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  CHAPTER I


  I am a junior in the H.C.H.S., which stands for Hilton Classical High School, and am sixteen years old. I live in a big brown house at number 240 Main Street, and my father is a state senator in Boston. I am a member of the First Congregational Church, which I joined when I was thirteen, and am captain of the basket-ball team at the high school. I have travelled as far east as Revere Beach, as far west as the Hoosac Tunnel, on my way to Aunt Ella’s funeral in Adams, and as far south as New London, Connecticut, where I watched my oldest brother Tom row in a perfectly stunning eight-oared boat-race on the Thames. I haven’t been north at all. I have had six diseases, including scarlet fever and typhoid, with which I almost died last year, and as a result of which am now wearing my hair as short as a child with a Dutch-cut.


  I am not pretty, nor a bit popular with the boys. I can’t play the piano, and I never went to dancing-school in my life. Most of my clothes are as ugly as mud, for I haven’t any mother; and my hair has always been as straight as a stick. They say that the kink that has appeared in it since the typhoid won’t last but a little while, so it isn’t much comfort. In fact, the only real consolation that I have is a secret conviction which I keep well concealed in the innermost compartment of my heart. No one knows of its existence except myself, and I wouldn’t be the one to tell of it for anything in the world. It is on account of it, however, that I am writing the experiences of my early life. I often think how valuable it would have been if William Shakespeare had told us about his school-days or Julius Caesar had described his family and what they used to do when he was a boy of fifteen. Of course I may not be a genius; but facts point that way. I hate mathematics, my imagination is vivid, my life is difficult and full of obstacles, and my handwriting illegible. My Themes are generally read out loud in English, and my quarterly deportment mark is frightfully low. Moreover, if I am not a genius I shall be awfully disappointed. Why, I think I should rather be a genius than to go to a College Prom. It makes everything so bearable, from a flunk in geometry, to not being invited to Bessie Jaynes’ birthday-party last week.


  My life has not been an easy one. Ever since I can remember I have been the mother of five children—two of them older and three younger than myself. They all call me Bobbie for short, but my real name is Lucy Chenery Vars.


  Our house is a big ugly brown affair which Father built when we were all babies and the business was prosperous. The house has twenty rooms in it, and on the top an octagon cupola, which I have fixed up with a fish-net and some old tennis rackets, and call my study. I have a plaster cast of a skull up here, and a “No Trespassing” sign which Juliet Adams and I stole out of old Silas Morton’s blueberry-pasture. It looks exactly like a college man’s room now and I intend to do all my writing up here. It is a perfectly lovely place for inspirations! From my eight little windows I can see all over New England, and at night every star that shines. It is simply glorious up here in a thunder-storm, and when I have the trap-door once closed behind me, with all my cares and troubles shut safely away down below, I feel as if I could fly with the birds. I ought to write something wonderful.


  In the first place I had better state that I haven’t anything distinguishing about me except my experience. I am middling tall—five feet five inches, to be precise; middling heavy—112 pounds; and am one of six children—four boys and two girls—without the honour of being either the oldest or youngest. With Father there are seven of us; with Nellie and the cook (when we have one) and poor little Dixie, the horse, there are ten.


  Father is a big, quiet, solemn man and is sixty-eight years old. He is president of the Vars & Company Woollen Mills, has perfectly white hair, and wears grey and white seersucker coats in the summer. Tom is the oldest and is in business out West. We’re all awfully proud of Tom. He was a perfect star in college, and is making money hand over fist with his lumber camps in Michigan. Alec, the next to oldest, is struggling along in business with Father. Then I come, and next to me the twins—Oliver and Malcolm, aged fifteen and perfect terrors. Last is Ruthie; and after her, mother died and so there weren’t any more. I was the mother then, and I was only a little over five. Father says he used to put me on the dictionary in mother’s chair at the table when I was so little that Nellie had to help lift the big silver pot while I poured the coffee. Well, I’ve sat there ever since, pushed the bell, scowled at the twins and performed a mother’s duty generally, as well as I knew how.


  It hasn’t been easy. Ruthie isn’t the kind of little sister who likes to be petted or cuddled. The twins scorn everything I do or say. The house is a perfect elephant to run (there are thirty-three steps between the refrigerator and the kitchen sink) and our washings are something frightful. Alec says we simply cannot afford a laundress, and the result is that I spend most of my Saturday mornings in intelligence-offices hunting cooks. Intelligence-offices are dreadful on inspirations.


  Ever since I can remember, the house has been out of repair—certain doors that won’t close, certain windows that have no shades, certain ceilings that are stained and smoked. It’s hard to give the rooms the proper look when there are paths worn all over the Brussels carpet, exactly like cow-paths in a pasture, and the stuffed arms of the furniture in the parlour are worn as bare as the back of a little baby’s head I once saw.


  When Tom wrote that he was going to bring Elise, his young bride, whom we had never laid eyes on, to Hilton on their wedding trip, I nearly had a Conniption Fit. I thought Tom must have lost his mind. Any one ought to know what a shock our house would be to the kind of girl Tom would choose to marry. The concrete walk that leads up to the front door was dreadfully cracked, and the crevices were filled with a healthy growth of green grass. The iron fountain in the centre of the walk was as dry as a desert, and the four iron urns on the square porch as empty as shells. The ninety feet of elaborate iron fence that runs in front of the house needed a new coat of paint, and the little filigree iron edging, standing up like stiffly starched Hamburg embroidery around the top of the cupola, had a piece knocked out in front. But Tom would come, so I buckled down and made preparations.


  I must explain a little about Tom. It isn’t simply because he is the oldest son that we all look up to him so much. Every one in Hilton admires Tom. The Weekly Messenger refers to his “brilliant career,” and the minister at our church calls him “an exceptional young man.” He isn’t a genius—he’s too successful and everybody likes him too much for a genius—but he’s different from the other young men in Hilton. When Father picked out some little technical school or other for Tom to go to, Tom announced that he was awfully sorry but that he had made up his mind to graduate from the biggest university in the country. And once there, Tom had a perfectly elegant time! Every one adored him. I saw him carried off once on the shoulders of a lot of shouting young men, who were singing his name. Why, I was proud to be Tom Vars’ sister! He was captain of the crew, president of his class, a member of a whole lot of societies, and when he graduated his name was printed under the magna cum laude list on the programme (I can show it to you in my Souvenir Book) which meant that he was a perfect wizard in his lessons.


  Tom graduated the year that Father’s business began to look a little wobbly. Just when Father was looking forward, with a good deal of hope, to his oldest son’s help and coöperation, Tom ran up home for over Sunday one day in May, and broke the news that after Commencement he had decided to accept a position from his room-mate’s rich uncle in some wild and woolly lumber camps in Michigan. It just about broke poor Father’s heart. He couldn’t enjoy the honours of Tom’s Commencement. But Tom went out West just the same—for Tom always carries out his plans—he went, smiling and confident, with never a single reference to Father’s silence, ignoring absolutely the sad look in Father’s eyes. He went just as if he were carrying out Father’s dearest hope; and the funny part is, that inside of three years Tom had made Father so proud of his hard work and steady success that the poor dear man’s disappointment faded away like mist before the sun, as they say in Shakespeare or the Bible—I forget which. The whole scheme worked like a charm, as Tom’s schemes always do. There was faithful Alec to help Father; and the rich uncle, who had no son of his own, was simply aching to get hold of a fine, smart, clean young man like Tom Chenery Vars to boost up to success.


  Whenever Tom had a holiday, except Christmas when he came home, he spent it in Chicago with his room-mate or the uncle. That is how he happened to fall in with such a lot of fashionable people—not that Tom ever boasted that his friends were fashionable, for Tom never blows his own horn—but I knew they were, just the same. He used to send stunning monograms to Ruthie and me for our collections, torn off from the notes which his wealthy young-lady friends wrote to him; besides, when he came home for Christmas he always had a pocketful of kodak pictures to show us of his life in the West. They weren’t all taken in the lumber camps. Some were snapshots of house-parties, which he’d been on, and I assure you, I always took in the expensive background of these pictures—carved stone doorways, perfectly elegant houses, lawns kept like a park, and automobiles with chauffeurs sitting up as stiff as ramrods. I hadn’t much doubt, when Tom wrote that he was engaged to be married to Miss Elise Hildegarde Parmenter, but that she was an inmate of one of these millionaire mansions, and I was absolutely convinced of it when I laid eyes on her photograph—one of those brown carbons a foot square—and counted the six magnificent plumes on her big drooping picture-hat. I knew that 240 Main Street, Hilton, Mass., would look pretty worn and dingy alongside Sunny-lawn-by-the-Lake, which was engraved in gold letters and hyphens at the top of Miss Parmenter’s heavy grey note-paper.


  The minute Tom wrote that he was going to bring his elegant bride to Hilton I button-holed Father and Alec one day after dinner, and told those two men that the house had simply got to be done over. It was disgraceful as it was; it hadn’t been painted since I could remember; it was unworthy of our name. Father reminded me that the reason none of us went to the wedding (Tom was married in California, on Elise’s father’s orange ranch) was to save expense, as I already knew, and merely to paint the house would cost the price of a ticket or two.


  “Let us be ourselves, Lucy,” said Father to me, “ourselves, child. If Tom’s wife is the right kind of woman, she will look within, within, Lucy.”


  “Oh,” I said, “but the inside is worse than the out, Father. The wall-paper in the guest-room—”


  Father interrupted me gently.


  “Within our hearts,” he corrected, touching his heavy gold watch-chain across his chest. “Within our hearts, Lucy.”


  Father is a perfectly splendid man, but I knew that spotless hearts wouldn’t excuse smoked ceilings; and when, the next day being Sunday, I saw Father drop his little white sealed envelope, which I knew contained five perfectly good dollars, into the contribution box, I didn’t believe any heathen girl needed that money more than I.


  I am going to tell about that first appearance of Elise’s in detail. But it’s got to be after dinner, for fifteen minutes ago the big whistle on Father’s factory spurted out its puff of white steam (I could see it from my north window before I heard the blast) and Father and Alec will soon be driving up the hill in the phaeton, with the top down and the reins slack over faithful Dixie’s back. I must be within calling-distance when Father strikes the Chinese gong at the foot of the stairs. It’s the first thing he always does when he enters the house at noon. We all recognise his two strokes on each one of the three notes as surely as his voice or step. Why, that ring of Father’s simply speaks! It is as full of impatience as a motorman ringing for a truck to get off the track.


  Father hates to wait for dinner. By the time he has taken off his overcoat, and scrubbed up in the wash-room off the hall, he likes us all to be seated at the table when he comes into the dining-room. “Hello, chicken,” he says to me. “Hello, baby,” to Ruth. (He calls Dixie “baby” too.) “Hello, boys,” to the twins. Then he sits down at the head of the table, opposite me, clears his throat as a signal, and asks the blessing.


  Father’s blessing is always the same except when we have company. I can tell how important the company is by the length of Father’s prayer. When Juliet Adams, my best friend, drops in for supper, she is served the regular everyday family blessing, but when we have company important enough to put on the best dishes, or at the first meal that Tom is with us, Father keeps at it so long that the twins get to fooling with each other under cover of the tablecloth. I wished Father would omit the blessing entirely when Elise came, and family prayers too. They’re so old-fashioned nowadays; but I knew better than to suggest such a preposterous thing. Father is a member of the Standing Committee at our church, and has a lot of principles.


  There he is coming now! I wish he could afford a new carriage. I’m simply dying for one of those sporty little red-wheeled runabouts!


  CHAPTER II


  Among the first things I did in preparation for Elise’s visit was to set the twins to work on the lawn, and Ruthie to clearing up a rubbishly-looking place back of the barn where there was a pile of old boxes and barrel hoops.


  I myself harnessed up Dixie, made a trip to the country, and brought back three bushel-baskets full of rock ferns from the woods. Juliet Adams helped me fill the iron urns the next day. I know very well that red geraniums, hanging vines, and a little palm in the centre are the correct plants for urns (there’s a painting of one on the garden scenery at our theatre here in Hilton) but as geraniums are a dollar and a quarter a dozen, and the urns are perfectly enormous, I knew that such luxuries could not be afforded. I also knew that it was out of the question to work the fountain. I cleared out its collection of leaves, soused it well with the hose, and was obliged to leave it in the middle of the walk, out of commission, but at least clean. The tennis-court, which hadn’t been used for tennis for ten years, had now passed even the potato-patch era and was a perfect mass of weeds. I paid the twins five cents each for mowing it twice, and then set out the croquet set with a string. I put a fresh coat of white paint on the wickets, and though the ground was far too uneven for any practical use, the general effect at a distance was not bad at all.


  I spent two solid afternoons in the stable sweeping and cleaning as if my life depended on it. We don’t keep a man now. Dixie is the only horse we own, and Alec does all the feeding and rubbing-down that Dixie gets. Poor little Dixie, rattling around in one of the big box stalls, can’t give the place the proper air. It’s a stunning stable—stalls for eight horses and a big room filled with all sorts of carriages. They are dreadfully out of style now (I used to play house in them when I was ten and they had begun their dust gathering even then), but Father says they were the best that could be bought in their day. I pinned the white sheets that cover them down around their bodies as closely as I could, so that Miss Parmenter couldn’t see how out-of-date the dear old arks were. I cleaned up all the harnesses and hung them up, black and shining, on the wooden pegs. In an old sleigh upstairs I discovered a girl’s saddle, which I dusted and hung up in plain view by the whip-rack; there’s something so sporty about horseback riding! I was bound to have Miss Parmenter know that at one time we were prosperous.


  But most of my efforts of course went into the house. It was terribly discouraging. We own loads of black walnut, and though I begged and begged for a brass bed for the guest-room, Father was adamant. He had allowed me to have the room repapered and that, he said, was all that I must ask for. The new paper really was lovely. I picked it out myself, pink roses on a light blue ground and a plate-rail half-way up.


  I spent a lot of pains on the guest-room, carrying out the pink and blue colour-scheme in every possible detail. I took the light blue rose bowl off the mantel in the sitting-room and put it on the bureau, for hatpins. I rehung my “Yard of Pink Roses” over the guest-room mantel. My blue kimono I had freshly laundered and hung it up in the closet. A pair of pink bedroom slippers were carefully placed beneath. I found a book in the library bound in pink, entitled “Baby Thoughts,” and put it on the marble-topped guest-room table alongside a magazine and my work-basket on which I had sewed a huge blue bow and inside of which I had placed my solid gold thimble. I also tied a smashing pink and blue rosette on the waste-basket; and the half-dozen coat-hangers which I was able to scare up out of Alec’s and Father’s closets Ruthie wound with pink and blue ribbons. I didn’t neglect the more necessary details either. I paid thirty-five cents for a cake of pink French soap; and the only embroidered towels we own I strung along in a showy row on the back of the commode. In the tooth-brush holder I placed a sealed Prophylactic tooth-brush, which I read in the Perfect Housekeeper should be found in every nicely appointed guest-room; nor did I overlook the Bible, and candle and matches by the bed. The Perfect Housekeeper says that it is the little touches in your home, such as a fresh bunch of flowers on the shelf in your guest-room, or in cold weather a hot-water bag between the sheets, that count with a guest. I was dreadfully sorry that it was too warm for hot-water bottles.


  I was in perfect despair about Nellie. Nellie is our second-girl and has been with us for years. Nellie doesn’t look a bit like a servant. She has grey hair and wears glasses. People are always mistaking her for an aunt. I wrote out a set of rules for Nellie, tacked them up over the sink in the butler’s pantry, and told her to study them during the week before Tom and Elise were due to arrive. Here’s a copy of them:


  Rule 1 When a meal is ready don’t stand at the foot of the stairs and holler “Dinner!” Come to me and say in a low, well modulated voice, “Dinner is served, Miss Lucy.”


  Rule 2 Be sure and call me Miss Lucy, and Tom, Mister Tom. Never plain Tom or plain Lucy. And so on through the family.


  Rule 3 When I ring the bell during a meal, don’t just stick your head in through the swinging-door but enter all-over and find out what is wanted.


  Rule 4 Don’t offer a last biscuit or piece of cake and say, “There’s more in the kitchen.”


  Rule 5 If any member of the family asks for any other member of the family, don’t say, “They’re in the barn, or down-cellar, or upstairs,” but go quietly and find them yourself.


  Rule 6 Be sure and put ice-water every night into Mrs. Vars’ bedroom when you turn down the bed.


  Rule 7 If you get the hiccups when waiting on the table, withdraw to the kitchen immediately and take ten swallows of water.


  Nellie is a good-natured old soul. I can manage her beautifully, but it took a head to do anything with Delia. Delia was the cook. I was in the butler’s pantry the day before Tom and Elise arrived, putting away the family napkin-rings (for of course I know napkin-rings are tabooed) when it occurred to me that we had got to have clean napkins for every meal as long as Elise stayed. If she was with us a week that would make a hundred and sixty-eight napkins in all, counting three meals a day and eight people at the table. We owned just four dozen napkins and that meant—I figured it all out on a piece of paper—that the whole four dozen would have to be washed every other day. I went out into the kitchen and explained it to Delia just as nicely and sweetly as I could. She went off on a regular tangent. It was enough, she said, all the extra style I was planning on, without piling on a week’s washing for every other day. She said she’d never heard of such tommyrot, and if a napkin was clean enough for Tom and Tom’s family, she guessed it was clean enough for Tom’s wife, whoever she was. I was simply incensed!


  “We won’t discuss it,” I said with much dignity. “Not another word, please, Delia,” and I left the kitchen.


  I heard her slam a kettle into the iron sink, and mutter something about “another place,” so I thought it better policy not to press my point. I hate being imposed upon—there isn’t a teacher at the high school who can talk Lucy Vars into a hole—but I wasn’t going to cut off my own nose. So I went straight to the telephone, called up a dry goods store and ordered ten dozen medium-priced napkins to be sent up special. All the rest of the afternoon I sat at the sewing-machine hemming like mad, and Nellie folded the things so that the machine stitches wouldn’t show. I knew that napkins should be hemmed by hand.


  Tom and Elise were due at eight o’clock on a Wednesday night. I had it planned that Father and Alec would meet them at the station and I would remain at the house to greet them as they came in. I wished awfully that we had a coachman and some decent horses, but I begged Father to hire a carriage and he promised that he would. The suspense while I waited for them to drive up over the hill was as awful as when I’ve been sent for by the principal at the high school—kind of thrilly inside and as nervous as a cat. I walked from room to room like a caged animal, trying to imagine how the old house would look to a person who hadn’t lived in it forever. I lit the open fire in the hall, arranged the books on the sitting-room table for the hundredth time, and watched the piano-lamp like a hawk. It smokes the ceilings if you leave it alone.


  The twins, Oliver and Malcolm, stationed themselves in the parlour to keep watch of the road. About half-past eight Oliver hollered out, “They’re coming, Bobbie!” and I went out into the hall and opened the door. I saw the big bulky old depot carriage draw up to the curbing out beyond the iron fountain, and I whispered to the twins, “Go down and help with their bags!” They pushed by me; and a minute after, everybody was in a confused bunch in the vestibule—Oliver and Malcolm with the suitcases, Father and Alec, Ruthie hanging on to my skirt, and finally Tom, big and handsome and natural!


  “Hello, Bobbie, old girl,” he said. “Hello, little Ruthiemus!” And suddenly behind him Elise appeared—tall, pale as a lily, quiet, and very calm. “Well, here they all are, Elise,” Tom went on lustily, “Malcolm and Oliver, and Bobbie who is the mother of us, and Ruthiemus the baby.”


  Elise came forward, shook hands with the boys, and when she came to me she kissed me. I’d never been so near such a perfectly gorgeous Irish-lace jabot in my life. After she had leaned down and kissed Ruth she said in the quietest, lowest voice I ever heard, while we all stared, “I know you all, already, for Chenery has told me all about you.”


  Chenery! How perfectly absurd! No one ever calls Tom anything but just plain Tom. We all have Chenery for a middle name—it was mother’s before she was married—but it is only to sign. After that remark about Chenery the silence was simply deathly, but Alec, who always comes to the rescue, exclaimed, “Don’t you people intend to stop with us to-night? Usher us in, Bobbie.”


  There was none of the Vars hail-fellow-well-met, slap-you-on-the-back spirit about that evening. We all distributed ourselves in a circle about the sitting-room, exactly like a Bible-class at church, and talked in the stiffest, most formal way imaginable. I don’t know why we couldn’t be natural; but Elise, sitting there so perfectly at ease, smiling and talking so gracefully made us feel like country bumpkins before a princess. I was furious at her for making us appear in such a light. Why couldn’t Tom have married somebody like ourselves, some jolly good sport who wouldn’t be afraid to hurt her clothes? I knew Elise Hildegarde Parmenter’s style. She wore some of those high-heeled shoes, like undressed kid gloves, and her feet were regular pocket editions. If we had acted as we usually do when Tom comes home, all talking and laughing at once, we’d have shocked this delicate little piece of china into a thousand bits.


  I was dreadfully surprised at Tom when he said, as if Elise was not there, “Come on, Bobbie, bring in the apples.”


  You see it is one of our customs, the first night that Tom comes home, to sit up awfully late and eat apples, Father paring them with an old kitchen knife. But of course I wasn’t going to have apples to-night, of all times, passed around in quarters on the end of a knife. So I said to Tom as quietly as possible, for really I was catching Elise’s manner, “Not apples to-night, Tom. I ordered a little chocolate. I’ll speak to Nellie.” I had gotten out our best hand-painted violet chocolate cups, told Delia to make some cocoa and whip some cream, and had opened a fresh package of champagne wafers. Everything was all ready on a tray in the dining-room, so I went out and told Nellie to bring it in. When she appeared holding the big tray out before her I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing. Nellie had never worn a cap before and it didn’t seem to go with her style. It was sticking straight up on the top of her grey pug of hair like a bird on the tip end of a flag pole. I saw Malcolm and Oliver begin to giggle. I squelched them with a look and began stirring my chocolate hard.


  “Hello, Nellie,” said Tom, when the tray reached him, and though I’d cautioned Nellie a hundred times to address Tom as Mister Tom, she got it mixed up in some stupid fashion, and replied, “How do you do, Mister Vars,” and Father who heard her come out with his name asked, “Did you speak to me, Nellie?” Nellie replied, “No, I didn’t. I was speaking to Tom.”


  Late that first night, as I was turning out my light, and after I had set my alarm-clock for quarter of six (for I thought I’d better get up early and see how things were running) Malcolm and Oliver pushed open my door and came in. Behind them was Alec on his way to bed.


  “Hello, Bobbie,” they said, grinning.


  “Close the door,” I whispered, and then I wrapped myself up in a down comforter and crawled up on the bed. My brothers came over and all sat down around me.


  “Well,” I said, “what do you think of her?”


  “Did you see the diamond pendant?” Malcolm began. “It was a ripper!”


  “Tom gave her that for a wedding-present,” Oliver explained.


  “He did!” I was amazed. “Plain Tom slinging around diamond pendants like that!”


  “He’ll have to, to live up to being called Chenery. Did you get on to that?”


  “Did I? Isn’t it too silly? I hate such airs! We stand for good plain things and why couldn’t Tom get something plain?”


  “Oh, she’s a blue-blood,” said Oliver. “We’re regular Indians beside her.”


  “No, we’re not, Oliver Vars,” I flared back. “Don’t you say that. I shan’t eat humble-pie for any one. We’re just as good as she is. It’s brains that count.”


  “I bet a dollar she couldn’t throw a ball straight; and she looks as if she’d be afraid of the dark,” said Malcolm.


  “Oh, come ahead, you young knockers,” interrupted Alec, who hadn’t said a word till now—Alec never says much and when he does it’s always nice—”Come along to bed, and let the General-manager here get a little rest. Good-night, Bobbie,” he said, coming up to me and giving me a little good-natured shove, so that I toppled over on the bed. Oliver and Malcolm each grabbed a pillow.


  “Good-night, angel,” they sang out as they lammed them at me hard. I heard them dash out of the room and slam the door with a bang. Nice old brothers! We Vars never waste much time in kissing, but we understand all right.


  The next morning I was down in the kitchen before Delia had her fire made. About eight o’clock when we were all flaxing around as fast as we could there suddenly broke out upon us a very queer noise. It sounded like a cat trying to meow when it had a dreadful cold. It startled me awfully and Delia gave a terrible jump.


  “For the love of Mike, what’s that?” said she.


  I investigated, and after a little, I discovered the cause. Years ago we had some sort of a bell system that connected with all the rooms, with an indicator in the kitchen. We hadn’t used it for a long time and I supposed the whole system was as dilapidated as the stable. Whenever we wanted Nellie for anything we found it easier to go to the back stairs and holler. It occurred to me that the electrician who had put in some new batteries the week before, for the front door bell, which before Elise came was dreadfully unreliable, must have monkeyed with the other bells too.


  “Elise has rung for you,” I said to Nellie, thankful with all my heart that the old thing had worked. I knew that Tom was already downstairs, so of course wasn’t there to tell her that the old push-button didn’t mean a thing, and I was glad of that. Heaven knew there was enough else to apologise for.


  When Nellie came back I asked, “What did she want?”


  “She wanted me to button up her waist and also to give me her laundry.”


  “Laundry!” gasped Delia. I never could understand why cooks hate washing so.


  “Yes,” I said, turning to her, “laundry! I told Mrs. Vars,” I went on with much authority, “to put any soiled clothing she might have in a pink and blue bag which I made to match the guest-room, for this express purpose—for her to put her laundry in. That’s only hospitality.” I crossed the room. “And now you may put breakfast on, Delia,” I finished, and went out.


  After breakfast Nellie came to me and said, “Delia wishes to speak to you in the kitchen.”


  My heart sank. I left Elise in the sitting-room talking in her lovely soft way to Father and Alec. Delia was in the laundry standing by a regular haystack of lacy lingerie. She was holding up the most superb lace skirt I ever saw, rows upon rows of insertion and if you’ll believe me made every inch by hand.


  “I just wanted to say,” she began, “that I don’t stay if I have to wash these. They aren’t dirty, in the first place, and what’s more I’m not hired to wash company’s clothes, and what’s more I won’t. And what’s more still, I think you better hunt for another girl.”


  I couldn’t have received more depressing news. I hated being ruled by a cook, and I hated to let her go. I didn’t have a soul to ask about it. I didn’t know what to do. I flared right up.


  “The washing must be done,” I said sternly. “That’s settled.”


  Delia dropped the skirt.


  “All right. I’ll do the washing to-day,” she announced, “and I’ll leave to-morrow.”


  I just wanted to sit down and cry and cry and say, “O please be nice about it and help us out. Please stay! O please, please, please!” But I did no such thing. I bit my lip hard and replied, “Very well,” and when I joined the others in the sitting-room, I was apparently as undisturbed as a summer’s breeze.


  Things got no better as time went on. Elise didn’t fit into our family a bit. None of us was natural. Father didn’t ring the gong when he came in at noon and call up to me, “Slippers, chicken”; the twins didn’t fool under the tablecloth and call me “Snodgrass,” “Angel” or “Trolley” (because of my shape); Alec didn’t tilt back on the hind legs of his chair after dessert, with his hands shoved down in his pockets; Ruthie didn’t practice a note on the piano; even Tom was different. At first he tried to whoop things up in the old Vars fashion, but he gave it up after an attempt or two. We wouldn’t respond. We balked like stubborn horses, while all the time Elise kept right on being very sweet and charming, but, oh my, cold and far away.


  Her tact got on my nerves. I realised that she was trying to be nice, but her appreciation of everything made me tired. Of course she had seen grander houses than ours and yet she pretended to enthuse over our old-fashioned mantels. “What fine woodwork in them,” she’d say to Father, “and what beautiful mahogany in those sliding-doors!” or, as she gazed at our ornate black walnut bookcase, she would remark, “Black walnut is becoming so popular!” Once she exclaimed, “How many books you have!” and her eyes were resting on a row of black-bound town records Father insists on keeping. When she and I attempted a miserable game of croquet she remarked, “I think it is more fun having the ground a little uneven.” Heavens, I would have loved her if she had blurted out, “Say, this is rotten! Let’s not play.” I despise insincerity.


  CHAPTER III


  One day at dinner (I’ve forgotten whether it was the first or second day of Elise’s visit, but anyhow it was before the ice was broken) Father suggested that Tom take the new member of our family for a drive in the afternoon with Dixie (he and Alec, could go out to the factory by electrics), so as soon as Elise went upstairs to rest, as she always did after dinner, I escaped to the barn, to hitch up. Alec doesn’t have much time to devote to Dixie and I gave that poor little animal such a currying as he had never had before in his life. Then I drew up the check two holes higher, dusted out the phaeton, and put in the best yellow plush robe and lash whip.


  Elise and Tom got back about half-past six. I was in the sitting-room when Elise came into the house.


  “Chenery has been showing me all the sights,” she said. “I think Hilton is lovely. I told Chenery we were staying too long. I’m afraid we’re late for dinner. But I’ll hurry. It won’t take me ten minutes to dress.”


  Dinner indeed! I wondered if she called the layout we had at noon just lunch. We’ve always had supper at night and I hadn’t intended changing for Elise. But if she’d gone upstairs to dress for it, I’d got to prepare something besides tea, sliced meat and toast, for all the trouble she was taking. I flew to the kitchen. We had a can of beef-extract, and I told Delia to make soup out of that. Then I sent Ruth for some beefsteak, hauled down a can of peas for a vegetable, and the sliced oranges which were already prepared would have to do for dessert. I rushed to my room, put on my best light blue cashmere and laid out Ruth’s white muslin.


  It was, after all, on the first day of Elise’s visit that she took that drive with Dixie, for this, I remember now, was the first evening meal that she had had with us. An awful catastrophe took place during the ordeal too. In the first place, having dinner at night added to the strain the family were all under, and it may have been due to the general atmosphere of uneasiness that made Nellie so stupid and careless. I don’t know how it happened, but when she was passing the crackers to Elise, during the soup course, her cap got loose somehow and fell cafluke on Elise’s bread-and-butter plate. There was an instant of dead quiet, and then Oliver, who just at that moment happened to have his mouth full of soup, exploded like a rubber ball with water in it. He shoved back his chair with a jerk, and coughing and choking into his napkin, got up and left the room. Of course that sent Malcolm off into a regular spasm, and little Ruth began to giggle too. I could feel myself growing as red as a beet, but I didn’t laugh. No one laughed outright.


  Elise was the first one to break the pause, and this is what she said:


  “I’ve had the loveliest drive this afternoon,” and then as no one replied she went on, “Chenery took me around the reservoir. How old are the ruins of that old mill at the upper end?”


  Perhaps you think that that was a very graceful way of treating the situation, but I didn’t. We were all simply dying to laugh. We couldn’t think of old mills with that cap sticking on Elise’s butter. However, I heard Father at the other end of the table making some sort of an answer to Elise, and all of us managed to control themselves somehow or other. Nellie, red in the face, carried the bread-and-butter plate away; Oliver sneaked back into his place; and I slowly began to cool off. But of course it spoiled the meal for me.


  As soon after the horrible occurrence as possible, I escaped up here to my cupola, and Tom found me here before he went to bed. I knew he must be disappointed at the way I was running things. I hadn’t been alone with him before, and when his head pushed up through the trap door and he asked, “You here?” I didn’t answer. I was sitting in the pitch dark on the window-seat, but Tom must have seen my shadow for he came up and stood beside me. He remained perfectly silent for a minute then he said, “Aren’t there a lot of stars out to-night!”


  “Oh, Tom,” I burst out, “I’m so sorry! Wasn’t it awful? Everything’s going all wrong.”


  He sat down.


  “It’s all right, Bobbie,” he said quietly. “Only I wish Elise might see us as we really are. Then,” he added, “you would see Elise as she really is.”


  Tom didn’t ask me how I liked her (he knew better than to do that), and suddenly I felt sorry for my brother. I could have almost cried, not because of the accident at dinner, not because of my failure, but because Elise hadn’t made us like her. I did so want Tom’s wife to be the same bully sort of person Tom was.


  The crisis came the next day. At eleven o’clock in the morning, I found Delia putting on her coat and hat, actually preparing to go.


  “What does this mean?” I exclaimed.


  “Can’t you see?” she asked very saucily.


  “But the washing. Have you—”


  “No, I haven’t, and what’s more I’m not going to.” She was spitting mad.


  I stood there, just helpless before her.


  “I have telephoned to all the intelligence offices,” I said, “and I can’t get anyone to come until Saturday night. I thought, to accommodate us, you might be willing—”


  She cut me right off:


  “Well, I’m not! No one accommodates me here, and I’m not used to being treated like this. Two dinners a day and up until all hours!”


  It didn’t seem to me as if she had half so much to stand as I did. I wished I could up and clear out too. I thought she was very disagreeable to leave me in the lurch that way. But I didn’t have any words with her. I told her she might go as soon as she pleased. I hated the sight of her standing there in the kitchen, which she had left all spick and span, not as a kitchen should look at eleven in the morning with half a dozen full-grown mouths to be fed at one o’clock.


  I was on my way upstairs to break the news to Nellie when Elise called to me from the sitting-room.


  “Oh, Lucy,” she said in her musical voice, “will there be time for me to run over to the postoffice with some letters before lunch?”


  I stalked into the sitting-room. She was sitting at the desk in her graceful easy way, with a beautiful French hand-embroidered lingerie waist on, that I’d be glad to own for very best. There were gold beads about her neck, and her hair, even in the morning, was soft and fluffy and wavy. She had her feet crossed and I took in the silk stockings and the low dull-leather pumps.


  I had a sudden desire to tear down all her beautiful appearance of ease and grace.


  “We don’t have lunch at noon,” I said bluntly. “We have dinner, just dinner. We’ve always had dinner.”


  “Yes, I know,” she began in her persistently pleasant way; “people do very often, in New England.”


  I couldn’t bear her unruffled composure.


  “Oh,” I said, bound to shock her, “it isn’t because we’re New England. It’s because we’re plain, plain people. The rich families in New England as well as anywhere, have dinner at night. But we,” I said, glorying in every word, “are not one of the rich families. We have doughnuts for breakfast, baked beans and brown bread Saturday nights, and Saturday noons a boiled dinner. We love pie. We all just love it. Father came from a farm in Vermont. He didn’t have any money at all when he started in. You see we’re common people. And so’s Tom. Tom comes from just a common, common, common family,” I said, loving to repeat the word.


  She was sitting with her arm thrown carelessly over the back of the chair, and her gaze way out of the west window. When I stopped to see what effect my words had had she just laughed—a quiet pleased laugh—and mixed up with it I heard her say, “Why, Chenery is the most uncommon man I ever met.” And she blushed like eighteen.


  I went right on.


  “We don’t call him Chenery, either,” I said. “We cut off all such fringes. He’s plain Tom to us. I know how the plain way we live must impress you. I know you’ve been used to French maids, and push-a-button for everything you want. I’m sorry for the shock you must have got coming here. But you might as well wake up to the truth. You see what a mess the house is in, and how Nellie won’t call us Mister and Miss, and how if she is on the third floor and she wants me she just yells. And,” I said, pointing out of the window, “there goes Delia now. And there isn’t a sign of a cook left in the house.”


  Elise sat up straight.


  “Is she leaving without notice?” she exclaimed.


  “Naturally,” I laughed.


  “How dreadfully unkind of her!”


  “That’s what I think, but Delia doesn’t care if I do.”


  “Haven’t you some one to help you out? What will you do?” Elise was really excited.


  “Do?” I replied grimly. “Oh, I’ll duff in and cook myself, I suppose.”


  Elise put down her pen.


  “I can make delicious desserts,” she said. “Can’t you telephone to the family not to come home this noon? We can be ready for them by to-night. I know how to make the best cake you ever tasted in your life.”


  That’s the way it came about. I took her out into the kitchen and didn’t try to cover up a thing. She could see everything exactly as it was—smoked kitchen ceiling, uneven kitchen floor, paintless pantry shelves. She could go to the bottom of the flour barrel if she wanted to; and she did. Covered with an old apron and her sleeves rolled up, she was first in the kitchen pantry looking into every cupboard, drawer or bucket for powdered sugar; next in the fruit-closet feeling all the paper bags, in search of a lemon; then calling to me in her musical voice to come here and taste some dough to see if it needed anything else; in the butler’s pantry choosing just the plate she wanted for her cookies; and actually underneath the sink, pulling out a greasy spider for panouchie, which she was going to make out of some lumpy brown sugar she discovered in a wooden bucket. I took grim pleasure in having her see the worst there was. I wondered if she could stand the fact that we didn’t own an ice-cream freezer, when she suggested ice-cream for dessert, nor possess a drop of olive oil for her mayonnaise. I didn’t care. I liked telling her the things we didn’t have. When I heard her burst into laughter in the butler’s pantry, and pushing open the swinging-door, saw her gazing at my set of rules tacked up over the sink for Nellie, I made no explanation whatsoever. I was delighted to have her read them. At sight of me she went off into regular peals.


  Finally she gasped, with her finger on Rule 6, “She put—the ice—in a hunk, in the big pitcher in the wash-bowl!” and the tears ran down her cheeks.


  I laughed a little then in spite of myself.


  “Nellie’s an old fool,” I said and went back to my work.


  It happened that Father and Alec had gone to Boston for the day on business, and the last minute Tom had joined them, so the men wouldn’t be home until night anyhow. I called up the twins, just before their fifth-hour period (I had cut school myself) and told them to get a bite to eat at the high school lunch-counter. “I’ll pay for it,” I assured them, for I knew the twins would jump at the chance of a free spread, and as they had manual-training that afternoon, Elise and I were safe from any interruption from the male section.


  We had supper at half-past six as usual. It was very queer about that meal. The awful strain we had all felt the same day at breakfast had suddenly disappeared. Elise had suggested that we shouldn’t tell any one of Delia’s departure, and on the outside everything was just as it was in the morning, even to Nellie’s ridiculous cap.


  “These biscuits are good, Lucy,” Father said suddenly, as he reached for the plate. Father usually speaks of the food, but he hadn’t done so once since Elise had come.


  “There’s more in the kitchen,” announced Nellie blandly.


  “There’s a whole panful,” added Elise. “I’m awfully glad you like them!” she exclaimed and then stopped short.


  “There,” I said, “I knew you’d let the cat out. Elise made them!” I announced.


  “Delia’s left—” Elise hurried to say.


  “And we—” I put in.


  “We got supper!” she finished proudly.


  “You and Bobbie?” exclaimed Alec.


  “Bobbie and you?” gasped Tom.


  “Of course!” she said. “Bobbie scallopped the oysters.”


  “Give me some more,” said Malcolm.


  “Fling over the last biscuit,” sang out Oliver. And in a flash Elise picked up the little brown ball and tossed it across the fern-dish straight as an arrow.


  “Good shot!” said Oliver, catching it in both hands.


  “Oh,” piped up Ruthie, “make Malcolm stop. He took a cookie and it isn’t time for them.”


  Father just chuckled, and said, “Pretty good! pretty good!” And I tell you it was simply glorious to be natural again!


  “Don’t eat too much,” said Elise, “for dessert’s coming and it’s awfully good.”


  “And chocolate layer-cake with it!” said I.


  “Oh, bully!” shouted Malcolm and Oliver together.


  “Say,” asked Alec, “isn’t this a good deal better than last night when Nellie’s cap fell into your butter?”


  We all burst into sudden laughter and Nellie, who was filling the glasses, had to set down the pitcher. She was shaking with mirth. We laughed until it hurt; we simply roared; and suddenly Elise gasped, when she was able to get her breath:


  “Wasn’t it funny? I was so frightened by you all then, I didn’t know what to say about that old cap. But now—O dear!” and suddenly she turned to Ruth who sat next to her, put her arms around her and kissed her. “Oh, Ruthie,” she exclaimed, “isn’t it nice to know them all!” And I couldn’t tell whether the tears in her eyes were from laughing or crying.


  We stayed up late that night.


  “Run and get my slippers,” said Father to Ruth after supper; and all the evening he lay back in his chair and watched us children while we sang college songs to Elise’s ripping accompaniment; and poked fun at the twins because they’d just bought their first derbies. It was eleven-thirty when we went up to bed.


  “Come here a minute, Bobbie,” whispered Elise to me, and I went into the guest-room. “Do unhook the back of this dress.” When I had finished she said, “I’ll be down at six-thirty” (we were going to get breakfast too), “and don’t you dare to be late! I’m going to make the omelet. You can make the johnny-cake. Bobbie, isn’t it nice Delia left?” And she kissed me as well as Ruth.


  That night the boys all gathered in my room again. I wrapped up in the down comforter, and we were just beginning to talk when Tom appeared.


  “Hello,” he said, smiling all over. He came in and closed the door. “Well,” he asked, “what do you think of her?” And I knew he asked us because he so well knew what we did think. But just the same I wanted to tell him.


  I shot out my bare skinny arm at him.


  “Tom,” I said, “I think she’s a corker!”


  He first took my hand and then suddenly, very unlike the Vars, he put both arms around me tight.


  “Bobbie,” he said in a kind of choked voice, “you’re a little brick!”


  And, my goodness, I just had to kiss Tom then!


  CHAPTER IV


  It has been nearly a whole year since I have written in this book of mine. I’ve been too discouraged and heart-sick even to drag myself up here into my cupola. I’ve aged dreadfully. I’ve been disillusioned of all the hopes and dreams I ever had in my life. I’ve skipped that happy period called girlhood, skipped it entirely, and I had hoped awfully to go to at least one college football game before I was grey. I am sitting in my study. It is a lovely day in spring. There are white clouds in the sky, young robins in the wild cherry, but my youth, my schooldays, my aspirations are all over and gone.


  Miss Wood said to me one day last winter—Miss Wood is my Sunday-school teacher and was trying to be kind—”You know, Lucy, it is a law of the universe for us all to have a certain amount of trouble before we die. Some have it early, some late. Now you, dear, are having your misfortunes when you are young. Just think, later they will all be out of your way.” Miss Wood hasn’t had a bit of her share of trouble yet. Why, she has a mother, a father, a fiancé, and a bunch of violets every Sunday. She has perfectly lovely clothes, a coachman to drive her around, and was president of her class her senior year in college. Such blessings won’t be half as nice, and Miss Wood knows it, when I’m old and grey. I just simply hate having all my troubles dealt out to me before my skirts touch the ground.


  Our minister said to me that misfortune is the greatest builder of character in the world. Well, it hasn’t worked that way with me. I’m hot-tempered and have an unruly tongue; I don’t love a soul except my brother Alec; and the only friend I have in the world is Juliet Adams. I’m not even a genius—I’ve discovered that—and my religious beliefs are dreadfully unsettled. Years ago I used to lie awake at night and imagine myself in deep sorrow. I was always calm and sweet and dignified then, beautiful and stately in my clinging black, and near me always was a young man, a strong, handsome, clean-shaven young man in riding clothes (I adore men in riding clothes) and I used to play that this man was the son of the governor of the state. Strange as it might seem, he was in love with me and when my entire family had suddenly been killed in a railroad accident—I always had them all die—this man came to me in my lonely house and told me of his devotion. It really made sorrow beautiful. But let me state right here that that was one of the many empty dreams of my youth. When misfortune did swoop down upon me, I was not sweet and lovely, there was no man within a hundred miles to understand and sympathise, there was nothing beautiful about it. It was just plain hard and bitter. It’s only in books that trouble is romantic.


  Elise visited us in the spring a year ago about this time (it seems like a century to me) and my misfortunes began to pour in the following fall, when I was a senior, and seventeen years old. That last year of high school had started in to be a very happy one for me. Father had finally allowed me to go to dancing-school; mathematics was a bugbear of the past; and our basket-ball team was a perfect winner.


  I loved dancing-school. It came every Saturday night from eight to ten, and Juliet Adams used to call for me in her closed carriage and drop me afterwards at my door. I remember that on that last Saturday night I was particularly full of good-feeling, for I kissed Juliet good-bye—a thing I seldom do—and called back to her as I ran up the steps, “Good-night. See you at Church.” I was never so unsuspecting in my life as I opened the front door. But the instant I got inside the house and looked into the sitting-room, I knew something was wrong. The entire family was all sitting about the room doing absolutely nothing. Father was not at his roll-top desk; the twins were not drawn up to the centre table studying by the student-lamp; Alec was not out making his Saturday night call; and, strangest of all, Ruthie was not in bed.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked.


  “Take your things off and come in, Lucy,” said Father.


  I didn’t stir. My heart stood dead still for an instant. I grabbed hold of the portière.


  “Something has happened to Tom,” I gasped, so sure I didn’t even have to ask.


  I suppose I must have looked horribly frightened, for one of the twins blurted out, in the twins’ frank brutal way, “Oh, say, don’t get so everlastingly excited. Tom’s all right, for all we know. So’s every one else. Do cool off.”
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