trees, hawthorn and chestnut in their spring foliage, poplars and laurels in the park where crinolined little girls bowled hoops. She was deaf to the cheerful carillons celebrating the birthday of St. Annodoc.

Am I doing the right thing in transplanting that girl to Paris? she was asking herself.

Festivities at Madame Bosschère’s Pensionnat in Brussels were exceedingly lively affairs; Madame, known to be a strict disciplinarian and Argus-eyed martinet during school hours, liked to make it plain that, when her pupils had behaved well and worked with diligence, she was prepared to indulge them.

Also, it made a good advertisement for the school.

Madame’s entertainments were famous. Often she had in outside performers—opera singers, puppeteers, gypsies with trained animals.

And her collations were superb; the main dishes were produced by Brussels caterers, but the school cook worked for days before preparing the Belgian patisseries, the gateaux and galettes and pâtés â la crème which were a speciality of the house.

Another innovation, much scandalized over by rivals in the scholastic field, was her habit of admitting to these parties youthful unmarried males, brothers and cousins of the young-lady pupils. No other school in Brussels permitted such a breach of the conventions. These dangerous masculine guests were, however, kept strictly segregated; indeed Ellen Paget often thought that Madame Bosschère’s parties must be excessively boring to them, if not downright purgatorial. True, they might partake of the collation, but at a special table reserved for them alone, under the monitorial eye of Monsieur Patrice; they might watch the dramatic performance, from seats far at the back of the salle; but when it came to the ball, they were positively roped off in one corner of the large carré, and not on any account allowed to mingle with the young ladies. Still, their presence as spectators lent zest to the proceedings; the girls, dancing with each other or with fathers and married male teachers, were stimulated to a livelier grace and animation.

The forlorn squad of bachelors was there this evening as usual, penned in by a crimson velvet rope and a row of azaleas in tubs: a rank of well-dressed, well-scoured young Belgians, most of them as stolid-looking as their sisters on the dance floor, gazing, some with wistful interest, some with resigned apathy, at the frilled cloud of demoiselles provocatively twirling by in much-practiced waltzes and quadrilles.

Ellen, crossing that corner on her routine patrol, felt a twinge of sympathy for the unmarried male guests. They resembled street urchins, she thought, pressing hopeless noses against a baker’s window.

Her eye caught a discreet movement of two white-clad girls drifting in their direction.

“Elfy, Eponine! What are you doing here?”

“It is so hot, Mademoiselle Elène; we wished to go into the garden for a breath of air.”

“A very odd route to take! In any case, the doors are locked. You will have to go back through the salle; and if you are really going out, fetch your shawls first, from the armoire.”

Crestfallen, the girls retreated, casting frustrated glances toward the row of bachelors. Ellen, glancing that way herself, was startled to observe, among all the inexpressive light-blue orbs and flaxen Flemish locks, a pair of familiar ironic dark-gray eyes fixed upon her, set in a narrow, clever, impatient face; and to be hailed in well-known teasing accents.

“Well, well, my dear Nell! At it as ever, I see! Still busy in the role of female Dragon, or is it Dragoon? Knout on shoulder, cutlass at the ready, keeping the wolves away from your flock, eh?”

“Good gracious, Benedict!” Ellen tried to conceal her start of surprise at the sight of her stepbrother. Recovering, she gave him a cool, superior glance. It was a game they played, at their infrequent encounters; he tried to provoke her into a hot-tempered retort (or, when they had been younger, to physical violence); while she on her side, however stung she might be by his sallies, took pride in preserving an unruffled demeanor and, if possible, in some annihilating retort which would leave him speechless; only, up to now, she had never quite succeeded in achieving this.

“Why in the world have you come to Brussels?” she inquired. “Is not this your last term at Oxford? Should you not be preparing for your final examinations?”

“Oh, a fellow can’t always be grinding away. Examinations are such a matter of luck,” he replied airily. “Still, I don’t suppose I shall be plucked. And as I’m destined for the Diplomatic, it’s important that I have good languages. Dominic Arundel and I decided to give our brains a rest, to cut and run for a week or two. Our first intention is to replenish our fortunes at baccarat in Paris, but as I knew my dear mama would cut up rusty if she heard of my leaving Oxford in term time, I thought it might win her goodwill if I came round by way of Brussels to give her a report on you and your activities.”

“You thought nothing of the kind,” calmly retorted Ellen. She leaned for a moment on the back of a chair. The day had been remarkably wearing. During the afternoon the unseasonably hot May weather had been broken by a series of heavy thunder showers, which had driven the children and guests indoors, with consequent overcrowding and overheating. By now the atmosphere was one of wildly hysterical gaiety. Madame’s performance as Hamlet, totally unexpected by most of the pupils, had added to this hectic mood; the girls were by now in a state of reckless giggling exuberance, ripe for folly. Ellen heartily wished the evening at an end. The presence of her stepbrother did nothing to lighten her weary depression. She said, “You know quite well that, so long as I am not in Petworth, and do not in some way disgrace myself, it is a matter of total indifference to Lady Adelaide whether I am in this world or the next.”

“Touché, dear stepsister! You have my mama sized up to a nicety.” Benedict’s thin face relaxed into a swift malicious grin. “It’s much the same state of affairs between myself and Easingwold. An elder brother who stands between oneself and an earldom—what a great lump of an inconvenient fellow he is! Even worse than a stepmama who won’t have competition about the house in the form of a charming young stepdaughter.”

“You need not waste sugary commonplaces on me, Benedict. Keep them for your female flirts.”

“You must learn to accept compliments without striking out, Nell; as your stepbrother I think it my duty to give you that admonition. It is not pretty behavior. What I said was far from being sugary commonplace. Your looks have improved out of all knowledge. You have so much more countenance now. I would not have thought it possible for such a change to take place in—when was it we last met? That grisly wedding when your sister Catherine secured the hand of her nail merchant and thirty thousand a year? Eighteen months ago? You were still remarkably plain then, I assure you!”

“Merci du compliment, monsieur,” said Ellen coldly. “But I am afraid I cannot linger to listen to your courtesies—I have various pressing duties. I trust you will enjoy your gambling. How did you get in here, by the bye?”

“Made love to your Madame Bosschère, of course. I came along with René de la Tour. Madame was amazingly civil to us both. And I must say,” added Benedict, bursting out into a spontaneous, boyish peal of laughter that made him look, for a moment, much younger and quite different, “it was worth coming, only to see Madame take the role of the gloomy Dane! It was rich! A fifty-year-old schoolma’am as the Prince of Denmark! I had never expected to enjoy Shakespeare half as much. When Uncle Harry took me and Easingwold to Coriolanus at the Haymarket I thought it shockingly slow. But to hear your esteemed Directrice arguing ‘To bee orr nott to bee’ in her Bruxelles guttural—”

“Oh, hush, Benedict! She is forty, not fifty! And someone may hear you!”

“Not with all those honest burghers squeaking away on their fiddles like demented gannets. I tell you, preserving a straight face through those soliloquies was the hardest thing I ever did.”

“Indeed?” said Ellen coolly. “Excellent training for your diplomatic career, I should have thought. I am sure Madame would be gratified to learn of your efforts.”

“Why, you could have played the part better!”

“Thank you! But I am afraid I must leave you.” She started to move away. He detained her by grasping her wrist.

“Don’t run away, Nell! Listen—can’t you join René and me later for a cutlet at the Jardin des Lauriers?”

“Take supper with two young men? At a public restaurant? Are you mad? In any case, we shall be busy half the night, putting back the furniture.”

“Oh, very well.” He did not seem unduly surprised, or cast down, at her refusal. “Would you care to come driving tomorrow?” he remarked, as an afterthought.

She was surprised, but said firmly, “It is out of the question. Tomorrow is a normal school day.”

“Well—then—don’t tell Mama, when next you write home, that I didn’t do my best to give you a treat!”

The angle of Ellen’s jaw suggested that she did not take his good intentions at a very high value; and that her correspondence with his mother was not of a particularly warm or prolific nature. Again attempting to disengage her wrist from his clasp, she remarked drily, “I take it you have no news from home to give me?”

“None of any consequence,” he replied in a similar tone. “In point of fact, I have not been down there since hunting ended—and then I only stayed a week; the Petworth hunt is a pitiful affair. All at the Hermitage seemed as usual then: my mama was in her usual fidgety spirits, complaining of her uninspiring neighbors; your young brother was meager and mum-chance, as always; our little sister as repellently spoiled a brat as ever; and your papa laying down the law in his accustomed style. Nothing new. No—stay: the old cat died.”

“What?” exclaimed Ellen, before she could stop herself, in a tone of genuine grief. “My cat Nibbins? Why—he was not so very old.”

“No, well, I believe he was caught by a fox, or some such thing, Vicky told me. She was rather cut up about it. Ah, there goes René, signaling to me—he has had enough, poor fellow. Good night, Nell.”

He let go of her hand, moved rapidly away among the other black-coated young men, and was at once lost to view.

Ellen stood staring after him for a moment, with clenched hands and head drawn back. She took several deep ragged breaths, as if she had been running. She felt sore and pummeled, as always after one of her engagements with Benedict. Then, calm once more to outward appearance, she was moving away when Madame Bosschère, whose lynx eye missed nothing, intercepted her. Madame had, of course, by this time put off her scholar’s gown, and was resplendent in black velvet, russet lace, and a cap trimmed with sequins; she had been darting about the carré like a comet, making sure that all the parents received appropriate salutations.

“Ah, ma chère Elène—so you have seen your brother the Honorable Benedict! That is good, that is right. Such an excellent young man—polished, well bred, thoroughly estimable. And is it true that one day he will be a vicomte?”

“No, madame,” said Ellen, the touch of dryness in her tone again. “It is the elder brother who is Lord Easingwold. Benedict is merely honorable—unless his brother should die, of course.”

“Ah, bien sûr. No matter, he is wellborn, one can see it in his look, and sure to make his way. Now, my child, I wish to hold a conversation with you on the matter of your welfare. You must come to my closet later, when the guests are gone.”

“Tonight, madame? But—it will be late—after midnight, very likely.”

“No matter; what I have to say is of importance. Do not forget.” And the Directrice glided away, shedding affable smiles wherever she went, receiving the compliments given for her enactment of the Shakespearian role with a look of modest, twinkling satisfaction, as being no more than her due.

Ellen slipped away for a moment into a small practice room, unlit, for all its lamps had been taken to add splendor to the grand carré. For a moment weariness, of body and spirit, overcame her; she leaned against the wall, with her hands pressed against her eyes, trying to ignore the distant throb and squeak of fiddle and drum. But almost immediately her attention was caught by a closer, lesser sound: a faint, suppressed sob from a shadowy corner of the room.

“Who is there?” Ellen demanded sharply. Her eyes, growing accustomed to the dim light, now discovered a small figure crouched on a stool. “Mary-Ann Gray? Is that you? What are you doing in here? Why are you not dancing with the rest?”

“Oh, please, Miss Paget, don’t send me back! The others all laugh at me because I don’t know how to dance; and they say that my dress is too short, and ugly besides, and that I look a f-f-f-fright!”

Mary-Ann was the youngest and most recently arrived of the English pupils; her father, a Yorkshire wool merchant, had left her in Brussels only three weeks ago. Now Ellen, drawing her to the doorway, saw that she was half drowned from crying, her nose red and swollen, her eyes puffy and bloodshot.

“Fi donc! Look at you!” scolded Ellen gently. “What is all this about?”—as if she did not know very well.

“I’m so h-h-homesick! The other girls are so unkind. And”—with another burst of tears—“it’s my little b-brother’s birthday tomorrow. He will be missing me so!”

“Now listen, my dear,” said Ellen. “This will not do.” She had an impulse to put an arm round the little girl’s shoulders, but suppressed it. The child must learn to manage on her own. “We have all, all been homesick,” she went on. “When I first came here, I was no more than your age, and I was ready to die with misery at first.”

A sudden piercing recollection came to her of those first hopeless days: running downstairs in the morning, early, before the other boarders, day after day, looking for a letter in Mama’s handwriting, which never came. She swallowed, and said, “But you will soon get over that. We all did. And then you will find that the other girls are not so bad! Only do not let them see that they have made you cry. Why, your face is quite swelled up. Crying does not help, really; in fact it makes you feel worse. Here, lean your head over the end of the sofa—that will clear your nose. Stay like that while I run to the kitchen; I will be back directly.”

She procured from the cook, who was resting and imbibing cognac after her labors, a piece of ice and a cupful of vinegar. The ice was applied to Mary-Ann’s cheeks and eyes, the vinegar was used to bathe her forehead. “Your hair needs tidying,” said Ellen, and did it with a comb from her reticule. “There! Now you look fresh as a daisy, and I want you to walk calmly back into the carré and take your place with the girls in the grand chain. It is the last dance. Hark! I hear the fiddlers striking up.”

“Oh, please, no, Miss Paget, I can’t!”

“Most certainly you can. You look just as you ought. Nobody is going to laugh at you. It will all be over in five minutes, and then you can go to bed. Run along!”

She gave the child a little push. Obediently, almost hypnotized, Mary-Ann walked back to the ballroom, and, after a moment or two, Ellen followed, straightening her shoulders as if she, not Mary-Ann, were the new pupil expecting to be met with hostility and ridicule.

In fact nobody noticed her entrance. Guests were beginning to leave, and the large room was all in restless motion, with parties assembling together, parents bidding farewell to their daughters, final civilities being exchanged with the Directrice. Ellen wearily and dutifully placed herself where a departing parent could, if the need were felt, pause to consult her over a child’s difficulties, or congratulate her on progress; she braced herself to stand upright, wishing it were permissible to sit, or to lean against the wall.

“There you are, at last!” exclaimed a voice in her ear. “I have been hunting for you, high and low. Where have you been?”

“On my duties, Monsieur Patrice.”

“Duties, bah! What an occasion for duties. But I can see that is true,” he went on more mildly. “Poor child, you look worn to the bone. Come aside, here, into the cabinet for a moment—I imagine you have taken nothing at all during this whole gallimaufry.” He seized her by the arm and led her into a small office where Madame transacted school business, and which Monsieur Patrice used as a workroom and study when he visited the building. “Parties—balls—festivities,” he went on irritably, pulling a decanter and two crystal glasses from a closet. “How I despise them! False compliments are exchanged, platitudes, inanities—there can be no sensible conversation, no profound thought expressed in such an atmosphere. There is only fatigue and ennui and idiocy! Here, drink this, it is porto, it will do you good. And sit a moment.”

Obediently as Mary-Ann, Ellen sat, and sipped the sweet powerful stuff.

“I should go back; they will begin moving the furniture,” she murmured.

“And are there no hired footmen, no porters, no menservants to do that—I say nothing of those great bullocks of girls?”

“They will do it carelessly and all wrong; and Madame will need me.”

“So? I need you,” he said. “Mon amie, listen: I have a request to put to you; a favor to ask.”

Ellen stared up at him in silence. Her face, from six years’ training, was well schooled to calm, but a great hope grew and became luminous in her eyes.

Monsieur Patrice began to walk impatiently up and down the small room. Although not a tall man, he had a decision and vehemence in all his movements that made him impressive. He was active and nervous, not powerful, but fiery and rapid in his intelligence and quick apprehensions. He paused and bent an almost mesmeric look on Miss Paget.

“You, my friend, are the one person I can talk to in this establishment—you are a remarkable soul—a spirit in a thousand! And yet how often can one procure even five minutes’ converse with you? It is insupportable! Your mind clears mine, as a solvent works on a reagent; you create a path in my wilderness, order in the ferment of my crowding ideas. You are my complement; by means of your analytical aptitude my light is organized into a spectrum. You are, in effect, a necessity to me!”

“Oh, monsieur!” she murmured, overawed.

“If I had you by my side—for a week, a month—for a day, even—what might I not accomplish! This situation here is wrong! It is not to be endured, that you must creep about here, like a mouse in a trap, permitted to blink at the light only through bars. You must, must be free!”

A delicate color had come up into Ellen’s pale cheeks. Her eyes had begun to shine. But, still wholly uncertain as to his meaning and wishes, she remained silent, breathing quickly, watching him with a faint pucker of perplexity between her brows.

“Look here!” he continued. He had on his velvet-trimmed surtout, as if he had been on the point of departure. From its pocket he dragged out a mass of papers, crumpled and crisscrossed with writing. “See, this here is my outline for a new chapter in my treatise. It deals with the subject of human love. But the writing is incoherent, loose, rambling; I find that I cannot marshal my thoughts, I need you beside me at the desk to discuss the subject.”

“Human love?” she faltered.

“Passion and charity, Eros and Agape. Oh, it sounds so simple when I say it in spoken language!”

Does it? wondered Ellen.

“Par exemple—your love for your brother, your child, your friend, your mate, your mother,” Monsieur Patrice went on, his words tumbling one over another. “Each is different in form, and how to analyze these differences?”

Ellen felt herself drifting into a strange state of shadowy lassitude. The strong, heady porto, taken on top of her deep physical fatigue, had clouded her normal vigilant wariness; instead she experienced a series of dreamlike perceptions, visiting her in flashes, like swift glimpses through moving mist. With half her attention she heard the Professor’s words: “. . . your friend, your mate, your mother . . .” My love for my mother? she wondered. Long-buried recollections floated into her mind: a slight, dark-haired woman in a white dress knelt laughing under a yew tree—“Only see, Ellie, the hedgehog, see his little feet!” Or indoors, at the dining table, patiently inscribing a row of pothooks for her daughter to copy; reading Milton aloud in a clear dispassionate voice; playing hymns on the piano for Papa, changing over to Beethoven when he fell asleep, which he invariably did after five minutes; chuckling, after the visit of a formidable neighbor: “Lady Martello looks exactly like a heron.” And that strange confidence, given once, never again referred to: “You know, Ellie, you had a twin brother, but he died at birth; poor Papa was very upset and angry about that; it took him a long, long time to forgive me—if, indeed, he ever has; though it was not my fault. But—because of that—I have always felt that you were somehow doubly my child.” Oh, Ellen cried in her heart, and I felt so too, Mama! specially as Papa was so wholly uninterested in me. Another memory: the same figure, but with gray streaks in the dark hair, walking slowly, a hand pressed to her side. “No, I am not tired, but I have a little chill; half a day in bed will mend me.” But a day had not, nor a week.

“Is this not a noble subject!” cried Monsieur Patrice with enthusiasm. “Human love! A subject requiring—demanding—thorough investigation, thorough consideration.”

Ellen felt humble. To be here, alone, with this brilliant man, at such an hour, discussing such a subject—what an honor, what a felicity! Yet also, with deep apprehension, she knew that such a moment must be paid for; life always presented its accounts with merciless speed.

As indeed on this occasion. For there was Madame Bosschère in the doorway, her brow black with disapprobation.

“Mademoiselle Paget!” She chopped out the syllables like cordwood. “You are here? Why—may I ask—are you not superintending the rearrangement of the carré?”

“I am very sorry—I was just about to, madame—” began Ellen.

But Madame’s gaze, like a lighthouse ray, had moved on to her cousin.

“Patrice! May I ask what you think you are doing? This is folly—abysmal, puerile, disgraceful folly; unworthy of you—perfidious to me! Good God! What would the world say, if it were known that you had made such an assignation, here, like this, alone, with a young girl, a teacher who is in my charge? Remember your situation—your promises—remember who you are!”

“Oh, pray, madame—it was no assignation, indeed it was not!” Ellen protested.

But Patrice glanced at Madame Bosschère like a caged creature. Though his eyes glittered with rebellion, he seemed brought up short by her words; he stood motionless, hands dangling at his sides, head bent, staring at his black, shining boots; Ellen, who scarcely dared breathe, began to be filled with a sickening realization that his purpose—whatever that was—had been deflected, if not wholly frustrated.

“Promises?” he muttered, half to himself. “Ay, my God, what promises, made in youth, under duress! Such promises are shameful, they are for slaves, not for men!”

Nevertheless he tucked the pages of manuscript slowly back into his velvet pocket.

“But whatever you say—more discourse with Mademoiselle Paget I must and will have!” he suddenly snarled at his cousin, who stood with her arms folded, like Buonaparte on some hard-won field, confident of reinforcements at hand which the opposing force could not possibly match.

“No! You must not, Patrice! Nor will you. I forbid it: now, absolutely, and entirely. You must put Miss Paget from your mind—wholly, forever, and at once!”

Now, surely, he will defy her, thought Ellen. Now his brilliance will flame out. This man I know to be a genius. Compared with her plodding commonplace talent for administration, his mind is like the sun blazing out its light into space; now—if he chooses—he can totally annihilate her.

But he did not choose. Ellen waited, breathless. The expected confrontation did not come. Patrice turned, slowly, his head still bent, his shoulders expressing defeat; the spirit seemed to dwindle inside him, like a blade sliding back into its sheath; even his eyes looked sunken and darkened, dying lamps on the brink of extinction. Without a glance at Ellen, without another word, he trudged from the room.

Ellen quivered as if she had been stabbed. The shock, the disappointment, the shame of witnessing such an unexpected transformation in somebody she had looked up to, almost with reverence, far outweighed any apprehension at what Madame Bosschère might now say to her. But, in fact, to her surprise, when she turned her eyes unhappily to that lady, she found that Madame was regarding her with a kind, even an affectionate smile.

“Ma pauvre petite! This is a sad business for you! Oh, how much simpler it would be if the whole race of men could be exterminated—or, better still, kept immured in a Garden of Zoology as pets, where the females could visit and feed them when they chose! I truly believe that men are too dangerous to be permitted at large among us. Consider Patrice, now, my cousin—what a charmer he is, but what a garçon, a gamin, an irresponsible child! I know, I know—you think him a genius; doubtless he is one. But, because of this great intellect of his, you, my poor child, must now leave Brussels and begin life over again in a new ménage. Oh, it is unfair! Still, perhaps, in the end, it will be for your good. It is, to be sure, time that you spread your wings a little.”

“Leave Brussels?” gasped Ellen, hardly able to believe her ears. “Madame, you are not serious? You are not dismissing me?”

“Oui! Et à l’instant, même! You must pack up your things tonight, and be ready to depart by midday tomorrow, so that you may travel under the escort of Miladi Morningquest. Oh, don’t worry, you are not leaving here in disgrace—nobody but us two shall ever know about this little incident! Indeed I am truly sorry to lose you—I grieve to part from you, my little one. But we must be practical! You could remain here no longer; it would be neither possible nor convenable for you to be meeting Patrice about the classrooms after this.”

“But nothing was said—nothing took place—” began Ellen.

Madame brushed aside these remarks as if they had not been made.

“You will be going to a position of great responsibility, in a great hôtel, where you will see infinitely more of life than in this quiet little backwater. Lady Morningquest came here expressly to invite you to become companion and gouvernante to her husband’s niece, the Comtesse de la Ferté. So observe how admirably matters have fallen out! You will depart from here with an unblemished character, my dear; indeed I fully know how good, how replete with integrity is your nature. I have already praised you to Madame in the highest terms. And, as for this little contretemps—the burnt child bewares the fire! You will be wiser in future. So do not lament that your existence here has come to its conclusion, but look forward, instead, to the enticing new sphere.”

And Madame patted Ellen amiably on the shoulder.

“You appear a little pale, my child, and no wonder! The day has been full of fatigues. Run along, therefore, to your couch; all here will arrange itself very well without you. And there will be much for you to do tomorrow. Go, then!”

With a gentle push, she propelled Ellen from the room. The latter could not help glancing back wonderingly; she noticed that Madame, apparently no whit perturbed by the scene that had taken place, was carefully scrutinizing a worn spot on the piano cover, before turning to march at a brisk pace back toward the main area of the school.

It was like observing the burned area after a heath fire followed by a tempest—black, scorched, sodden, silent; one could hardly imagine the raging blaze that had traversed the same spot such a short time before.

The teachers in Madame’s Pensionnat were not allotted private rooms of their own. For the purpose of surveillance, they slept among the boarders in the long conventual dormitories at the top of the house. Ellen, therefore, having toiled up the four flights of stairs, could not indulge her feelings in seclusion; she must undress in the dark and slip quietly into bed, hushing a few giggles and murmurs from pupils who were still overexcited by the day’s festivities; then she must lie containing herself in silence, under the row of uncurtained attic windows beyond which lights from the city still glimmered.

Ellen did not weep. Long ago, when she first arrived in the school, the shock of leaving her intensely loved home and acclimatizing herself to this new, noisy, and hostile environment, soon to be followed by crushing, consuming grief at her mother’s death, had been so complete that she had lost the power to comfort herself by tears; and now the source seemed to have dried up. Instead she hugged her arms tightly across her slight body, as if the ache within her must somehow be kept in bounds; as if her corporeal self were all she had; as if she felt that even this, her identity, might be taken from her too.

Madame Bosschère did not really need me at all, she thought. It is of no consequence to her whether I go from here or stay; she can replace me as easily as she might a withered nosegay or a torn fichu, and at equally short notice. And I—I thought I was so valuable to her!

It did not occur to Ellen that Madame might be glad to be given a pretext for disposing of a lieutenant whose power and prestige bade fair soon to equal that of the headmistress herself; might, in time, exceed it.

But he—Monsieur Patrice! she pondered wretchedly. He said he needed me! He seemed as if he meant it! And then—just to go—like that—to walk from the room without a word, without a look even. Oh, how can it be borne?

Her heart felt as if it were being slowly and painfully dragged from her body. The center of her whole being had been extracted. She could not contain the pain of it. And yet she must, and might give no hint of the anguish that was devouring her.

It was many hours before she slept.

Next day, shortly after noon, Benedict Masham drove round to the Pensionnat in a fiacre. He asked for an interview with his stepsister, and was greatly startled to hear that she had left the establishment for a new position in Paris.

“It was a chance too good to be missed,” Madame Bosschère told him blandly. “Indeed, la petite herself did not know about it until last night. Our good friend Lady Morningquest would take no denial, I assure you—none but Ellen would do! It was her insistence that finally persuaded me to part with your belle-soeur—though I shall miss her like my right hand, indeed! But I greatly regret, mon ami, that you did not have an opportunity to bid her farewell. The whole affair was arranged with such rapidity!”

“Oh, that’s of no consequence,” replied Benedict. He seemed rather pale, thought Madame, acutely observing him. Up all night, no doubt, drinking and gambling. Madame knew a great deal about fashionable young men. “I shall be able to see Ellen in Paris just as well, for I am going there directly. But I have a somewhat shocking piece of news from home, just received, which I was about to break to her—”

“Ah, tiens—” Madame ejaculated. “Here, also, after she had departed, a télégramme was received for Miss Paget. I had intended to redirect it to her Paris address. Doubtless the same bad tidings?”

“Doubtless. My mother, Ellen’s stepmother, has been killed in a carriage accident; and Ellen’s father, Mr. Paget, severely injured in the same affair; my mother’s sister, my aunt Blanche, who lives in Sussex, telegraphed to give me the information.”

“Ah, quel douleur!” exclaimed Madame sympathetically. “In that case I am doubly grieved that Elène has quitted Brussels and must receive the sad news in a strange place. But, hélas, my poor friend—your mother! What a calamity! I deeply commiserate with you.”

She noted, however, the ironic gleam in Benedict’s eye. Cold as fishes, all the English, thought Madame; no proper family feeling.

“But in that case,” she went on, “miséricorde, what a disaster that la petite has just departed to take up a new position. For naturally she will wish to return home for the funeral, and remain to care for her poor papa?”

“The funeral has already taken place, I understand. My aunt Blanche, who is the wife of the Bishop of Chichester, arranged it all. And Aunt Blanche informs me that she has already engaged a capable nurse to care for Mr. Paget, and a housekeeper for his home. No, I merely came to break the news to Ellen—and to inform her that, now her stepmother is no more, there would be nothing to stand in her way should she wish to return home. You must have been aware, madame—since Ellen has resided with you for six years—that my mother felt a—a considerable dislike for her youngest stepdaughter.”

Madame shrugged.

“Such things occur in families. However, her papa, doubtless, would be happy to have her company—even if there is also a nurse? Since both elder sisters are now married?”

“I believe not,” Benedict said coolly. “He is a strange man, Mr. Paget. He bore little affection toward his daughters. But naturally I thought it my duty to bring Ellen the news.”

“Naturally. Poor child, she will be greatly shocked. It will seem like a recurrence. Soon after she first came here, her own mother died. In fact I believe she was sent away from home in order to make room for a nursing attendant.”

“Perhaps you would be good enough to give me her Paris address, madame,” said Benedict, reflecting that Madame kept herself very well informed of the affairs of her subordinates.

“Mais naturellement; here it is. You go to Paris now? Then you will be so good as to deliver this télégramme to the poor child. I shall indite her a letter with solemn condolences. But meanwhile I beg you will take her my affectionate greetings, and repeat to her, what she already knows, that she will always have a sincere, maternal friend in me.”

What a pity the news did not come a day earlier, Madame reflected; then Miss Paget need not have been bundled off to Paris, but could simply have been sent home to England.

However, matters must stand as they were.
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