PROLOGUE
THE French window of the dining-room at Villetswood stood wide open, disclosing a glittering perspective of white cloth laden with silver and flowers and gilt candlesticks crowned by pink shades.
Gisele de Kervoyou, aged seven, balanced herself on one foot upon the threshold of the window.
She was gazing eagerly at the beautiful, gleaming vista, repeated in the great mirror at the far end of the room. With a gesture that was essentially un-English, the child shrugged her shoulders together, stepped very daintily into the dining-room, and approached the table. Her dark grey eyes were narrowed together, her head thrown back as though to catch any possible sound, and she moved as gracefully and as soundlessly as a kitten.
With tiny dexterous fingers she abstracted some three or four chocolate bon-bons from as many little silver dessert-dishes, thrust one into her mouth, and the others into the diminutive pocket of her white frock. Then for the first time she looked guilty, flung a terrified glance round her, and fled noiselessly across the room and out into the garden again.
"Zella! aren't you coming V
"Yes, yes."
Zella ran across the terrace to the big oak-tree where her cousins, James and Muriel Lloyd-Evans, wore earnestly engaged in digging a passage through the earth to Australia
"Where have you been ?" Muriel inquired.
"On to the top terrace," said Zella glibly; "and I saw a big white horse, trampling on all the flowers."
"Where, where V shrieked Muriel, flinging down her spade. James, a quiet little boy who bore unmoved the reputation of being a prig, looked up inquiringly.
"It's gone now," said Zella. "Papa shot it."
"Shot it dead ?" said Muriel, awestruck.
"I don't believe it," remarked James, and resumed his digging.
Zella felt a wave of fury pass over her at this insult. It made her so angry to be disbelieved that she completely lost sight of the entire justification for James' attitude.
"It is true," she cried passionately; "I did see it!" And across her mental vision there passed a very distinct picture of a mammoth white horse destroying the geraniums with plunging hooves, and then suddenly stilled for ever by a gun-shot.
Muriel, who hated quarrels, said: "Don't be angry, Zella. Let's go on digging."
And the governess, who had followed the conversation with what attention she could spare from a novel, looked up and remarked, "James, you are not to tease your cousin," while inwardly thanking Providence that she was not responsible for the upbringing of that untruthful little half-foreign child, Zella de Kervoyou.
But Zella, who was hurt by a suspicion of her truthfulness as by nothing else, rushed away to sob and cry behind the laurel hedge, and wish that she was dead.
"Was it really an untruth?" Muriel asked with a horrified face as her cousin fled in tears.
"I am afraid so, dear," replied Miss Vincent with some asperity, thinking it worth while to improve the occasion. "Your little cousin is very young; when she grows older she will see how very naughty it is to tell stories."
"I don't believe Zella tells stories," muttered James, in a tone inaudible to the governess.
"But you said she did, just now."
"No, I didn't. I said I didn't believe about the horse, that's all."
Muriel looked bewildered.
"But, then, it was an untruth," she reiterated helplessly.
"It's an untruth when you or me say what isn't true, but not Zella," said James, with psychological insight far beyond his powers of grammatical expression.
"But why?"
"Because she's different, that's all. Let's go on digging."
Meanwhile Zella cried and sobbed, crouching on the ground behind the laurel hedge, convinced that nobody loved her, and with a terrible feeling that she was the naughtiest little girl in the whole world. This dreadful state of affairs had all been brought about by the theft of the chocolates, and now that she was confronted by some of the results of her crime Zella felt an unendurable remorse. At least she mistook it for remorse, though it was chiefly a passionate desire to regain her own selfesteem. She rose and went slowly towards the house, a pathetic tiny figure, in her crumpled white frock, with tear-stained face and quivering mouth.
From the top terrace her mother was advancing slowly. At sight of the woe-begone figure of her only child, Madame de Kervoyou sprang forward.
"What is the matter, my darling V
Zella immediately began to cry again, was lifted on to her mother's lap, and asked if she had hurt herself.
"No—no."
"Oh, my pet, you haven't quarrelled with the others again, have you? said poor Madame de Kervoyou, who knew that her sister would place any dissension among the children to the credit of that French blood of Zella's, which she owed entirely to her father.
"Have you been naughty?"
"Yes," wailed Zella, with an awful sense of the relief to be f oundin confession;'' I've been most dreadfully wicked.'' "What have you done?"
"I went into the dining-room, and—and—I took"
Zella gasped.
The clasp of her mother's arms was intensely comforting, and she dreaded the loosening of that clasp at the revelation of her iniquity.
"I took—I took "—her courage failed her—" one chocolate off the table, and I ate it."
"My darling! you know you must never take what isn't yours like that.. It's stealing," said Madame de Kervoyou, with an utter absence of conviction in her tone that was not lost upon Zella.
"But it was very brave of you to come and tell me, and when you are honest like that you know mother never punishes you."
The most intense relief of which seven-years-old is capable filled Zella's heart. Her partial confession had brought her comfort, absolution, and even a sense of complacency at her own voluntary revelation of a sin that might have remained hidden for ever. When her mother said, " Were you crying so sadly about that, my poor little baby?" it was with perfect conviction that Zellareplied, "Yes; I was so miserable after I'd done it." It was the orthodox attitude of a sinner, and rilled Zella with a feeling of self-righteousness.
It was with a pang of undiluted dismay that she remembered, half an hour afterwards, the other stolen chocolates in her pocket. Before she went to bed Zella had buried them in the garden, and felt herself noble because she did not eat one of them.
The episode of the white horse amongst the flower-beds was allowed to drop, and never penetrated to the ears of the authorities. Nor was it mentioned amongst the children during the rest of James and Muriel's visit. Muriel forgot the incident, but retained a general impression that Zella was by nature untruthful, and therefore never to be quite trusted again. James, who never forgot things, remembered all about it, but thought it profoundly unimportant. Zella forgot everything but that she had oourageously confessed a great sin to her mother, and had been pardoned, and that night she fell asleep with tears still sparkling on her thick lashes and her lips parted in
The attitude of mind thus denoted remained typical of Zella de Kervoyou.
I
WHEN Zella de Kervoyou was fourteen her mother died.
She died at Villetswood, towards evening, after a week's illness, when September reds and golds were staining the trees and a species of Indian summer had set in. The day after her death, her only sister, Mrs. LloydEvans, telegraphed to Zella's father: "Heartbroken at terrible news of dearest Esm6e. Shall b& with you this evening."
Louis de Kervoyou crumpled the telegram into the waste-paper basket. He sat at the writing-table in the bay-window of the study, where the blind was not drawn, and looked out at the garden, still brilliant with autumn flowers.
The door opened, and his only child, Zella, came in.
She was a slender little thing, very small for her age, with beautiful grey eyes and thick soft hair of a peculiarly pale brown colour. Her face was pale and stained with tears. Louis had hardly seen her since the preceding evening, when he had himself told her of her mother's death.
She crept towards him now, half timidly, and he held out his hand. Zella flung herself on the floor beside him, and leant her head, that ached from crying, against his knee.
"Poor child !" said Louis very gently, and stroked the brown hair. But his gaze was far away over the distant hills.
"Papa—may I—may I "said Zella, half choked.
"May you what, my dear ?" Louis's voice was as usual, though Zella spoke in a half-whisper, but there was an underlying note of despairing weariness in his level tones.
"Come with you and see hej V said Zella, with a fresh outburst of tears.
"Why V
The question startled Zella, and jarred upon her, gently though it had been spoken.
"Because," she sobbed—" because—oh, don't you understand ?—to say good-bye to her?"
"She is not there," said Louis very steadily. "Your mother's spirit is not there. All that was her is gone. She would not wish you to see what is left, my poor little child!"
There was a silence. Zella was crying again.
Presently he spoke to her softly:
"Zella, try and stop crying, mignonne. You will make yourself ill."
"I can't—I can't—I wish I was dead, too."
Louis spoke no more. Presently a servant came in half hesitatingly, and announced that the clergyman was waiting; and he rose instantly and went into the hall, where Zella heard a sub/lued murmur of voices. Only one sentence reached her, spoken by her father.
"I wish it to be at once. To-day is Monday—on Thursday afternoon, then."
Zella guessed, with a pang that made her feel physically sick, that they were speaking of her mother's funeral. She fled away through the other door of the study, and gained her own room, where she lay on the bed unable to cry any more, until a pitying maid brought her a cup of tea.
"Try and drink it, Miss Zella dear; it'll do you good," said the maid, sobbing.
"I can't—take it away," moaned Zella, although she was faint from crying and want of food.
"Oh, Miss Zella dear, you must. Whatever will your poor papa do if you're ill! you've got to be a comfort to him now."
Zella sobbed drearily.
"Do try and take just a drop, like a dear. Sophia!" cried the maid in a sort of subdued call, as another servant went past the open door, and cast a pitying look at the little prone figure on the bed.
"Sophia ! whatever can I do with Miss Zella if she won't eat nor drink? I tell her she'll be ill—won't she ?—if she goes on crying so."
"And she didn't eat a morsel of breakfast, either," chimed in Sophia.
"Come, Miss Zella, do have a try, like a dear!"
The two servants coaxed and implored the child, the violence of whose sobs had now redoubled, until she at length sat up and choked over a few mouthfuls of the tea, long since grown cold.
"That's a brave young lady," said the kind maids admiringly as they went away, whispering to one another that poor Miss Zella had a terrible amount of feeling, and had been crying all night.
"The master, he hasn't shed a tear yet. Stunned, I believe," said Sophia.
And they descended to the lower regions, to join in the innumerable comments on the awful suddenness of it all, and the " dreadful feeling " produced by a death in the house.
Towards six o'clock the wheels of the carriage were heard, and Louis came out of his wife's room with his set face of resolute composure, and went into the hall to greet his sister-in-law.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was a tall, good-looking woman, still under forty, and looking even younger than she was. She resembled Esmee de Kervoyou in nothing.
Her face was swollen with tears, and she was in black, with a heavy crepe veil.
"Louis ! Louis !" she wrung her brother-in-law's hand: "I can't believe it—our poor, poor darling! . . ." Her voice died away under the crepe veil.
"It was very good of you to come so quickly," said Louis gently. "Have you had tea, Marianne?"
She shook her head and negatived the suggestion by a quick movement.
"Where is poor, poor little Zella?" inquired Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.
"I will send for her: come into the drawing-room."
In the drawing-room a fresh paroxysm of sobbing overtook her, as she raised the heavy veil and looked around her.
"Last time I was here—how different! Oh, her workbox—her piano!" Louis rang the bell.
"It must have been fearfully sudden—your letter gave me no idea; and the shock of the telegram was terrible. You were with her V
"Yes," said Louis in an expressionless voice. "I will tell you all you want to hear, Marianne; but pray try and —and be brave now. I will send for Zella."
"How is she ?" said his sister-in-law, wiping her eyes.
The servant entered.
"Will you bring tea, and tell Miss Zella that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans has arrived?"
"How is the poor child V again inquired her aunt.
"She is very much overwrought," said Louis calmly, "and has cried herself almost ill. I shall be very grateful, Marianne, if you will help her through the next two or three days, and induce her to eat and sleep properly, and try to check her tears. Her mother would not wish her to cry so, and make herself ill."
"It is far more natural that she should cry, and will be better for her in the end," said Marianne Lloyd-Evans almost resentfully. "And how can she not cry, unless she were utterly heartless and callous—her own mother, and, oh, what a devoted one!" » Louis remembered the number of times that Marianne had accused Esmee of spoiling her only child, and said nothing.
When Zella entered, her aunt sprang up with a cry of pity, and clasped the little forlorn figure in her arms.
Zella's tears began afresh at the tenderness, and they wept together. Louis de Kervoyou gazed again out of the window, where darkness was falling over the garden, and presently left the room.
He did not again see his sister-in-law until they met at dinner.
At the sight of Esmee's empty chair she started a little and pressed her handkerchief to her eyes. They spoke very little while the servants were in the room. The strange awe that fills a house visited by death hung heavy in the silence.
Once Louis asked, "Has Zella gone to bed ?" and her aunt said, "Yes, she is worn out. I gave her a little something that will put her to sleep."
When dinner was over, and they were again in the drawing-room, Marianne said rather nervously:
"I shall be glad to go to bed early to-night, but I wanted to ask you first, Louis, about arrangements."
"The funeral is to be on Thursday. There is no reason to make it any later. It will be here, of course."
"She would have wished that," murmured Marianne "—to lie in the little ohurchyard so near her own home. Oh, Louis, Louis! I can't realize she's gone."
Louis listened to her as in a dream, but spoke very gently:
"It has been a terrible shock to you. I wish you could have had more preparation, but no one anticipated it until the very day before, when I sent you the first telegram."
"I know—I know. Can you bear to tell me how it all was?"
There was little enough to tell, but Louis told her briefly of his wife's short illness and painless death. She had died unconscious.
"No words—no message V sobbed Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.
"She did not know that she was dying."
"The clergyman?"
"I did not send for him," replied Louis quietly.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had long known that her brother-inlaw was "nothing," as she phrased it, with regard to religious convictions, and she had often feared that poor Esmee, since her marriage, had given up even going to church, which, to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, was synonymous with atheism. She said no more, but bade Louis an emotional good-night, and went slowly up to her room, although it was very little after nine.
Louis, left alone at last, went out into the dusk of the garden.
"Esmee! Esmee!"
He wondered if he could retain his sanity.
"Zella, my child, have you nothing black to put on?" Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had never addressed her niece as "my child before, and had she done so Zella would have resented it extremely, but now it appeared to them botli as appropriately solemn.
next morning, looked at her aunt with vague, darkcircled eyes. She was still in her white petticoat, and looked pathetically small and childish.
"I hadn't thought of that, Aunt Marianne," she faltered. "Must I put on black things?"
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans thought that the gentlest of hints might not come amiss, in order to counteract any possible unconventional ideas on the part of poor Louis, who, after all, was far more French than English.
"You see, dear," she said very gently, " it is as a mark of respect. One doesn't want anyone—the servants or anybody—to think one doesn't care. You will wear mourning a year for your dear, dear mother. That is what is customary."
"Will papa want me to V asked Zella unexpectedly.
"He will want you to do what is right, darling. Aunt Marianne will talk to him about it."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans habitually spoke of herself in the third person when addressing children.
"Now let me see what you've got," she continued, in the same gentle, inflexible voice.
"I have a black serge skirt, but not any blouses," said Zella, pulling open a drawer.
"Perhaps a white one would do for to-day. Or look, dear, this check one is black and grey: that will do better still; it is nice and dark."
"It is one that—that—she hated. I have hardly ever worn it," said Zella, beginning to cry again.
"You mustn't give way, Zella dear. That blouse and skirt must do for to-day, and I will telegraph for real mourning at once. You see, my poor darling, you must have it for Thursday; but there will just be time * for it to arrive. To-day is Tuesday."
"Only Tuesday," thought Zella miserably, as she put on the check blouse and black skirt. "It was only Sunday evening that mother died, and it feels like days and days."
She wondered drearily if all her life she would be as
dressing-table in her room,
miserable as she was now, and if so how she should bear it.
Presently she mechanically took up the broad scarlet ribbon that habitually tied back her brown hair.
"Haven't you a black ribbon, dear V asked her aunt softly.
Zella had no black ribbon, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her to plait her hair instead of tying it. It altered her appearance and made her look older.
They went slowly downstairs, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans holding her niece's hand as though she were a small child, and squeezing it convulsively as they passed the closed door of the room which had been Esmee's.
"It's so dreadful to have meals and everything just the same," said poor Zella as they passed through the hall to the dining-room.
"One must be brave, dear," replied her aunt.
Louis de Kervoyou was in the dining-room when they entered, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans thought that he looked ten years older. When he had spoken the briefest of good-mornings, he looked rather strangely at Zella in her dark clothes and the unaccustomed plaited-back hair, but he said nothing. Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had rather dreaded some eccentric objection to conventional mourning, felt relieved, and the moment the silent breakfast was over she hastened to write out a telegraphic order to London for the blackest of garments on Zella's behalf.
This done, she again sought her niece.
"Zella, dear child," she said tremulously, "you know that—that it"—she could not bring herself to use the word "funeral "—" is to be on Thursday. Don't you wish to come with Aunt Marianne and see dearest mother for the last time? I'm afraid that a little later on it won't be possible any longer."
Zella did not understand, and looked up with miserable bewildered eyes.
"Papa said not," she faltered.
"Darling, you must have misunderstood him! Surely he would wish you to go in just for a little while—surely you wish it yourself V
"Yes, oh yes! I did ask him, but he said not."
Zella felt a strange shame when she saw Aunt Marianne's disapproval. Of course it was right that she should be allowed to go and say a last good-bye to her dear, dear mother, and evidently Aunt Marianne had expected it.
"Wait here a moment, dear child," said Mrs. LloydEvans.
She went downstairs and found Louis de Kervoyou wearily tearing open a number of telegrams of condolence.
"I have put 'No flowers ' in the obituary notice," he said, "but one or two wreaths have arrived. Perhaps you would be goad enough to see to them. And let Zella help you., Anything would be better for her than doing nothing."
"But why have you said 'No flowers,' Louis? It is such a beautiful idea, to give flowers as a token of love and remembrance. I know that Henry is bringing down a cross of lilies on Thursday, for I particularly told him to write for one from Soloman's at once."
"Yes—yes. Of course yours and Henry's shall be there," said poor Louis patiently. "That is not the same thing as a quantity of wreaths, which, though kindly meant, give a good deal of extra trouble."
"She would have liked one from Henry and me," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans tearfully. "But, Louis, I came to speak to you about Zella. I want you to let me take the poor little thing with me into her room, before— before the men come to—to"
"No!" cried Louis almost violently. "Esmee "— his sister-in-law drew in her breath with a sharp sound of pain at the name—" would not wish the child to remember her lying there, perhaps frightening her and making her ill."
"But Zella wishes to come, and I think she ought to," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with characteristically unmoved persistence.
"I refuse to allow it. You may take her in there, if you must, when the coffin is closed." His tone was absolutely final. "But, Marianne, I wish that you would take Zella out into the garden, at the back of the house, before eleven o'clock this morning."
"Oh, Louis! out so soon ! the servants"
"Marianne, I do not want her in the house either
then or to-morrow afternoon, and I beg that you will
do as I ask."
Marianne, against her better judgment, as she afterwards told her husband, felt that one could only yield. And so Zella knew nothing of the strange men who penetrated into the closed room that morning, and next day heard nothing of the heavy hammering that seemed to Louis de Kervoyou as though it would never cease.
II
ON Wednesday afternoon Mrs. Lloyd-Evans saw her brother-in-law shut himself into the study, after a morning spent in necessary and painful business, and immediately said to Zella, who had been gazing hopelessly into the small fire for the last hour:
"Will you come upstairs with Aunt Marianne now, darling?"
Zella understood that she meant to visit her mother's room, and her little drawn face became a shade more colourless than before.
She had scarcely seen her father since Aunt Marianne's arrival, and had clung to the weeping, demonstrative tenderness and ceaseless murmured recollections of dear, dear mother that alone seemed to make endurable the endless hours. She crept upstairs with her little shaking hand in Aunt Marianne's, but at the familiar door, which had suddenly grown terrible, Zella began to sob hysterically.
Aunt Marianne tightened her hold on Zella's hand and gently opened the door.
Such a curious hush pervaded the darkened room that Zella instinctively ceased sobbing. At the foot of the bed was a light oak coffin placed upon trestles. It was closed.
In the gloom Zella could make out the familiar shapes of the dressing-table and the big bed and the old armchair she had always known in the bow-window.
Her aunt moved gently forward, fumbling for her handkerchief as she went.
"Wouldn't you like to kneel down and say a little prayer ?" she whispered to Zella, who stood as though stupefied.
Zella's mother had taught her to pray as a baby, but for- the last three years she had dropped the custom, which was meaningless to her. But, thus prompted, she fell upon her knees beside the strange hard coffin, and leant her aching head against the wood. She felt too sick and bewildered to cry any more.
But what was there to pray for, if God would not bring mother back to life again?
Zella looked across at her aunt, whose head was dropped upon her hands.
Suddenly Zella felt that it must all be a nightmare, and that she would presently wake up and find that mother was here and this dreadful dream gone. It couldn't be true. A horrible sort of impatient fury seized her—the fury of the undisciplined soul against pain. She clenched her hands to prevent herself from screaming aloud, and suddenly found that she wanted to go away from this darkened room as she had never wanted anything before. She looked across at her Aunt Marianne with a kind of suppressed rage, and began to pray wildly and half unconsciously:
"O God, let us go—let Aunt Marianne get up and go— I can't bear it—make her get up—make us go away from here—oh, make her get up and go!"
It seemed to her that she had been calling so, madly and agonizedly, upon an unheeding God for hours, when her aunt rose at last and laid a hand upon her shoulder. Zella's little tense form relaxed suddenly, and she felt curiously weak and spent.
Aunt Marianne stooped solemnly and pressed her lips upon the lid of the coffin. Then she paused a moment, and Zella, rising trembling to her feet, bent also and passionately kissed the senseless wood.
"It is good-bye to mother," she thought desperately; but she did not really feel that the hard wood of the coffin and this cold, darkened room had any connection with the sweet, laughing mother whom she had last seen leaning back against her pillows, and saying gaily:
"I shall be quite well again to-morrow."
When they had left the room, Aunt Marianne had said, as she seemed to have said so very often since she came:
"Now, if I were you, I should go and lie down for a little while upon your bed, Zella dear. It will do you good. Let Aunt Marianne come and arrange you comfortably."
Zella mechanically followed Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and passively allowed herself to be divested of her shoes, helped on to her bed, and covered with a quilt. Mrs. Lloyd-Evans kissed her very kindly, said, " Try and have a little sleep now, darling, just till five o'clock," and rustled softly away.
Zella lay still. She had gone to bed very early the evening before, and had slept all night with the heavy slumber of a child exhausted from crying, and she felt no inclination to sleep again now.
She traced the pattern of the wall-paper idly with her finger. When the funeral was over, would things be as dreadful as they were now? Zella felt that, somehow, it would be terrible to be left alone with her father, who must be so very, very unhappy, poor papa ! although he had not cried and did not talk about mother like Aunt Marianne did. Would he never talk about her any more? Some people did not ever talk of their relations who were dead.
Mother was dead.
Zella came back to that thought with an aching wonder that it should bring no greater pang of realization with it. Perhaps that was what people meant by being stunned with grief. Perhaps one only realized later,
when one had got used to being without No, no!
it would be impossible ever to get accustomed to it, ever to be happy again, all one's life long. ... "And I'm only fourteen, and perhaps I may live to be very old," thought Zella, and tears of self-pity welled into her eyes.
She cried a little, but her swollen eyelids burnt and smarted so that presently she stopped.
She had been here a long while; it must be five o'clock, and tea would break the miserable monotony of the day. Zella looked at her watch, and thought, as so often during those unspeakably wretched days of inaction, that it must have stopped. It was not yet a quarter 'past four. She held the watch despairingly to her ear, but it was still going.
It seemed unbearable.
Zella tried to make herself cry again by thinking of all the early recollections of her mother that had made her sob so unrestrainedly when she and Aunt Marianne had talked of them yesterday. But the tears would not come.
She turned over and buried her face in the pillow, unspeakably wretched. Only the third day since her mother's death, and she felt as though this life of strained misery had lasted for years. Would nothing ever bring it to an end?
It must be at least ten minutes since she had looked at: her watch. It couldn't be less than twenty-five minutes past four now, thought Zella, half expecting to see that it was even later. She looked at her watch again, and held it to her ear.
Four minutes had passed.
Her eyes fell upon a half-read copy of "Treasure Island" on her bookshelf. She had looked at it that morning and remembered how much excited she had been over reading it only three days ago, and then turned away her eyes with a feeling of shame that she should be capable of such a thought at such a time.
Now she felt that, if only she might read, it would make the time ' less unbearably long. Confusedly she craved any relaxation of the emotional tension to which her mind had been strung during the last three days.
For a few moments Zella battled against the suggestion. It was wicked and heartless to want to read a story-book when mother
How dreadful Aunt Marianne would think it!
But, then, Aunt Marianne needn't know—no one would ever know—and to read for a little while would help her to forget her misery. . . .
Zella crept to the bookshelf in her stockinged feet, casting terrified glances at the door, and pulled down the brightly bound blue and gold book. Then she fled back on to the bed with it.
At first she could understand nothing of what she read, and was only conscious of a sickening sense of guilt and the heavy pounding of her own heart as she strained her ears for the sound of Aunt Marianne's possible approach. But presently the excitement of the story revived, and Zella read eagerly, dimly conscious that unhappiness was waiting in the background to seize upon her, but knowing it to be kept at bay for so long as she should be held absorbed by her book.
When at last she heard the unmistakable rustle of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's new mourning at the door, Zella, a patch of colour blazing in each pale cheek, thrust "Treasure Island" beneath her pillow.
After that she read eagerly and furtively whenever she could. It was the only means of forgetting for a little while the dull pervading sense of grief which was making life so strange and unbearable.
When Thursday morning dawned serene and cloudless, Zella woke early, and lay in bed reading intently until she remembered, with a sickening pang, that on this day was to take place her mother's funeral.
Then she pushed the book away and began to sob, with a dreary sense of shame and degradation added to her unhappiness.
After the silent breakfast, at which Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with all the first shock of her grief apparently renewed, had refused everything but a cup of tea, Louis de Kervoyou said abruptly:
"They will be here at two o'clock, Marianne, to fetch"
"I know—I know," she interrupted hurriedly.
"It will take quite an hour to walk down there; they will have to go slowly."
The coffin of Esmee de Kervoyou was to be borne down the hill to the village churchyard by some of the tenants on the estate.
"Will anyone be coming back here afterwards?" asked Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.
"Only old Mr. Oliver and his daughter, who will have a long way to drive," said Louis, with his fixed composure; "and Henry, of course," he added.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's husband was arriving that day.
"Will you be kind enough to see about some refreshment, Marianne ?" said Louis. "They will be back here * by four o'cloak."
"I will see to it all. These duties are so dreadful, but one must be brave. Don't think of it, Louis; I will do it all."
Zella listened as though she were in a dream. Presently she turned to her aunt, and whispered: "Am I going to—to—it?"
"Oh yes, darling; you will walk with poor papa," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans aloud.
"What is that V Louis looked round, and was struck with compassion at the sight of Zella's colourless face and the great stains round her eyes.
"Why don't you go out into the garden? It is a lovely day," he said gently.
Zella shrank back a little, looking at her aunt, whom she felt to be shocked at the suggestion, and Mrs. LloydEvans interposed tactfully:
"It will be beautifully fine for this afternoon. 'Zella will walk down to the church with you, Louis, I suppose."
He looked at her as though he scarcely understood.
"I had never thought of her coming at all," he said at last. "Why should she? You don't wish to- come, do you, Zella?"
Zella hesitated, thinking that her father wanted her to say no, and that her aunt would think her heartless if she did.
"Whichever you like," she faltered.
"Zella is quite old enough to come to her own
mother's "Mrs. Lloyd-Evans again choked over
the word and left it unspoken. "Indeed, Louis, I think we must consider what people would say, dreadful though it seems to think of these things at such a time; but people would wonder"
"There is nothing to wonder about. She shall do as she wishes. Why should she want to go?"
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans interposed quickly:
"Zella, my poor child, you want to see your dear, dear mother laid to rest, don't you ? near the little church
where "Mrs. Lloyd-Evans stopped rather abruptly,
as she discovered that she could not recall any possible connection between the little church and Esmee's memory.
"Her mother is dead," cried Louis, low and vehemently. "What they are taking to the churchyard is not her. I will not have any false sentiment introduced into the child's mind. Zella, you can decide for yourself. Do you wish to go or not?"
"No," murmured Zella, who was frightened at a tone which she had never heard before from her merry, kindly father.
Louis de Kervoyou, as he left the room, made a gesture of acquiesence that was supremely un-English, and served to remind Mrs. Lloyd-Evans that one must make allowances for a brother-in-law who was practically a Frenchman.
"Poor papa is very much overwrought, darling, and no wonder," she murmured. "Besides, gentlemen do not always think quite as we do about these things."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans always spoke of "gentlemen," never of " men," unless they definitely belonged to the lower classes of the social scale.
"Gentlemen do not always quite understand," was one of her favourite generalizations, and she told Zella gently that gentlemen did not always quite understand the comfort that was to be found in the Church.
Zella thought that her aunt would be shocked if she said that she had-very seldom been to church, and had not liked it when she had gone, so she answered tearfully:
"Poor papa! he is dreadfully unhappy."
"You must try and comfort him, dear child."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, not in general prodigal of endearments, now seemed unable to address her niece without some such expression. Zella felt vaguely that it must be appropriate to her new black frock and bereaved condition.
"Why not go to him in the study, darling, and tell him that dear mother is in heaven and happy, and he must try and not grieve for her, and that you mean to be his little comfort?"
Zella, at this suggestion, mechanically saw her own slender black-garbed figure kneeling beside her father's chair in the study, and heard her own clear, unfaltering voice uttering tender sentiments of faith and consolation. It seemed appropriate enough, and Aunt Marianne evidently thought it so. A certain subtle discomfort at the back of her mind, however, warned her that the project, for some reason which she could not quite analyze, might prove difficult to execute.
"Perhaps afterwards," she faltered, " not now."
"No, darling, now is best," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with the soft-voiced inflexibility, totally unfounded on reason, characteristic of her where her own opinions were concerned. "Papa is all alone in the study; it is your place to comfort him."
It must be the right thing to do, then.
Zella left the room slowly, and as she crossed the hall she discovered that a little pulse was throbbing in her throat and that her hands had suddenly become cold. She clasped them nervously together, and told herself that papa, who had never been angry with her in her life, could not be anything but comforted if she came to him now. She was his only child—all that he had left to him; it was right that she should try and be a •iomfort.
She did not know why she felt so frightened.
Suddenly she turned the door handle.
"Come in," said her father's familiar tones, with the weary sound that was new to them.
He was sitting at the writing-table, much as Zella had pictured him in her mental rehearsal, and the fact suddenly gave her courage to carry out her own roje.
Crossing the room swiftly, she knelt down besidenim, and repeated faithfully, though with a nervous catch in her voice, the sentiments deemed appropriate to the occasion by Aunt Marianne.
"Darling papa, please don't be so dreadfully unhappy. Darling mother is in heaven now, and she is happy, and— and I will try and be a comfort to you always, as she would have wished."
The hurried, gasping accents, which were all that Zella's thumping heart allowed her to produce, died away into silence, and she felt that the performance had been absurdly inadequate. She had not even dared to raise her eyes to his, with a beautiful look of trust and tenderness; on the contrary, they were cast down as though from shame.
Still the appalling silence continued. Her father had not moved. At last he spoke, but it was in a tone that Zella had never heard from him before:
"I don't want any play-acting now, Zella. You can go back to your Aunt Marianne."
The words cut her like a knife, few though they were and quietly spoken. In such an agony of pain and humiliation as she had never known in all her short life before, Zella sprang to her feet and rushed to her own room.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans found her there half an hour later, crying convulsively, and soothed her very affectionately, supposing that it was the thought of her mother's funeral which had renewed her tears. But the tears were bitterer and more painful than all those Zella had shed from grief, for they came from her passionate and deeply wounded self-esteem.
That afternoon the body of Esmee de Kervoyou was laid in the grave, while her only child, crouching upon the floor in her room, pressed her fingers into her ears that she might not hear the tolling of the bell.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had said rather half-heartedly,
"My poor child, you cannot stay here alone. Shall Aunt Marianne stay with you?" but Zella had begged to be left alone, and, as Mrs. Lloyd-Evans afterwards said to her husband:
"I was torn in two, Henry. I couldn't have borne not to follow my poor Esmee to her last resting-place, and, besides, it would have looked so very odd if I, her only sister, had not been there."
So she had tenderly told Zella to lie down upon her bed and rest a little, and had left a Prayer-Book, with the Burial Service carefully marked, and a Bible, beside her.
While the sound of heavy, careful feet, staggering downstairs under the weight of an awkward burden, was still audible, Zella lay with clenched hands, wishing that she could cry or pray, and feeling utterly unable to do either.
When all the sounds had died away, she took up the Bible and Prayer-Book desperately, but both were unfamiliar to her and she could not command her attention. She had had very little orthodox religious teaching, and had never known the need of a definite creed. She always supposed that her father and mother were Protestants, just as she knew that her grandmother and aunt in France were Catholics, but of the devout practice of either religion Zella knew nothing. In fact, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who called herself a Catholic and was a member of the Church of England, had given Zella a greater insight into the orthodox practices of religion during the last few days than any she had as yet received. But in her present overwrought condition Zella found the Bible incomprehensible and the Prayer-Book intolerable.
When the sound of the church bell came, faint and distant from the valley, Zella, shuddering, rose and locked her door, then snatched the copy of "Treasure Island" from the bookshelf, and, crouching against the bed, with her hands over her ears, read furiously.
III
"HENRY, if we walk up and down the drive, no one need see us from the village; though, after all, now that it's all over . . . one must take up one's ordinary life again sooner or later, and dear Esmee herself would wish one to be brave. Besides, I want to talk to you, and since poor Louis is again shut up in the study, and I have persuaded Zella to lie down, we may as well get some fresh air before it grows dark."
"Come along," said Henry Lloyd-Evans thankfully.
He was a tall, melancholy-looking man, who had been depressed and uncomfortable all day, and was heartily relieved to get out of the house of mourning.
"First of all," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, taking her husband's arm, "how did you leave the children V
"All right. They were going to bicycle to Redhill this afternoon, and have tea in the woods."
"Henry dear, I don't think you should have allowed fchat. The servants will think it so odd. You may be sure they know perfectly well that the funeral was to-day. If Miss Vincent had been there, she would not have allowed such a thing, and the children must have known that perfectly well. It was very naughty and artful of them."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans often suspeoted other people of artfulness, and it was a continual distress to her that she so frequently discovered traces of it in her own children.
"Muriel asked me if it would be all right, and I said yes; it really didn't seem to matter, so far away, and you couldn't expect the poor kids to stick indoors on a fine day like this," said her husband apologetically.
"Of course not, Henry—I am not so unreasonable as to expect anything of the kind; but they could quite well have stayed in the garden, and I think it showed great callousness to have gone tearing about the country on bicycles while their aunt, my only sister: "Mrs.
Lloyd-Evans showed a tendency to become tearful.
"My dear," protested Henry, "I don't suppose they can even remember your poor sister."
"Nonsense! James was eight and Muriel nearly seven last time they stayed here. And little Zella has always been like a sister to them."
A sister with whom they had quarrelled so violently that Zella's last visit to the Lloyd-Evans's, two years ago, had been brought to an untimely end at her own request. Henry remembered the occurrence grimly, and how quietly voluble his wife had been upon the subject of Zella's deplorable upbringing, which she had stigmatized in one breath as foreign, pagan, and new-fangled.
But he had long ago learnt the futility of arguing against his Marianne's discursive inconsequence and gentle obstinacy, and he was at all times a man who preferred silence to speech.
"I wanted to ask you about Zella," continued Mrs. Lloyd-Evans—" whether it wouldn't be a good idea to take the poor little thing back with us on Saturday. It will cheer her up to be with companions of her own age, and the change will do her good. I don't know what poor Louis is going to do with her, I'm sure."
"To do with her ?" echoed Henry uncomprehendingly.
"Yes. I don't suppose he'll keep a girl of fourteen alone with him, in this great lonely place. She has had no proper education—only what poor Louis himself has taught her, instead of engaging a good sensible governess —and the best thing he could do would be to send her to some first-rate school."
"He may—eventually—-marry again."
"Henry," said his wife with gentle impress!veness, "do not say things that sound unfeeling."
Henry became silent.
"For my poor EsmeVs sake," continued Mrs. LloydEvans, after a suitable pause, " I want to be a mother to her child. And I can't help feeling, Henry, how dreadful it would be if Zella got into the hands of her father's^ French relations."
"I didn't know he had any."
"Henry! I have spoken of them to you myself times out of number. You can't have forgotten. There is that dreadful old Baronne, as she calls herself—though I always think those foreign titles sound very fishy—who pretends to be Zella's grandmother."
"How can she pretend to be? Either she is or she isn't," Henry, not unnaturally, remarked.
"She is Louis's stepmother, don't you remember? and consequently no relation whatever to Zella," explained Mrs. Lloyd-Evans resentfully. "And I must say, Henry, it seems to me very extraordinary that neither she nor her daughter should have taken the trouble just to cross the Channel, when they heard of this dreadful tragedy. Dearest Esmee was always perfectly sweet to the artful old thing, and Zella was taught to call her Granny and everything; and now this is the result."
This logical summing up of the situation was received by Mr. Lloyd-Evans in silence. Presently, however, he said tentatively:
"I suppose they are Roman Catholics?"
"Indeed they are, and I always think it is a most special mercy of Providence that poor Louis was not brought up to be one too. Luckily, his father made some wise stipulation or other before he died, that his son must be brought up in a good old-fashioned Huguenot religion; and the Baronne could not get out of it, although she and her Jesuits must have had a good try."
"Perhaps," said Henry, wisely avoiding the burning topics of the Baronne de Kervoyou and her hypothetical Jesuits—" perhaps Louis will want to keep Zella with him for the time being."
"I mean to talk to him about it, Henry. I know that gentlemen do not always quite understand; but I shall tell him that it would be the best thing possible for Zella to let me mother her for a few months, and perhaps choose a really nice school for her later on. Louis will feel much more free without her, too."
"Do you know what his immediate plans are?"
"He will certainly travel for a little while," instantly replied Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had no grounds whatsoever for the assertion, beyond her own conviction that
this would be the proper course of conduct for her brotherin-law to pursue.
"Then, in that case, Marianne, do as you think best about offering to let Zella come to us.".
Marianne had every intention of doing as she thought best, but she said:
"Yes, Henry dear, one must do all in one's power at these sad times to help. Don't you remember the quotation I'm so fond of ?—
"' Life is mostly froth and bubble;
Two things stand like stone:
Kindness in another's trouble,
Cowrage in one's own.'"
Henry, who was always rendered vaguely uncomfortable by the most distant allusion to what he collectively termed "poetical effusions," said that it was growing very dark, and Marianne had better come in before it became any colder.
"It's not a moment when one thinks of one's own health or comfort," Marianne murmured sadly, but she followed her husband indoors.
Meanwhile Zella, kneeling at her bedroom window, with elbows on the sill and chin resting on her clasped hands, wondered miserably what was to become of her. Her mother's funeral, the culminating episode of those dreadful few days which had been as years, was over. Zella felt dully that there was nothing more to wait for, and found herself thinking vaguely that surely now mother would come soon and make everything all right again and comfort her.
But it was mother who was dead!
Her thoughts wandered drearily to her father. There had been no more silent times alone with him; since Aunt Marianne's arrival, and since that brief episode in the study that morning, every word of which seemed burnt into her brain for ever, she had not seen him at all. She wondered if he would always be broken-hearted, never to laugh and joke again, like the kind, jovial father she had always known. Were all widowers always unhappy for ever? Zella tried to recall any that she had ever known, and could only remember old Mr. Oliver, who had come with his daughter that afternoon. He was a kind, cheerful old man, who always talked a great deal and laughed at his own jokes; but, then, he was nearly seventy years old, and his wife had died a great many years ago.
"Perhaps when papa is quite old," thought Zella despairingly: "But how dreadful it will be during all the years and years before he is as old as Mr. Oliver, if he goes on being unhappy all the time! Will there be this dreadful silence all through the house, and nothing to do, and everything reminding us all the time, and never being able to say anything about mother. . . . Aunt Marianne says he mustn't be reminded of his loss. One doesn't
Uncle Henry never speak about poor little cousin Archie who died, except Aunt Marianne sometimes, in a sort of very solemn religious way. But how could one speak like that about mother? And yet we couldn't ever talk about her in an ordinary way, as if she were still here. Oh, how can I ever bear it? To think that I shall never be happy any more!"
Then poor Zella reproached herself bitterly for the heartlessness of even wishing to forget and be happy again. She strove passionately for a resigned, heartbroken attitude of mind, that should eventually find its chief comfort in memories of past happiness and in the tender cherishing of a widowed and heartbroken father.
It was an intense relief to the hypersensitive child, though she did not own it to herself, to find, on the days following her mother's funeral, that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans now deemed the first acute stages of grief to be left behind. She dwelt more upon the happiness of Zella's dear, dear mother in heaven, and the tenderness with which she would watch over her little daughter, and the necessity for being brave and making the best of one's life.
"A change of scene will be very good for you, my poor child," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her; "and poor papa will feel more free if he is alone just at present. I dare say he will go abroad for a little while;"
"We were going to Paris this winter to see Grand'mere and Tante Stephanie."
Aunt Marianne and
"That will hardly be possible now, darling. Paris is no place to go to when one is in mourning."
Notwithstanding this conviction, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who knew that gentlemen did not always quite realize, felt no certainty that her brother-in-law would defer or omit the annual visit that he never failed to pay to his stepmother. Therefore she lost no time in suggesting that Zella should come to Boscombe and spend the winter at her uncle's house.
"It will be good for her, and she and Muriel are of just the same age, and can do their lessons and play together. And you know, Louis, the poor child would be dreadfully moped alone with you in this great house; and yet if you travel you could hardly take her with you, just at the age when she ought to be doing her lessons and everything."
"I suppose not," replied Louis in rather bewildered accents. It is very kind of you, Marianne. I had not given Zella much thought, I am afraid, poor child! But my mother would take charge of her, I know, if you really think she ought to have a change."
"Louis," said his sister-in-law earnestly, "not Paris. I implore you, for my dear sweet Esmee's sake, not Paris. A motherless child of Zella's age in Paris—a town without religion, and such a town! The modern Babylon!"
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had only once spent a fortnight in the Modern Babylon, but she had read one or two novels on the subject, and her horror of the Ville Lumiere was only equalled by her ignorance.
"But, my dear Marianne," said Louis de Kervoyou, almost laughing, " Zella^would be as well looked after at my mother's as she-would be anywhere; in fact, young girls in France are given very much less liberty than in England. She would never be allowed to go anywhere by herself."
"That is distinct proof of what I say, Louis. A town where such precautions are necessary can be no place for a young girl," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with triumphant logic. ...
"My mother and sister would look after her," repeated Louis patiently.
"I do not, naturally, wish to say one word against your stepmother, my dear Louis, or her daughter. But can you deny that they are Roman Catholics?"
"I have no wish to deny it, Marianne."
"Then I implore you, for her mother's sake, do not risk the loss of your daughter's faith. Foreigners and Jesuits are more artful than words can say—though, of course, I don't mean all. And I know some French people—you yourself, dear Louis"
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans became entangled in a painful confusion of words as she suddenly remembered that Louis himself laboured under the double misfortune of being by birth both a foreigner and a Frenchman. She wisely extricated herself by the unanswerable conclusion: "And I know you want what is best for dear little Zella."
"I will think it over."
"Louis! surely you cannot hesitate! One does not want to be interfering, but, after all—my own sister's only child, and Paris! A Roman Catholic household!"
Louis de Kervoyou listened without hearing. The stifling weight of pain seemed to be pressing on him with an intolerable heaviness, and he leant back in his chair, wondering if that soft, monotonous, rapid speech would never cease. He was a short, square-shouldered man, with thick light brown beard and hair, and eyes of the same dark grey as his daughter's. The habitual laugh in them was quenched now, and a keener physiognomist than Mrs. Lloyd-Evans might have read the hopeless misery in their depths.
When her low, relentless eloquence had at length ceased, he said wearily:
"I see what you mean. I will speak to Zella. She can do as she wishes."
He spoke English perfectly, with no trace of accent.
"No, Louis," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans inexorably, "I cannot think that right. Zella must do as she is told, not merely as she wishes. Remember that one must be doubly careful about instilling really high principles into her, now that she no longer has a mother's influence to watch over her. She really needs the discipline of a good school, and later on"
"Marianne, I am very grateful to you and Henry and if Zella wishes it she shall go back with you to morrow," Louis interrupted decisively. "But I can make no further plans for the moment. I will write to you later-/1
He wished she would go.
"Are you going away, dear Louis?"
"I don't suppose so. Why should I?"
"A change of scene would distract your mind a little, and this place, so full of associations"
Louis de Kervoyou, the limits of his endurance reached, rose and opened the door.
"I will send for Zella now," he said, making way for her to pass.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans saw nothing for it but to leave the room. But her resources were not easily exhausted, and she made it so clear to the miserable and bewildered Zella how fully appropriate a visit to Boscombe would be, that the child, half hypnotized, felt that such calm, gentle assurance must necessarily be right.
Her father did not seem hurt, as Zella had half feared he might be, that she should prefer Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's house to his stepmother's little apartement in the Rue des ficoles where the Baronne de Kervoyou had offered to receive her. He said to Zella:
"You did not get on with your cousins last time you stayed at Boscombe."
"It will be different now; I am older," Zella replied faintly. Aunt Marianne had used the argument that morning. She wondered if her father was angry that she should elect to go to Boscombe. But if she had asked to be taken to Paris to her grandmother, of whom she was rather afraid, Aunt Marianne would have been vexed and thought it wrong. And Aunt Marianne would have been vexed, and called it morbid and unnatural, if Zella had asked to remain at Villetswood. Now that mother was no longer there, a sure refuge, and always certain to understand and approve, it had suddenly become of enormous importance to do what Aunt Marianne and everyone would think right and appropriate.
Zella looked timidly at her father.
"Do as you like, pauvre mignonne." But, in spite of the old term of endearment, he was not thinking very much about her.
The next day Zella thought that she would have given everything in the world not to be going away from Villetswood. But, with the new cowardice that seemed to have taken possession of her, she did not dare to change her mind.
She said good-bye, crying, to the maids who had been so kind to her, and ran sobbing upstairs at the last moment to seek the room which had been her mother's. But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans met her on the stairs, and said:
"Where are you going, darling? The carriage is at the door, and we musv start in a minute."
Zella felt that her aunt's voice held the slightest possible tinge of disapproval, and she instinctively choked baok her tears. /
"1 have forgotten something—in my room," she gasped.
"Then fetch it quickly, dear, while I wait for you." Mrs. Lloyd-Evans stood, inexorable, on the stairs. Zella ran into her own room, slamming the door to behind her, and stood for a moment looking half wildly round her, blinded with tears, and shaking with pain and a sort of senseless, unreasoning rebellion, against what or whom she hardly knew. She only knew that it had become impossible for her to go to her mother's room. She felt that she hated Aunt Marianne, that she was going away with her, and that nobody would ever understand or comfort her any more. She wrung her hands with a mad, foreign gesture.
The strange minute of agony passed, and Zella went downstairs with her hand clasped in Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's black-gloved one.
Louis de Kervoyou was in the hall.
Zella did not hear his low, rapidly spoken thanks and farewell to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. She looked round her, at the familiar oak staircase, the pictures hung upon the walls, the pieces of furniture she had known all her life. With a child's sense of finality, she felt as though she must be leaving Villetswood for ever.
"Adieu, mignonne!"
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was getting into the carriage now.
"Papa," said Zelja, clinging to him.
He looked at her compassionately.
"I'm not going away for always—you'll let me come back ?" she gasped, almost inarticulate.
"Whenever you like, of course, my poor little angel!" cried Louis vigorously, in tones more like his own than any Zella had yet heard from him since her mother's death.
"Write to me the very day and moment you want to come home, and you shall come."
The reassuring words and the kiss he gave her brought a feeling of warmth to Zella's heart. It was like a return to the old familiar atmosphere of petting and security, to which she had been accustomed all her life.
"TIME is a great healer " was a platitude that very much recommended itself to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. It gave, as it were, a sanction to a sort of modified forgetfulness, and to the resumption of everyday interests and occupations!
"Time is a great healer," thought Zella after a fortnight in the house at Boscombe, when she was anxiously taking her own spiritual temperature, and wondering miserably if it was heartless and forgetful not to cry in bed every night, as she had done at first after her mother's death.
But Aunt Marianne did not now encourage crying, and scarcely ever spoke of Zella's mother. Only on the rare occasions when Zella was introduced to visitors did she hear a subdued murmur of " my dear sister's only child— poor Esmee, you know;" and then she would move out of hearing, acutely conscious of the pathos of her own deep mourning and of the visitor's compassionate glances.
James and Muriel Lloyd-Evans had at first been rather overawed by Zella's black frock. In a few days, however, the old relations between the cousins were resumed. James at sixteen still bore unmoved the reputation of being a prig. A species of civil taciturnity was his habitual shield for an intense sensitiveness, of which Zella, precociously intelligent, was already more than half aware. Muriel, pretty, kind-hearted, essentially unimaginative, thought that she and Zella must be great friends because they were first cousins and of the same age. It was very sad that poor Aunt Esmee had died, and it was very dreadful for poor Zella; but it was very nice to think that she could pay them a long visit and share Muriel's lessons with Miss Vincent when the holidays were over.
Zella did not like Muriel, whom she often heard spoken of as "such a nice, bright, unaffected little girl." Zella, almost unawares, felt that praise of Muriel was an oblique reflection upon herself, because they were so different. Muriel did not want to read story-books, as Zella did, but liked long walks and outdoor games, and the care of pet animals. She also possessed accomplishments, which Zella did not, and could do skirt-dancing very prettily, and sometimes played Thome's "Simple Aveu " on her violin before visitors. Zella, who would have been very willing to display accomplishments on her own account, could do nothing except talk French; and even then Muriel's schoolroom lingua franca was apparently supposed by everyone to be on the same level as Zella's finished Parisian accent.
Zella, though not humble-minded, began for the first time to mistrust herself. She was humiliated at her own lack of superiority. Yet in her heart she considered Muriel stupid, and despised her because she never read a book and possessed a limited and childish vocabulary. James .was not stupid. He yearly brought back a pile of prizes from school, and was known to have passed examinations brilliantly. But Zella admitted to herself, with some naive surprise, that she did not understand James, nor appear to have much in common with him.
It seemed to her that he had been nicer as a solemn little boy at Villetswood, when they had played imaginative games together from the "Arabian Nights," always leaving out an invariably tearful Muriel because she did not know how to "pretend."
James nowadays took little notice of Zella's existence, and she unconsciously resented it. He spent his days over a book whenever his mother was not within sight, and one day, about a fortnight after her arrival, Zella said to him rather wistfully: "Are you fond of reading? I like reading better than anything."
James raised his head from his book. His dark, melancholy face resembled that of his father, but the brow bore the unmistakable stamp of intellect.
"I like it," he said slowly.
"What is your book? May I see? Oh, 'Lorna Doone.l"
"Have you ever read it V
Zella had not, but she had once heard it discussed at Villetswood, and was at no loss.
"Why, it's the Devonshire story," she said rather proudly, "and, of course, I am from Devonshire."
Zella sometimes thought of herself as a Devonshire maid, sometimes as the loyal descendant of a titled French family, and sometimes as a widely travelled, rather Bohemian young cosmopolitan.
"Did you like it ?" asked James.
"Yes. Girt Jan Ridd has always been a hero of mine, and I like Lorna too," replied Zella glibly.
"I like Tom Faggus and his Winnie better. I've just come to where he's wounded, and she comes to look for help."
"Yes, that's splendid!"
Had Zella stopped there, all would have been well; but she was determined to prove her familiarity with the world of literature, and with "Lorna Doone" in particular. She continued pensively:
"But I think that Lorna is really a more attractive character than Winnie, on the whole."
James looked at her rather oddly.
"Do you remember the book well ?" he asked at last.
"Not very," hesitated Zella, suddenly unsure of herself. "I read it a long while ago."
"But you remember Winnie V
"Oh yes, and how she found Tom wounded and went for help," said Zella, trusting that James would not perceive whence she had just derived her information. Then she rushed unconsciously on to her doom.
"I should call Winnie a typical Devonshire girl," she said.
It seemed a safe enough observation to make about a book that was admittedly all about Devonshire people, and Zella was utterly confounded when James remarked without any change of expression:
"Winnie was Tom Faggus' strawberry mare."
Zella became scarlet with mingled confusion and anger. Her tears, like those of most over-sensitive people, were always near the surface, and her voice failed her as she tried to stammer out something about having forgotten—mixed up Winnie with some other name. . . .
James looked at his pretty, pathetic-looking little cousin with an expression of greater interest than his dark eyes had as yet displayed towards her.
"It's all right, Zella," he said quite gently and in curiously unboyish tones of compassion. "There's nothing for you to be upset about. I was an ass not to tell you sooner that you were—making a mistake."
Zella looked at him with a sudden inexplicable feeling of being understood, and immediately spoke fearlessly:
"I haven't read 'Lorna Doone,' as a matter of fact; but I do know something about the story, and it seemed stupid to say I hadn't read it. Besides, it would have put an end to the conversation," she added, with an indescribable expression that could have proclaimed her French ancestry aloud.
"It was bad luck," remarked James impartially. "Nine times out of ten that kind of thing comes off all right."
Zella was secretly astounded at his matter-of-fact acceptance of "that kind of thing."
"It's rather a horrid sort of thing to do, I know," she said, looking candid, and thinking that James might possibly contradict her.
"And, what's more, I don't believe other people are taken in by it half as often as one thinks," was all the satisfaction she received.
"Of course, Muriel would simply call it telling lies," ventured Zella, who would have called it much the same thing herself, but was by now emboldened to think that James might perhaps take a more tolerant view.
"It isn't telling a downright lie for its own sake. It's motive that matters in that sort of thing," affirmed James, frowning. "But it's misrepresenting the truth, so as to make oneself out what one wants to be thought, instead of what one really is."
"Se faire valoir!" eagerly exclaimed the girl, who had been brought up in an atmosphere of abstract discussions such as were unknown in the Lloyd-Evans household.
"Yes. Most people seem to do that kind of thing one way or another, that would think it wrong to tell a lie outright, and yet consider themselves more or less truthful."
"But, James, there are degrees. The blackness of a lie does depend on what it is about," said Zella confusedly.
"I call self-deception worse than telling lies—a great (teal."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans entered the room, and the conversation between the boy and girl ceased abruptly. But there was more animation and interest in Zella's little colourless face than there had been since her arrival at Boscombe.
She found life there very dull, and the atmosphere, in spite of Aunt Marianne's kindness and Muriel's companionship, strangely uncongenial. She was often oppressed with a sense of her own ingratitude and discontent.
But, after that odd little conversation with James, Zella felt as though she had found something which she had subconsciously been missing. She would have liked to resume the same sort of discussion again, and appealed to her cousin at luncheon one day with the quick look of interest that was the expression most natural to her pretty face.
"James, you know what we said about self-deception the other day. Isn't it a form of cowardice?"
James looked annoyed, "glanced at his mother, and said in the most expressionless of voices, " Oh, I don't know." And Mrs. Lloyd-Evans remarked gently: "Deceit is always wrong, dear, but no one should be afraid to tell the truth. Don't you remember the piece of poetry Aunt Marianne is so fond of ?—
"'Dare to be true, nothing can need a lie;
The fault that needs it most grows two thereby.'"
"Have some more salad, Zella?" said her Uncle Henry, looking slightly uncomfortable.
The lesson sank into Zella's receptive mind, and she never repeated her mistake.
That same afternoon Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, finding Zella alone in the schoolroom, said to her:
"Come down and help me with the drawing-room flowers, dear. It's Muriel's little job as a rule, but she has had to go for her violin lesson now, as that tiresome man altered his time. It was really rather artful of him, for he took care to let us know at the last minute possible, knowing very well that I shouldn't like it. It's much too late and too dark for Muriel to be out, and I've had to send James with her."
Zella, reluctantly closing her book, rather unwillingly followed her aunt to the drawing-room. She had already learnt that it was of no use to decline any proffered kindness, however unwelcome, of Aunt Marianne's. They carried the silver vases from the drawing-room to the pantry, filled them with water, and bore them solemnly on a little tray to the hall table, where lay a selection of late autumn flowers.
"Put all those red sweet-peas together, dear, in that bowl. No, not any pink ones. I don't like two colours together unless they match. It is not artistic."
Zella thought she knew better, but lacked the courage to say so. As a compromise, she thrust one or two white sprays among the red. Mrs. Lloyd-Evans gently removed them.
"I keep all the white ones apart," she said in a voice that hinted at solemnity. "Put them in these two little silver vases, dear, and bring them into the drawingroom."
Zella, feeling inexplicably depressed, obeyed.
"You see," explained her aunt, "I only put white flowers on this little velvet table in the corner—my little shrine."
The little shrine was loaded with silver-framed photographs of those friends and relations of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans who had departed this life.
She placed her white sweet-peas before the central photograph, an enlarged one of Archie, the baby son who had died.
"I call this my In Memorial table," said Mrs. LloydEvans in hushed accents.
"in Memoriam?"
"In MemoriaZ, dear," corrected Mrs. Lloyd-Evans firmly. "When you are a little older, you will know what that means. A very beautiful poem has been written about it."
Zella was outraged at having it supposed that she did not know her Tennyson.
"I have read 'In Memoriam,' " she said coldly, "and all Tennyson's poems."
"I don't suppose you've read them all, dear. He wrote a great many, and even Aunt Marianne has never had time to read all through the book," said Mrs. LloydEvans, unperturbed. "Put those white roses there, Zella, in front of poor grandpapa."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans patted the sweet-peas delicately once or twice with her thumb and finger.
"I always think it's the last little touch that makes all the difference in arranging flowers," she observed.
The last little touch did not seem to Zella to have made much appreciable difference to the sweet-peas, but they looked very nice against the massive silver of Archie's frame.
"Is that little cousin Archie ?" she asked in reverent tones, knowing perfectly well that it was, but feeling instinctively that decorum forbade taking even the most obvious facts for granted when dealing with an In Memorial table.
"Yes, darling. You know poor dear little Cousin Archie was only five when he was taken away from us. Aunt Marianne can hardly bear to speak of it. Ah, Zella, life is very sad! but only a mother who has lost her child can really know what suffering means."
Zella felt rather resentful.
"Not that Aunt Marianne has not had many, many other sorrows too," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with some determination. "And that reminds me of something I wanted to do, and that you can help me over. Fetch *he photograph of your dear, dear mother from the back di*awing-room writing-table, Zella dear, and bring it here."
&ella fetched it, the tears rising to her eyes as she looked at the pretty, laughing pictured face.
Teaitg also rose to the eyes of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans as she gazed u^on the photograph.
"It must go here," she said finally, clearing a space between poor grandpapa and little Archie. "But not in this red leather frame. Let me see. ..."
She gazed reflectively round the room.
"Let me have that photograph of Muriel as a baby. The frame is silver, and looks as though it would fit."
The photographs changed frames, and the one of Muriel, now surrounded by red leather, was sent to the back drawing-room writing-table; while Esmee de Kervoyou, silver-framed, took a place on the now crowded In Memorial table.
By this time the tears were streaming down Zella's face. Aunt Marianne said "My poor child" two or three times, kissed her very kindly, and sent her upstairs to He down and rest for a little before the others came in.
That evening, in her room, Zella, in floods of tears, withdrew her own copy of her mother's photograph from the flat leather travelling frame in which she had kept it ever since she could remember, and placed it in the middle of the mantelpiece, from whence she had carefully removed the clock and a few small china ornaments.
Then she took the little vase of flowers with which her dressing-table was kept supplied, and placed it in front of the photograph. There was a certain mournful pleasure in the aspect of the shrine when completed, and Zella's tears only broke out again next day upon discovering that an officious housemaid had replaced the clock and china ornaments upon her mantelpiece, and restored the vase of flowers to its original position on the dressing-table.
I HATE Sundays," growled James.
Muriel looked sincerely shocked, but was too much in awe of her brother to make any remonstrance.
Zella, conscious that the stronger part of her audience was with her, remarked airily: "Sunday is the most amusing day of the week in Paris."
She felt superior and cosmopolitan as she spoke.
"You won't find it that here," said James grimly, as they entered the dining-room for breakfast.
On the two preceding Sundays, Zella had not been taken to church with her cousins, because it was feared that it might "upset" her, and the day had been unmarked save by the absence of the Lloyd-Evans family during a couple of hours, which had enabled her to read a story-book alone in the schoolroom. Consequently Zella, who scarcely ever went to church at Villetswood, felt no desire whatever to fulfil her duties as a member of the Church of England.
But with characteristic adaptability she assented in grateful tones when Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, kissing her, said:
"Good-morning, Zella dear. This will be a nice fine Sunday for you to come to church, won't it?"
This subtle implication that the weather alone had been responsible for Zella's absence from church hitherto gave a lighter aspect to the case, and almost seemed, in some oblique manner, to glide over and ignore the existence of any possible cause for being "upset."
"Yes, Aunt Marianne," Zella answered readily.
"I hope that Crawford won't be so long-winded to-day," said Mr. Lloyd-Evans. "He was nearly twenty minutes in the pulpit last Sunday, saying the same thing over and over again, as far as I could make out."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, by glancing swiftly from her husband's face to James on one side of the table, and Muriel on the other, conveyed to Henry that he was not being quite careful in what he said before the children.
"Of course," he added hurriedly, "a sermon's a very good thing, and it's extraordinary where the poor chap does get all his ideas, considering all the sermons he must have to write in a year."
James looked contemptuous.
"Don't make faces, Jimmy," said his mother, shaking her head at him. Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was the only person who ever called James Jimmy, and Zella felt certain that he resented the diminutive.
He now coloured angrily all over his dark face, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, carefully looking away from him, gently changed the conversation by asking for the marmalade.
"I like sermons," volunteered Muriel, who also wanted to distract attention from her brother's obvious ill-temper.
"1£ they are good," Zella conceded, with the air of a critic.
She had only once or twice heard an English sermon at Villetswood, but her father had once taken her to hear a famous Dominioan preacher in Paris.
"The best sermon I ever heard," she added in a very grown-up voice, "was in Paris. Pdre La Vedee, you know."
"But he is a monk, isn't he ?" said Muriel, round-eyed.
"That is one of the R.C. fellows, surely?" said Mr. Lloyd-Evans. Zella felt rather pleased at the small sensation she was creating, and replied airily:
"Oh yes. When we did go to church in Paris, it was always to a Catholic one. My aunt and grandmother are very devotes; in fact, Tante Stephanie goes to church every single day."
"I thought French people had no religion," exclaimed Muriel innocently.
"Idiot," muttered James under his breath.
"French people have their religion just as we have ours, darling," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said. "There are, unfortunately, a great number of Roman Catholics on the Continent, and one must be broad-minded and believe that they are sincere in worshipping their Pope, as they practically do. No doubt a great many of them really do not know any better."
"But they don't, Aunt Marianne," cried Zella—" I mean, worship the Pope. Catholics are really much more pious than Protestants—at least, all the French ones that I've known."
"Roman Catholics, Zella," said her aunt in the low voice of extreme forbearance. "It is because of the Pope of Rome that we, in the Catholic Churoh, are obliged to call them Roman Catholics. But that is quite enough. French people are known to be most irreligious, though I have no doubt you may find a well-meaning one here and there. But the Continental Sunday is well known, all over England, to be a disgrace."
"But Aunt Marianne, in Paris"
"That will do, dear. You are not likely to be allowed to go to Paris again, still less into a Roman Catholic place of worship."
The tone, and still more its dreadful suggestion of a new regime, never to be relaxed again, brought Zella's ever ready tears to the surface, and she gulped them down in silence with her coffee.
Her only consolation was a sub-audible aside from James, who sat next her.
"If French people worship the Pope, English people worship the Church of England," he muttered cryptically.
But James was not destined to be epigrammatic unobserved, and his mother's low tones, with their peculiar quality of gentle relentlessness, were once more addressed to him:
"Jimmy, do not show off and try and say smart things. It sounds irreverent, dear, though I dare say you spoke without quite knowing the meaning of your own words. Now, if you have all finished, you can go, and mind you are ready at twenty minutes to eleven punctually."
She rose as she spoke, and as her son, looking sulky and lowering, held open the door, she paused, and, laying her hand upon his shoulder, said, in tones just audible to Zella:
"Your last Sunday at home, Jimmy!"
\
The boy looked sulkier than before, and Mrs. LloydEvans, with one long reproachful look, left the room.
James muttered, "Thank goodness it is my last Sunday at home !" as he crossed the hall with Zella and Muriel.
"Oh, James !" cried his sister piteously.
"I didn't mean that exactly—only I'm sick of being called Jimmy, and having my better feeling appealed to, and all the rest of it."
"I don't know why you should mind being called Jimmy," said Muriel resentfully, seizing on the only part of his speech which she had understood. "Not that anyone but mother ever does."
"I should hope not. You know better than to try it on, I should think!"
"Well, after all, I always used to. It's only lately you've made all this fuss," said Muriel, suddenly plaintive. "Jimmy is the dear old nursery name that we always"
"Good heavens!" cried her brother. "Is that an argument, my good ass? For the matter of that, there's the dear old nursery high chair that I used to sit in, but I suppose you don't want me to use it now because I did then?"
Zella laughed, entirely on the side of James, who always got the best of an argument.
Muriel's only retort was, "That is quite different," uttered in a sentimental voice verging on tearfulness.
"It's exactly the same principle," said James instructively, seating himself on the edge of the schoolroom table. "Because a thing was all right once, it doesn't mean it ought to go on for ever and ever. Things change, and it's all humbug and sentimentality to pretend one must go on in the dear old way long after it's become perfectly idiotic and unsuitable."
Zella had never heard her cousin so eloquent, and she felt a keen desire to show him, by some profound comment or sudden brilliant contribution of her own, that he had an audience fully capable of appreciating the depths of his remarks.
But James went on in a dictatorial manner that gave her no opportunity for uttering a word, even if she could have thought of anything sufficiently striking to say:
"The value of things alters, and what may mean something one year ceases to mean the same thing next year, or ten years hence. It's simply a form of rank insincerity to go on using old catchwords long after they've lost any appropriateness they may once have had."
Zella suddenly thought of an effective aphorism:
"Intellectual insincerity "she began.
"It's just the same," pursued James, unheeding, "as that ghastly habit mother has of Sunday evening talks, when we have to be solemn and holy and jaw about our own insides."
"James!" shrieked Muriel, acutely distressed," how can you say such hateful things and be so disloyal to mother?"
"It s not disloyal, as you call it," cried the boy contemptuously. "It's simple common-sense. Why, because it happens to be Sunday, should we have to go and sit in one particular corner of the drawing-room, and try and trump up something suitable to say, when we'd much rather not talk about our beastly feelings at all? It's sheer rank humbug."
"Intellectual insincerity"
"Nobody ought to want to talk about their own inside feelings after they're old enough to have any; and if they do, the sooner they learn to come off it, the better."
Zella suddenly felt that she understood why James had always been called a prig. Who was he, to speak with such an assumption of infallibility of what people ought or ought not to talk about? She felt, without formulating the idea into words, that she did like to talk about her own feelings, and immediately said aloud, " Of course, everybody hates talking about themselves, and I can't see why anyone should ever have to," because she was afraid lest James might think that his sweeping assertion applied to her.
"I'm rather under the impression that people don't hate talking about themselves at all," said James aggressively; "but they jolly well oughtn't to be allowed to, instead of being encouraged."
Zella thought that James wanted to be asked why, and immediately felt that wild-horses should not drag the question from her, but Muriel at once said: "But why, James?"
"Because it's an opportunity for posing and being sentimental, and every sort of insincere rot of that kind. People can't speak the truth about themselves."
"We don't all tell lies, thank you!" said Muriel, scandalized.
"You haven't understood a word I've said," her brother told her scathingly, as he got off the table.
"It all sounds horrid and wrong, and I don't want to, and neither does Zella."
"I understood absolutely," said Zella curtly.
"Oh, I knew that," remarked James unexpectedly.
Zella went to get ready for church with a curious mixture of gratification at James's remark, which appeared to point at appreciation of her understanding, and, on the other hand, a lurking dread lest it might merely have impbed that he considered her a personally qualified judge of insincerity.
"James is always talking like that now," Muriel confided sadly to her cousin as they went downstairs together.
"Mother thinks he simply does it because he thinks it sounds clever, but she doesn't know half the things he says. James and mother don't get on, you know, Zella; though she says that when he is a little older he will understand what a mother's love really means—and of course he will. But it is a great pity, and does spoil things so."
"I don't see why it need spoil things for you," said Zella unsympathetically. She despised Muriel, and thought her point of view very childish and imitative.
"Of course it does. Look what a happy day Sunday ought to be, all going to church together like this, and yet it won't be a bit if James is tiresome."
Walking down the drive, Zella wondered why going to church together should be imbued with any special happiness. Her Uncle Henry looked rather more depressed than usual in his top-hat and black coat, and walked ahead with a now monosyllabic James; and Muriel, whose black Sunday boots were hurting her, lagged a few steps behind them.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, bearing a muff and a large PrayerBook bound in ivory, with a gilt clasp, struggled to keep her black skirts out of the mud, and told Zella to look where she was going to and not splash the puddles.
"Let me take your book, Aunt Marianne," said Zella obligingly.
"Where is your own, dear?"
Zella's ready flush sprang to her sensitive face. She did not possess a Prayer-Book.
In a flash she saw how shocking such an admission would sound. A Christian child, fourteen years of age, without a Prayer-Book, implying a past of churchless Sundays. . . . What would not be Aunt Marianne's horror at the revelation!
"Oh," she hesitated confusedly, "I—I must have forgotten it. How stupid of me!"
"Run back and fetch it at once, then," was the obvious rejoinder. Zella, who had not foreseen it, stood rooted to the spot.
"I—I don't always use one, and I don't suppose I shall need it," she stammered, scarlet and disconcerted.
"Not need your Prayer-Book in church!" said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, in scandalized accents. "Nonsense, my dear child! Run back for it at once; and be quick, or we shall be late."
Flight seemed so much easier than anything else that the unhappy Zella turned and hurried up the drive again without further words.
"Idiot that I am !" she thought to herself furiously. "What shall I do now? How can I find a Prayer-Book?"
She ran into the house and into her own room, and stood there with an impotent feeling of anger, and a despairing sense of being at once deceitful and inadequate to deceive.
The importance of producing a Prayer-Book began to assume monstrous proportions, and every second that flew by was keeping Aunt Marianne waiting.
"Perhaps Muriel has another one, and I can take it and tell Aunt Marianne I couldn't find mine."
She dashed into her cousin's room, and looked at the very small shelf where stood the slender stock of Muriel's literary possessions.
Nothing. A large Children's Bible with illustrations was the nearest approach to a work of devotion, and even in such an extremity was not to be regarded in the light of a possible companion for church.
Zella, in despair, wondered for an insane moment whether she could pretend sudden illness and declare herself unable to leave the house at all, but even as the idea crossed her mind she rejected it.
Rushing aimlessly back into her own room, she was horrified to see from the window her Aunt Marianne hastening up the drive towards the house.
Zella flew down the stairs and out at the door.
As she reached Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had relievedly turned back at the sight of her, Zella thrust both empty hands into her muff.
"I'm so sorry," she gasped breathlessly; "I've been ages."
"We shall be late," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, hurrying rapidly down the drive. "I particularly started early, as it is your first Sunday here, and I ani not at all anxious to walk into church in deep moumirig with everybody looking on. It was very careless of you, Zella, and irreverent too, dear, though I dare say you didn't quite realize that."
"No," said Zella faintly, with a growing hope that she might yet escape any further reference to the absent Prayer-Book.
"You see," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, speaking almost in snatches as she hastened along the muddy road, " to be late for church is an irreverence, dear. I know that a great many people are very oareless, and gentlemen especially don't always quite realize. Perhaps you've not been accustomed to thinking very much about these things, but one wouldn't care to arrive late at the house of a friend, would one? So how much worse—take care of that puddle, dear—to be late at the house of God, which is what one may well call the church. You see what Aunt Marianne means, don't you?"
"Yes."
"We will say no more about it, dear, only let it make you more thoughtful."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans paused a moment, both to regain breath and to let the necessity for thoughtfulness sink in, before modulating the conversation into a lighter key.
"Couldn't you find the Prayer-Book, that you were so long fetching it? I always think that things seem to lose themselves when one is in a hurry."
Conscious of the emptiness of the hands within her muff, Zella said, with an inspiration born of despair:
"Aunt Marianne, I—I am afraid I've not got it, after all. I simply couldn't find it anywhere."
"Couldn't find your Prayer-Book?"
"No."
"When did you last use it ?" said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, suddenly suspicious.
"I can't remember," said Zella, with a sense of being trapped.. Her confusion was patent and she was on the verge of tears.
Did you use it last Sunday?"
"No; don't you remember I didn't go to church?" said Zella, relieved at having found what she supposed to be so unanswerable a reply. But her relief was shortlived.
"I should have thought," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans in a low tone of condemnation that made Zella feel acutely shamed—" I should have thought one would want to follow the service quietly at home, when one was kept from church for such a reason as yours, Zella."
Zella struggled with herself not to burst into tears.
As they neared the church, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said rapidly:
Aunt Marianne knows what it is, dear. You forgot to bring your Prayer-Book from Villetswood, and were ashamed to say so; so you have been all these days without it, hoping that no one would find it out. It was very naughty and artful indeed, and it must have been God who arranged that Aunt Marianne should find out all about it. Go straight into church, dear—the second pew on the left hand side at the top. Aunt Marianne is not at all pleased with you."
Zella, who had previously thought with some selfcomplacency of her first entry into church, a slender figure attracting much pitying interest in her deep mourning, went up the aisle with a burning face, and feeling as though she must either choke or burst into sobs.
Unable to do either, she sat and stood and knelt through the service, not heeding a word of it, looking fixedly at the floor and pinching the back of her own hand as hard as she could, to keep back her tears, and feeling certain that the eyes of the clergyman and of all the congregation were fixed upon her Prayer-Book-less condition.
On leaving the church, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans began to speak to her husband in a low voice, and they moved on ahead with James; while Zella, though certain that Aunt Marianne could be telling him nothing but the dreadful explanation of why she had arrived so late, was thankful to dawdle behind with Muriel, whose boots were now doing their best to spoil Sunday for their wearer.
It was not until after tea that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans called Zella into the drawing-room. The child had spent the afternoon in a sick agony of shame and apprehension that would hardly have been justified if she had been about to be tried for her life.
Aunt Marianne, grave but gentle, made her sit down upon a sofa under the shadow of the In Memorial table. It was the corner consecrated to the Sunday talks to which James had taken exception.
"My poor child!" said Aunt Marianne, "have you been thinking what a dreadful thing it is not to be quite open and truthful—and especially about such a thing as a Prayer-Book?"
She took her niece's hand in hers as she spoke, and the kindness made the thoroughly overwrought Zella burst into tears.
"There, don't cry, dear. Aunt Marianne quite sees that you are sorry, but such a tendency must be fought against very seriously. It's very dreadful to be artful, but we can all cure ourselves of our faults if we like, and Aunt Marianne will help you."
"I didn't mean," sobbed Zella resentfully.
"Hush, dear! don't say that, because it's not quite true. You see, by running in to fetch the Prayer-Book when you knew it wasn't there, you were deceiving Aunt Marianne, or trying to. So it was acting a lie, if it wasn't actually telling one."
Zella, utterly bewildered and conscious of guilt somewhere, was also conscious of misunderstanding, but it seemed useless to try and explain.
Aunt Marianne was still speaking, with soft, relentless fluency:
"There is a little saying about a half-truth being ever the worst of lies. So you see that it doesn't make it any better to make excuses. You must think about it a great deal, dear, and say a little prayer every night that you may have the courage to be truthful. It would have made your dear, dear mother very sad to think that her little daughter could say what was not true— and only such a short time after losing her."
The appositeness of this conclusion struck Zella with a renewed sense of her guilt—heartless, deceitful, and disloyal to the memory of her mother, who, as Aunt Marianne had often said, was always watohing over her little daughter from the skies.
"Now don't cry any more, dear, but think it over," her aunt concluded. "Go upstairs now, and send James and Muriel to me. I thought you'd rather have your little talk with Aunt Marianne quite alone, but I must not rob them of their Sunday half-hour. Jimmy's last Sunday," she added with a sigh.
Zella crept upstairs and gave the message to Muriel with averted, tear-stained face. James was nowhere to be seen.
Then she rushed to her own room and threw herself on the bed in a renewed agony of tears. At first she said to herself between her sobs: "I'm not artful—I'm not deceitful; it's unjust." But afterwards she thought: "It's no use—I did tell lies ! though not the one Aunt Marianne thought. I am a liar—James would despise me if he knew. And the worst of it was that it was all no use."
VI
IF a certain air of sadness was worn by Mrs. Lloyd-Evans and Muriel in alluding to "Jimmy's last Sunday," it may readily be conjectured that the last evening of the holidays did not pass unmourned.
A suggestion of James's to the effect that he, Zella, and Muriel, should be allowed to go to the cinematograph on the Tuesday evening before his return to Harrow was quashed by his mother's reproachful "On your last evening at home, my boy !" and Muriel whispered something to her brother which Zella easily guessed to be a reminder of her own deep mourning.
She tried to look unconscious and to keep down a certain feeling of gratified melancholy, but when Tuesday evening actually came, Zella heartily wished that James's plan had been a feasible one.
She wondered why all suggestion of occupation should have been tacitly negatived, since it did not appear that the evening held anything definite in view. Even the perfunctory gainer 0£ Lrit'd, W.Hch' Vjaa played almost every night whfeathe chiidr^n";canio dosvn to the drawingroom after dinner, was not suggested..
Mr. Lloyd-Ev'ans sat over-the cvpijing .paper with his profoundest ail-'of dejection;'James lounged unwillingly on the sofa to which his mother had silently beckoned him beside her; Muriel, seated on the hearthrug, looked gloomily into the fire; and Zella sat in an arm-chair wishing that Aunt Marianne were not certain to think reading a book in the drawing-room unsociable and illmannered.
Presently Mr. Lloyd-Evans put down his paper, looked uncomfortably round at his speechless family, and began to ask James perfunctory questions as to bis journey.
The sympathetic Zella, intensely aware of the feeling that had caused Uncle Henry to break the silence, was emboldened to say:
"Shan't we do something? Why don't you play your new piece, Muriel?"
James and his father welcomed the suggestion so heartily that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's weighty silence was overborne.
"I'll do your accompaniment," said James with unwonted amiability. His mother's low-toned "That's right, dear: my good boy, to make a little effort !" sent him scowling to the piano, which he opened with a bang that made everybody jump, and elicited from his mother a sigh and a murmur of Jimmy ! Jimmy!"
Zella knew that her cousin was considered musical, but had never heard him play, nor did his accompaniment to Muriel's " Chaconne " seem to her in any way remarkable.
She played the piano herself, and would have liked to perform in the drawing-room; but Aunt Marianne had said that she quite understood Zella would not want to do any music just at present, so the suggestion had never been made.
When the "Chaconne" had been duly applauded, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said: "Muriel dear, can you play that pretty Viennoise of Kreisler that mother is so fond of?"
"I've learnt it," Muriel replied doubtfully, "but Monsieur Pire.says.it is. too.difficult.for me."
"So it is," said James flatly.'. ; -' . :.
"Nonsense, -darling!' You can" play . it very nicely. I should hear in a* moment if there: W6re any wrong notes; I have a very-'go^d-'eaV,". said'Mrs. Lldyd-Evans firmly.
James got up from the piano.
"Sit down again, Jimmy, and play the Kreisler with Muriel."
"I can't play it."
"Oh, James, you can !" cried Muriel in perfect good faith. "I've heard you play that very accompaniment in the schoolroom, only putting in all the fiddle part with your right hand."
James looked furious.
Muriel found the music, put her own part on the stand, and handed the accompaniment timidly to her brother.
"I tell you I can't play it."
"James, why are you so cross ?" said Muriel, wholly perplexed, but speaking under her breath lest her mother Bhould hear.
"I'm not cross, idiot," muttered James; "but I know I can't play the beastly thing, any more than you can. If you'd heard Kreisler play it, as I have, you wouldn't want to try."
"Of course I know I can't play it as well as he can." began Muriel, utterly bewildered.
Zella, who had been summoning up all her courage for the last few seconds, said with a beating heart: "Shall I try it, Muriel?" "But you don't know it, do you?" "I can read music," said Zella eagerly. She was exceedingly proud of her ability to read music at sight, and longed for an opportunity of showing her relatives that she also was not ungifted. But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans
said very decidedly:?
"Nonsense, dear! I expect it is much too difficult for you to read without a great many wrong notes, which Aunt Marianne wouldn't like at all; and, besides, you haven't been practising lately, and one ought never to play a piece unless one has been having a good hour of scales and exercises first."
Zella flushed scarlet.
"I can read anything," she muttered defiantly and with some elasticity of statement.
"Don't boast, dear; it is a very bad habit, and not quite truthful, either," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans placidly.
"Now, Muriel. Are you ready, dear V
"I can't play it," James once more remarked obstinately.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans gave her husband the look which he knew to mean that there are moments when the authority of a gentleman is needed to supplement a mother's influence.
He cleared his throat nervously and said: "Come, come, my boy. We don't pay extra for your piano lessons only to hear that you can't play a piece which your little cousin says she could manage at first sight."
The remark, intended facetiously, roused Zella's wrath as well as James's, but the latter only said gruffly, "Come on, then, Muriel," and opened the music.
Muriel was nervous, and played worse than usual. Her brother kept down the loud pedal throughout, and released it with a bang as he crashed on to the final chord.
"There! you see it wasn't so difficult. You would play it quite nicely with a little practice," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.
"I think I was a little out of tune," murmured Muriel nervously.
"About time you found it out too," was James's muttered comment, as he flung himself into a chair next to Zella's.
"Are you fond of music ?" she asked in an undertone. "Yes/' he said briefly. "Not that sort, though." "That wasn't music," Zella remarked calmly. He
hoped to excite in making the remark.
It certainly wasn't. I say, do you play a lot?"
"A good deal," said Zella easily.
"Why haven't you played to us V
"I—I haven't been practising. Besides," she could not resist adding, " I haven't been asked."
"I'd have asked you fast enough, if I'd known you were any good. It's too late now, just when I'm going away."
"Are you sorry you're going?" she asked, half mischievously.
"No," said James gruffly. "It's heresy to say so, of course. Home, sweet Home, and all the rest of the sickening tosh. As a matter of fact, Harrow's a very decent place, though they're a bit too keen on games for my taste."
"Oh," cried Zella eagerly, "I do so agree with you. I hate games."
"Girls' games are rot, anyhow," said the mannerless James.
"Yes, I suppose they are."
Zella's idea of making herself agreeable at this time was to agree with any and every opinion offered her.
looked at her with the renewed
"Zella," said her Aunt Marianne's voice, "it is bedtime, dear. Run along with Muriel."
It was a cause of never-ending resentment to Zella that her aunt should so frequently tell her to "run."
She rose very slowly, said her good-nights, and moved towards the door with some dignity.
"Don't dawdle like that, dear," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "Jimmy, you must stop and have a little talk with father and mother, as it is your last evening."
The next morning James went back to school, and Muriel's governess, Miss Vincent, returned to her duties.
Zella missed James, in whom she thought she had detected occasional flashes of a kindred spirit, and the monotonous life of regular lessons for her and Muriel seemed unutterably dreary to the spoilt little only child.
Her lessons at Villetswood had been an occasional hour of French reading with her father, music with her mother, and two hours' English in the morning under the tuition of the Rector's admiring daughter, whose nearest approach to criticism had always been, "You know, Zella dear, you have very great abilities, if you would make the best of them."
Miss Vincent made no mention whatever of Zella's abilities, but was eloquent on the subject of her extreme backwardness, and she found herself easily surpassed by Muriel at almost all their lessons.
Zella, who thought herself clever and Muriel very stupid, was angry and mortified; but she lacked the faculty of perseverance, and remained unable to demonstrate her superiority except on the rare occasions when some out-of-the-way piece of information came into question, when she could draw upon her fund of miscellaneous reading for supplying it.
At the end of six weeks she was miserable and homesick.
A longing for the old days at Villetswood, that would never return, came upon her, and the passion of the past obsessed the precocious child of fourteen.
She cried herself to sleep, as she had done during the first week or two after her mother's death, and grew pale and heavy-eyed. .
Everything was hateful: the daily lessons, where she toiled over sums and learnt dates that Muriel had mastered; three years ago; the schoolroom meals, when Miss Vincentj and Muriel talked British French, and began everj'/ sentence with "Esker "; the daily walks along the muddy1 highroad, and the evenings in the drawing-room, when Muriel and she played draughts or halma until bedtime.
Zella resolved to go home. A vague instinct that Villetswood without her mother's laughing, loving presence would be different, with the gladness and freedom gone from it, did not deter her.
At Villetswood was her father, who must surely become again, some day, his kindly, merry self. At Villetswood all the servants were her friends, and would be glad to welcome her again, and make much of her.
With a sense of doing something that Aunt Marianne would certainly consider contraband, Zella wrote to her father and asked if she might come home again.
She wrote the letter in the schoolroom before breakfast, taking time and trouble over the composition; for she had a nervous fear lest her father might think, as Aunt Marianne had assured her he must, that a few months of regular life with a companion of her own age would do her good.
After Zella had taken the letter down to the post-box in the hall, she went up to the schoolroom again, happier than she had been for some weeks.
It was with no shadow of apprehension that she heard Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, after luncheon, call her into the drawing-room.
"Would you like to come and talk to Aunt Marianne for a little while, instead of going for a walk ?" she asked very kindly, and Zella gladly thanked her.
Just hold this skein of wool then, dear, while I wind it. I always think one should have something to do with one's hands while one is talking.
"' Satan finds some mischief still
For idle hands to do.'"
Zella took the skein of red wool and sat down on a small chair opposite her aunt's sofa.
"How are your lessons getting on, dear?"
"All right, I think," said Zella rather wonderingly.
"I'm glad to hear it, for I know you have had no very regular lessons until you came here; and that's a great drawback, you know, Zella. You must work hard now to make up for lost time."
Zella felt the latent resentment, which her Aunt Marianne could always rouse, rising within her.
Her face expressed defiance, but Mrs. Lloyd-Evans did not raise her eyes from the ball of wool.
"Later on," she pursued, "when you have caught up with Muriel, it will be more interesting."
The inference that her visit was to be of an indeterminate length alarmed Zella, and she said hastily:
"Oh, but, Aunt Marianne, I expect I shall be back at Villetswood before so very long. I've been here nearly three months, and I think papa will want me back soon."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans saw the opening for which she had been waiting.
"Dear child, you are quite right to think of that, of course, but papa won't want you back just yet. It was quite arranged that you were to stay with us for a long visit, and I expect it will be more or less of a permanent one. You know how glad we are to have you."
"But, Aunt Marianne "Zella was scarlet from
dismay and a sort of fear.
"You see, dear, things aren't quite the same now. A gentleman cannot very well look after a little girl, and, besides, it would be very lonely for you at Villetswood. Papa might, of course, find a good governess for you, and leave you there under her care while he went abroad, as he so frequently does," interpolated Mrs. Lloyd-Evans rather resentfully; "but I do not think that is very likely. In fact, I know that his real wish is to leave you under my care for a year or two."
The foundation for this statement was not very apparent even to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans herself, but she found ample justification for it in the knowledge that gentlemen did not always quite understand what was most suitable.
"But," said Zella faintly, "he said I should go back to him in a little while."
"Yes, dear, and I'm sure he would let you do so if you wished to. But you are quite happy with us, aren't you, Zella ?" said Aunt Marianne very kindly indeed.
Zella could have burst into tears. It was constitutionally impossible to her to tell Aunt Marianne, when she spoke so kindly, that she was not happy at Boscombe, in spite of all that was being done for her.
She felt herself a craven and a traitor when she thought of her already written letter to her father, but Zella was morally unable to make any further reply than a rather quavering:
"Yes, Aunt Marianne."
"That's right, dear. Besides, don't you think it would be rather unkind to worry poor papa just now, when he is so glad to think that you are good and happy here? You see, it is very hard tor a gentleman to have to make arrangements for a little girl, and if you make difficulties it will bring his sad loss home to him more than ever. You understand, I know, darling."
"Oh yes."
"Write him nice cheerful letters, then—won't you, dear ?—and let him see that you are contented and happy."
Zella felt as though her aunt must have seen through the letter-box and the envelope it contained, to the letter inside. But she choked out another "Yes."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans looked rather relieved, kissed Zella, and sent her upstairs again.
She was convinced that Louis de Kervoyou was quite unfitted to look after his daughter, and trusted that Providence would second her efforts to retain charge of Zella, or at the very least place her in a satisfactory school.
ZELLA spent that day and the next in a characteristic agony of apprehension.
She thought that she had acted treacherously, and dreaded lest her Aunt Marianne should find it out. What if her father wrote from Villetswood to tell Aunt Marianne that Zella was unhappy under her charge, and wanted to come home at once? Or supposing he really thought, as Aunt Marianne said, that she was better at Boscombe, and wrote to say that she could not return to Villetswood for the present?
She suffered acutely in anticipating these and other varied replies to her appeal, before her father's letter actually arrived, by return of post.
"MA CBSRIE,—Je compte venir passer 2 ou 3 jours chez ta tante, jeudi, si elle pent me recevoir. Sois tranquille; nous arrangerons la chose et tu feras comme tu voudra.—Ton pere qui t'aime."
Zella felt a rush of grateful tenderness at the old indulgent tone, which she had learnt to value as never before, in the well-regulated Lloyd-Evans household, from whence it was so conspicuously absent.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, beyond saying, with a heavy sigh, that it would remind one of those happy times that would never come back again, made no allusion to her brotherin-law's proposed visit in Zella's hearing.
But she said to her husband privately: "Henry, I hope poor Louis has no mad scheme for taking Zella back to Villetswood with him."
"Mad scheme ?" said Henry questioningly.
"Yes, dear. It would be terribly morbid and unnatural if he insisted on taking her to that big lonely house, full of sad memories and associations. of dear, dear Esmee; and I shall certainly tell him so, if he suggests anything of the sort."
"I don't suppose he will," Henry returned comfortably. "Probably only too glad to know she's so well and happy here.'
"One never can tell what foreigners may think," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans impressively, "even when it is one's own brother-in-law."
Beyond kissing Zella half a dozen times on both cheeks when he arrived, Louis de Kervoyou gave no glaring evidences of his foreignness until the morning after his arrival at Boscombe.
He had regained more of his habitual joviality of manner than his sister-in-law thought particularly suitable in the space of two months, and she told her husband, in a depressed tone of voice, that it seemed very probable that poor Louis would soon want to marry again.
Zella, finding the father who had spoilt and petted her all her life apparently returned to his kindly, merry self, was too thankful at finding herself in the old lighthearted atmosphere again, to make any allusion to the bereavement which she had learned to connect with hushed tones and a tearful solemnity.
It was a slight shock to her when her father mentioned her mother's name in a perfectly matter-of-fact manner in the course of conversation that evening, and Aunt Marianne winced so perceptibly that she felt almost obliged to draw in her breath with a little quick sound suggestive of pain. After that Louis de Kervoyou did not speak of his wife again, though he came upstairs and talked to Zella for a long while after she was in bed that evening. But he was very kind and affectionate, and obviously delighted to have her with him again.
Next morning he looked at the evidences of her toil with Miss Vincent, when Mrs. Lloyd-Evans directed her to fetch her books from the schoolroom and show papa how nicely she was getting on; but he did not seem greatly impressed, and merely observed:
"Tu n'as pas perdu ton francais, petite, hein?"
"Certainly not," said her aunt in English. "Miss Vincent knows French thoroughly, and the children always speak it at meals."
He made a little courteous gesture of acknowledgment towards the governess. "I am very grateful to Miss Vincent," he said, smiling at her.
"You see, Louis, Zella really is very backward with her English, though, of course, she speaks French very nicely," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, giving Miss Vincent a quiet look which the governess rightly interpreted to mean that a conversation must now take place between Zella's father and her aunt, at which Zella was not meant to assist.
The governess accordingly sent her pupil up to the schoolroom with a brisk "Now run and put away your books, dear, and get ready for a walk," and herself followed the reluctant Zella out of the room.
But Zella's reluctance was merely on the general principles of annoyance at being told to "run," and dislike of being sent out of the room like a small child. She knew quite well what her father was about to say to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and felt no desire to witness her Aunt Marianne's reception of his tidings.
It was not without some humorous apprehension on the part of Louis de Kervoyou himself that he began:
"It has been more than good of you to take such care of the child, Marianne, and I only wish I could thank you sufficiently; but I know how gladly you've done it," he added hastily, forestalling a reference, which he felt to be imminent, to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's dear, dear only sister.
"But I think it's time I had her with me again, poor little thing! or she will feel I'm shirking my responsibilities," he ended with a rather melancholy smile.
"No one could possibly think that, Louis, if you leave her here, where she will always have a home and a mother's care—unless, indeed, you think she ought to be at school?"
"Certainly not. There has never been any question of her going to school. But, my dear Marianne, Villetswood is Zella's natural home, even though circumstances have altered."
"They have indeed," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans agitatedly; "and you surely cannot intend, Louis, to keep her alone in that great house, with no one but the servants. For although a father may be very devoted, a girl must have a mother, at Zella's age, or some good woman to take a mother's place."
"I do not think anyone can do that," said Louis gravely; " but Zella shall not lack care."
"Governesses are sometimes very artful, Louis, and you might find many unforeseen difficulties with them."
"No doubt," replied Louis dryly, rather inclined to laugh at the delicately veiled insinuation. "But for the moment I had not thought of getting a governess for Zella. It will be education enough, for the present, if I take her abroad with me."
All Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's most cherished prejudices settled round the fatal word "abroad," and she was silent from sincere dismay.
"I want a companion, and it will do Zella good," said Louis serenely. "Besides, it is time we went to visit my mother."
"Paris ?" almost groaned his sister-in-law.
"No. She is in Rome for the winter, and is very anxious that Zella and I should join her there for a couple of months."
Rome, to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's thinking, was merely one degree worse than Paris, in harbouring the Pope and a society mainly composed of intriguing and looseliving Cardinals. Nor did she belong to the class that is accustomed to travelling as a matter of course, and, as she afterwards said to Henry, it seemed to her nothing less than scandalous that an old woman of seventy, like the Baronne de Kervoyou, should be rushing all over the globe at her time of life.
Louis, who with his wife was accustomed to spending a week in Paris or a fortnight in Italy whenever the fancy seized them, only partially understood her dismay.
"We shall be back by the middle of February, I expect," he said kindly, "and Zella will enjoy seeing Italy."
"Christmas in Rome!"
He misunderstood her. "The New Year is more of a festival there, I fancy."
"No wonder, in a oountry without any religion but Romanism!"
"Oh," said Louis rather humorously, "if that is what you are thinking of, there is an English church all right, and Zella can attend it; though I admit I much prefer the Catholic ones myself. But my mother, as a matter of fact, will be exceedingly particular about all that."
"Louis," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans warmly, "you have a perfect right to do as you please with your own child."
Few words could have conveyed her unalterable disapproval more effectively.
But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans gave no sign of disapproving her brother-in-law's decision before his child, to Zella's intense relief. A shade of added gravity in Aunt Marianne's manner might merely be attributed to the responsibility, which she took upon herself as a matter of course, of superintending Zella's packing and purchasing one or two additions to her mourning.
"You see, dear," she gravely told her niece, "you will hardly be able to get anything very suitable out there. I know what foreign shops are."
"We shall be two nights in Paris," said Zella.
"A little girl cannot shop in a town like Paris," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her, thereby infuriating Zella, who since her father's arrival had ceased to regard herself as a little girl.
The term, so obnoxious to fourteen, was now felt by Zella to be only appropriate to Muriel. For the past two months, Zella felt that she had been regarded by all her surroundings as Muriel's inferior in education, sense, and virtue; and, though Muriel herself was utterly unconscious on the subject, Zella had resented the knowledge passionately, and took full advantage of her present triumphant emancipation, suddenly magnificently selfconfident again.
Muriel was frankly envious of a cousin whose father could suddenly arrive, as Uncle Louis had done, and take his daughter away from Miss Vincent and the routine of lessons and walks, to spend the winter abroad.
Miss Vincent said rather coldly:
"This will be an opportunity, Zella, for you to learn Italian. I hope you will make the most of it."
"When shall you start ?" Muriel asked wistfully.
"We are going to London on Monday, and to Paris next day; but I dare say we shall stay there a day or two," said Zella in the most matter-of-fact tone at her command. "Of course, I know Paris quite well already."
"You are lucky," said Muriel enviously.
"I am rather fond of travelling!" observed Zella casually.
Even the submissive Muriel was moved at this to say rather defiantly:
"Of course, I shall go abroad myself when I'm seventeen, to finish my education. I expect I shall go to Germany, so as to work at my violin-playing."
This reference to an accomplishment which she did not herself possess did not please Zella, and she replied that perhaps by that time, Muriel would have given up the fiddle. Muriel was offended, and the two cousins might have parted with some coldness but for the chastening influence of the Last Evening.
It was a modified edition of that Last Evening consecrated to James's departure, and the weight of it oppressed Zella strangely. She had not been happy at Boscombe, and had been glad to know she was leaving; yet she found herself gazing regretfully round the drawing-room, grown so familiar in the last two months, and at her silent relatives, of whom only her father was talking cheerfully and unconstrainedly.
She despised Muriel, and found her irritating and uncongenial; but she now sat and held Muriel's hand, and promised to write her long letters from Rome.
She even said, " Oh, I do wish you were coming, too! I shall miss you so," and felt that Muriel was her first cousin, exactly of her own age, and that they had been, and would always continue to be, sisters to one another.
And Muriel waxed disconsolate and affectionate, and gave Zella a small flat bottle of very strong scent "for the train."
Aunt Marianne also gave her a present.
She came to Zella's room after her niece was in bed, and said very kindly:
"Here is a little keepsake, darling, and I want you to make Aunt Marianne a promise."
The little keepsake was a copy of the "Imitation," bound in soft green morocco, with a green satin ribbon marker, and the smallest print Zella had ever seen. The promise was that she should read a chapter of it every night before going to bed.
She made the promise willingly, feeling intensely grateful for the gift, as a token that Aunt Marianne had, after all, found something about her niece that was lovable, although Zella knew herself to be a liar and deceitful and ungrateful.
"Aunt Marianne has marked one or two passages," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her gently. "But of course you can find others for yourself that will have a special meaning for you as you grow older. I always think that a book means so much more to one when one has marked all the little bits that come home to one most."
Zella, more than most children, had been brought up to consider scribbling on the pages of a book little short of criminal; but grave and considered underlinings and annotations in a book of devotion were a different matter. She rather looked forward to discovering in the " Imitation," which she had never read, passages peculiarly suited to the especial needs of her soul.
"I have put in a little pressed fern leaf from the garden, dear, to remind you of your home at Boscombe," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans; "and I thought one day you would like to add another for yourself, from your dear, dear mother's resting-place near the little church at Villetswood."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans still avoided the expressions " grave" or "churchyard," and used such euphemisms as the present one, when speaking to Zella.
"I wish you could have paid a little visit there, dear, before going away, just to say good-bye to it."
"Oh, so do I! cried Zella, who had not thought of it before, but now felt a sudden wish that she and her father had been returning to Villetswood before leaving England. "But it isn't really good-bye; we shall be back in a month or two."
"I hope so," sighed Mrs.\Lloyd-Evans. "Good-night, dear child, and remember that you can always count upon a welcome here whenever you like, and for as long as you please."
Zella knew that it was true, and felt more ashamed than ever for having wanted so much to go away from kind Aunt Marianne and dear Muriel.
The next day she and her father left Boscombe.
"Good-bye, Marianne, and thank you a hundred times for being so good to Zella. I wish I could tell you how grateful I am."
"Good-bye, Louis. One is so glad to have done all one could. . . . Take care of yourself, and let us know when you have arrived safely. Zella, my dear child, good-bye, and don't forget to write to Aunt Marianne. God bless you!" Mrs. Lloyd-Evans added in a low voice: " Be a great comfort to poor papa."
"Good-bye, Zella," said Muriel, hugging her. "You will write to me, won't you?"
"Yes, of course I will; and you'll write to me, won't you? Good-bye, Muriel darling /"
"Good-bye, Uncle Henry."
"Good-bye, Zella."
"Good-bye."
The hall resounded with farewells.
At last Zella and her father were in the carriage, and Zella and Muriel had waved handkerchiefs from the hall door and the carriage window respectively, and the horses had turned down the drive and out of sight.
"Oh, I wonder when Zella will be back here again," instantly sighed Muriel.
"You had better run up to the schoolroom, darling," said her mother. And she remarked to her husband, when Muriel was out of hearing: "Henry, one never realized before, when dear Esmee's influence was there, how very foreign poor Louis really is."
"H'm. I see what you mean, ' was Henry's non-committal rejoinder. He did not see particularly, but Mrs. Lloyd-Evans at once enlightened him.
"What Englishman," she sighed, "would dream of taking a child like Zella, who is already rather a spoilt, artful little thing, to such a place as Rome? Mark my words, Henry; I should not be in the least surprised if the next thing we hear is that poor Louis, who is very weak and easily led, has been got hold of by some artful old Cardinal and turned into a Roman Catholic."
VIII
ZELLA followed her father up the narrow stone stairs to the mezzanino of the house in the Via Gregoriana where lodged the Baronne de Kervoyou and her daughter.
She had not seen the Baronne for what seemed to her a very long while. The last time had been in Paris, when she and her father and mother had stayed at the Hotel Meurice for a fortnight. The memory of that time, which seemed so unutterably bright in the retrospect, brought the ready tears to Zella's eyes.
She felt rather nervous, though she would not have acknowledged it, and wondered if Grand'mere would make any allusion to her mother. If so, Zella thought, she would very likely begin to cry.
But when they were admitted, by a smiling and bowing man-servant in a white apron, into the small salon, Zella perceived that there was to be no display of emotion.
The Baronne de Kervoyou, stouter than ever, rose with difficulty from her chair, said, " Ah, mon ami, vous voila!" very quietly and kissed her stepson on both cheeks.
She gave her hand to Zella, who curtseyed very prettily, and then stooped and kissed her forehead.
"Stephanie!"
Stephanie de Kervoyou, hovering in the background, came forward eagerly to greet her half-brother, and spoke kindly and affectionately to Zella. The conversation for the first few moments was entirely of the journey, of the rooms engaged by Stephanie at the pension in Via Veneto, for Louis and his daughter, and of their arrival on the previous night.
Zella sat silent. She looked at Grand'mere, and wished, as she had often wished before, that Grand'mere wore more of the aspect that youthful romance would fain attribute to a Baronne de Kervoyou, descended from the Royal House of Orleans, and united by marriage to that ancient and honourable Huguenot family of which Zella's father was the last representative.
The Baronne was seventy years of age, exceedingly stout, and magnificently upright. Her white hair was drawn back from her large, plain old face under a small black lace mantilla, and she habitually wore the stiffest of black silk dresses. She had never been beautiful, and had known such poverty as only the impoverished aristocracy of France can know, until her marriage, at twenty-seven, to Andre de Kervoyou. Her family had looked upon her tardy alliance with the rich Breton widower as a mesalliance ; for the title was of Huguenot creation, whereas the oldest blood of a Royal Family ran in the veins of the poor and unbeautiful Gisele de la Claudiere de Marincourt. She never mentioned the fact, and never forgot it.
The solitary weakness of her life had been her marriage with un protestant.
She had failed to fulfil the many injunctions laid upon her by her confesseur to convert Andre de Kervoyou and his little son, whose mother had been an Englishwoman. And on the condition that she would never attempt to do so, the Baron, when his daughter Stephanie was born, had allowed her to be baptized into her mother's faith.
Her word given, the Baronne kept it faithfully, even against the peremptory advice of her confesseur, when her husband had died before his son was five years old.
The Baronne changed her confesseur, and confided the religious instruction of her stepson to a ministre protestant of her acquaintance.
She never indulged in remorse, and was wont to say, when remonstrated with by her scandalized Catholic relations: "A promise is a promise. One does not go back upon one's word. Ca ne se fait pas." The words were characteristic of her. "Pour moi, quand on a dit Ca ne se fait pas, on a tout dit," she would admit, with her curt laugh.
Zella, who remembered the aphorism of old, supposed that a display of emotion was among the things that are not done, since Grand'mere was imperturbably discussing with her father the exceedingly dull and impersonal matter of a recent change of Ministry in France.
She looked at Tante Stephanie, who had at once taken up her interminable embroidery.
She was a thin, sallow edition of her mother, her fine, straight brown hair brushed back from a high forehead and pushed slightly forward, her complexion colourless, and her aquiline nose ornamented by gold-rimmed pince-nez.
Tante Stephanie had not changed.
Although Zella did not know it, Stephanie de Kervoyou had hardly changed at all in the last twenty years. She had looked equally middle-aged as a pensionnaire, as a young girl, and as a spinster who had long since coiffee Ste. Catherine.
Presently she turned to Zella, and said:
"Your first visit to Rome, child! I look forward to showing you all the beautiful churches and galleries and buildings. St. Peter's, of course, must be your first visit.''
Her voice, low and musical, was her sole charm.
"I am longing to see it all," said Zella rather timidly. She was not sure of any artistic tendencies in herself, but her most passionate desire, as always, was to adapt herself to her surroundings.
"You must let me take her out this afternoon, Louis," said Stephanie eagerly. "It will be a treat for me to have a companion. I do not know if you are busy?"
"Not at all; and if you will lunch with me at the pension we could all go to St. Peter's together. Provided that my mother can spare you?" he added, turning respectfully to the Baronne.
"But certainly, my dear son," she replied courteously.
Zella, fresh from the Lloyd-Evans household, where such social amenities as were habitual to the Baronne and her family would certainly have been stigmatized as foreign at the best, and affected at the worst, became slightly bewildered. She felt as though she had been suddenly thrust into a new world, whose standards, though more in accord with those of her own perceptions than were those of the world she had just left, were nevertheless slightly unfamiliar. With characteristic adaptability she made haste to readjust her point of view.
It did not take Zella long to recognize that the whole of her Aunt Stephanie's enthusiasms were centred upon the Catholic Church and Classical Art. She seldom spoke to Zella of the former, although they visited many churches together, where Zella knelt silently beside the devoutly inclined figure of her aunt, in front of gaudily decked altars erected before coloured plaster statues that seemed to Zella for the most part masterpieces of bad taste. She could not understand how Tante Stephanie, who loved beauty, could be moved to enthusiasm before these unlifelike representations of men and women whom Zella, with a scepticism quite unconsciously imbibed from her parents, cynically supposed to have been medieval impostors or mythical creations of a crafty and superstitious priesthood.
It may be supposed that Stephanie de Kervoyou, praying earnestly and hopefully as she daily did, that the gift of faith might be vouchsafed to her beloved brother and his little daughter, remained unconscious of the thoughts passing through the youthful mind of her niece as they explored one church after another.
"Look, Zella," said Stephanie, in the Roman Forum.
The sky was brilliant above them, and Zella saw massive stones and innumerable ruins all round. She gazed silently, thinking more of what she should presently say about it, than of what lay before her eyes. It was all very wonderful, and one slender section of an arch, three rough pillars with two great stones laid over them, stood out prominently above the surrounding groups of masonry. Zella wondered if she should admire that. Presently Tante Stephanie pointed to it, and said:
"That is one of the most beautiful things in Rome— the Arch of Titus. It was built by the Emperor when "•
The explanation was unheard by Zella, who was lost in the vexation of not having trusted to her own artistic perceptions, and shown Tante Stephanie, by a well-timed exclamation of enthusiastic admiration, how capable she was of instinctively seizing upon the best, without waiting to have it pointed out to her.
Zella's own artistic perceptions, however, were not to be implicitly relied upon, and on more than one occasion she received proof of this. Her cry of admiration at sight of the great glittering Memoriale to Victor Emmanuel /at the corner of the Piazza Venezia was a genuine and spontaneous tribute to the garish beauty of the huge white and gilt erection standing out in bold relief against the brilliant blue of the sky. But Tante Stephanie, after y the delicate silence that Zella had learnt to be her only
method of expressing disagreement or disapproval, said in the low, diffident voice that nevertheless carried the unmistakable weight of sincerity:
"You know, the Memoriale is hardly considered a very good specimen of architecture. Some of the statuary is good, in the modern style, but you can see for yourself— those little pillars and columns that support nothing at all, and have no raison d'etre, what do they mean V "Nothing, of course," said Zella in tones of conviction. But she was inwardly vexed and distressed at having appeared ignorant and wanting in artistic perception. One might surely have assumed with safety that any building in Rome was a suitable object for admiration, thought Zella with some indignation.
When the Baronne, with the peculiarly abrupt manner that was characteristic of her, and that always made Zella nervous, asked her what she liked best in Rome, Zella could only stammer agitatedly:
"Oh, St. Peter's, I think, and—and the Forum." "Ah, young people like size. To be sure, they are very beautiful, and you will like St. Peter's more and more as you go there oftener. It is not learnt at one visit, nor at two. And what about modern Italy's little effort—the Victor Emmanuel monument V inquired the Baronne, with twinkling eyes.
Zella might have taken warning from her tone, but she felt with relief that here she was sure of her ground, and replied with aplomb:
"Oh, well, of course some of the statues are nice; but as a whole I did not like the architecture much—there are so many little pillars and columns that seem to have no raison d'etre."
She felt that her judgment was, at all events where Grand'mere was concerned, triumphantly vindicated, and was proportionately disconcerted when the Baronne broke into her short, abrupt laugh.
"I understood, on the contrary, that you had admired it this morning, and personally I am inclined to agree with you. It is only Stephanie who is so ultra-fastidious, with her love of the ancient. The Memoriale, to my mind, is a fine bit of contrast with the old grey buildings all round, and the blue sky behind; but I know little of architecture," said the Baronne, shrugging her shoulders. "But you, Zella, you should learn to have the courage of your own opinions, my good little one."
Zella, though much out of countenance, was impelled to speak in her own defence.
"You see, Grand'mere, I know I make mistakes. I do not know much about art yet," said Zella reluctantly; "but my taste is being formed every day, isn't it?"
The last aphorism was her father's, uttered by him the day before.
"That is perfectly true, and I did not intend to hurt your feelings, child," said the Baronne gravely and politely. "If your taste in art was perfect at fourteen years old, you would be a little miracle; and we do not want miracles, excepting those sanctioned by the Church. But it is better to make an occasional mistake in good faith than to derive your opinions wholesale from another source, however reliable."
"Yes, Grand'mere, I see."
Zella felt grateful to the Baronne for immediately leaving the subject.
It was a continual surprise to her that neither her grandmother nor her aunt ever seemed to have any desire of improving the occasion. To her father's unvarying indulgence she was used, but it was gratifying always to be treated by Grand'mere and Tante Stephanie as though she were a grown-up person, fully entitled to the consideration due from one adult to another. All that was required of her were certain rather old-fashioned forms of respect to which she had been brought up as a matter of course, and those outward expressions of good-breeding which were almost as natural to Zella as to the Baronne herself. In two months' time Zella felt as though her life at Boscombe and at Villetswood belonged equally to some dream-like and far-remote past, and as though the routine of her days in Rome would constitute the remainder of her life. She did no lessons, excepting an hour's French reading every afternoon to her grandmother, when, to her secret surprise and annoyance, her French accent was subject to frequent corrections. Her father undertook to teach her Italian, and set about it by speaking Italian at meals whenever he remembered it; and the most educational items in Zella's days were the long expeditions to churches, galleries, and museums, with her Aunt Stephanie. And never did Zella acknowledge to herself that these expeditions generally seemed to her wearisome, and merely the lengthy and necessary preliminary that must be gone through before the welcome interruption of tea.
THEY spent Christmas in Rome.
Hitherto, Christmas to Zella had meant a general sense of holiday and extra enjoyment, and a liberal interchange of presents. That the 25th of December might be looked upon in any other way was somewhat of a revelation to her.
Tante Stephanie religiously kept the fast ordained by her Church all through Advent, and Zella discovered, through the admiring comments of the loquacious manservant Hippolyte, who had accompanied his ladies from Paris to Rome, that she also rose daily to attend the successive Masses from five o'clock onwards at San Silvestro.
The Baronne spoke of Midnight Mass as a matter of course, in spite of the intense cold and her tendency to bronchitis, and Louis de Kervoyou was anxious that his daughter should see all the ceremonies so amply celebrated in the churches of Rome.
Zella began to feel that Christmas partook of the nature of her expeditions with her aunt—an artistic and educational progress that one could never own to be rather wearisome.
On Christmas Eve she received a letter from Mrs. Lloyd-Evans that again seemed to throw a different light on the approaching festival.
"One feels, Zella dear," wrote her aunt, in a large illegible hand, " that this can only be a very sad Christmas for you, the first without dear, dear mother—and for poor papa, too. You must try and be as much comfort to him as you can, though one cannot help thinking it is rather sad that you should be so far away from England and Villetswood, for Christmas is, after all, the season so especially associated with Home and all those whom one loves."
A reflective sadness was shed upon Zella as she read.
Last Christmas a party had assembled at Villetswood, and Zella tried to recall in mournful retrospect every pleasure that had been so joyously crowded into one festive week, although, as a matter of fact, she felt as though it had all happened in some far-distant past, too distant for any very poignant emotions of regret, however appropriate. She said tentatively to the Baronne: "I have a letter from Aunt Marianne: would you like to see it, Grand'mere?"
"Thank you, my dear, but you had better tell me what her news is," scrupulously replied the Baronne, who held that all personal correspondence should be treated as sacred.
"It is a long letter. It made me feel rather homesick," said Zella wistfully. She was always a little bit afraid that Grand'mere would think any display of emotion in bad taste, but the Baronne said very kindly:
"My poor Zella! It is very natural. You are away from England, and that is a long distance at your age. Do you wish to go back V
Zella did not like to say " Yes," as she was presumably in Rome in order to be near her grandmother and aunt, and felt that to say " No " would sound inconsistent.
She replied indirectly:
"I have not been home to Villetswood since October."
"Places do not run away," returned the Baronne with much common-sense. "Time passes, little one, and you will find yourself there again."
"But shall 1? said Zella. "Does papa mean to take me back there, ever V
"Has he not told you so V
"He has never spoken to me about it, or—or about anything," mournfully said Zella, who meant, by the ambiguous word "anything," her dead mother.
"Then, child, you must respect his silence," replied the Baronne decisively. "I need not tell you that in such masters one doesn't ask questions: n'est se pas? Co ne se fait pas."
Zella, who would in this case undoubtedly have asked questions had she possessed sufficient moral courage to break through her father's reserve, replied meekly, "No, Grand'mere," and felt that the conversation was ended.
But she was acutely aware that the Baronne looked at her two or three times inthe course of the day with great kindness, and shrewdly suspected that her little confidence had touched and interested the old lady.
At Midnight Mass in San Silvestro she willingly took her place in the crowded church between her father and grandmother. Tante Stephanie knelt beyond the Baronne, a slight, devoutly bent figure, never moving from her knees throughout the long service, until the congregation rose together and filed, in rather aimless and very crowded procession, towards the Crib at a small shrine next to the High-Altar.
The Baronne got on to her knees on the stone floor with difficulty, and Zella knelt beside her, so tightly wedged on either side that it would have been impossible to move. She could just see the brilliantly lighted Crib, across a sea of heads, with the large wax figure of the Bambino, dwarfing all the other figures in the group, raised on a straw-decked manger. „
The organ pealed into the Adeste Fidetys, and the worshippers, with the shrill, nasal, and yet indescribably devotional intonation peculiar to an Italian congregation, began to sing.
The air was familiar enough to Zella, and vaguely recalled memories of carol-singers at Villetswood.
She hid her face in her hands, and was not ungratified to find tears trickling slowly through her slight fingers.
She felt that her grandmother was looking at her, and raised her wet eyes to the Crib with an unconscious expression, half expecting to feel the pressure of the hand which Aunt Marianne would certainly have deemed suitable to the occasion.
But the Baronne remained impassive, and, when Zella at last ventured to steal a look at her, her eyes were devoutly shut and her rosary beads slipping rapidly through her fingers.
It was nearly half-past two in the morning before they got back to the Via Gregoriana, where Zella and her father left the Baronne and Stephanie, with a mutual interchange of "Bonnes fetes " and "Heureux Noels."
The next morning Zella's father gave her an amber necklace, and she received two or three letters from England; and the day was much the same as other days, except that Tante Stephanie in the morning inquired whether she wished to attend the English Church.
Zella felt that it would be almost unendurable if she were expected to attend the services of both the Protestant and Catholic churches, and, moreover, conjectured that her grandmother and aunt would think none the worse of her for being contented with the Catholic edition of Christmas worship only; sto she answered very prettily that she had loved going to the Midnight Mass, and wished for nothing further.
At which reply Stephanie de Kervoyou appeared better pleased than her mother, who merely said:
"No doubt, if Louis wishes Zella to attend the English Church, he will himself take her there."
But Louis made no such suggestion.
Zella, always sensitive to every faint shade of alteration in the feelings with which she was regarded by her surroundings, thought that she discerned a slight lessening of the added warmth of manner which the Baronne had displayed towards her since their conversation on Christmas Eve.
An uneasy instinct made her wonder whether this might be attributed to her delicate display of emotion at the Midnight Mass. If so, thought Zella, it argued a degree of unfeelingness on the part of the Baronne that would certainly prevent her (Zella) from ever again indulging too freely in a demonstration of her deepest feelings that yet surely was so natural as to be almost commendable.
Zella's deepest feelings, accordingly, were not again allowed to come into play until the first warm days in March sent Zella and her father for a week's visit to Frascati.
There they stayed at the tall white convent of San Carlo, and went for daily drives and excursions that were to Zella a secret relief from the endless churches visited in Rome by her and Tante Stephanie.
Her father appeared delighted with her companionship, and only when she received an occasional letter from her Aunt Marianne did it strike Zella as strange that he should have regained so entirely his old jovial good spirits.
In the garden at the Frascati convent, on the first Sunday evening they spent there, Zella leant upon the little stone parapet that overlooked so wide a stretch of the Roman Campagna, and gazed at the distant lights of the city, just beginning to tremble through the quickly falling dusk.
An agreeable melancholy filled her. Zella's eyes filled slowly and luxuriously with tears.
Ah, church bells recalling a happy, infinitely far-away past. ... A wistful yearning, of which Zella made no attempt to discover the cause, took possession of her. Her eyes overflowed.
A line read somewhere floated vaguely through her mind with-a beautiful sense of appropriateness:
"Sunset and evening bell,
And after that the dark. . . ."
She could not formulate any very definite cause for her tears, but moaned vaguely to herself of Villetswood—dear, dear mother—a long time ago—dear old days that would never come back again. . . .
She almost felt it a pity that no one should be there to witness grief so artistic in so appropriate a setting, when her father's dismayed voice beside her caused her to turn hastily, the tears still sparkling on her thick lashes.
"Zella, my dear ! what is the matter? Why are you crying?"
Zella had reached the stage when it becomes easier to cry harder still than to stop.
"Oh," she sobbed, clinging to him, "Villetswood— home! I want to go home. It all reminded me so—' the church bells—dear, dear Villetswood!"
It mattered nothing to Zella that the church bells had never been audible at Villetswood except from one particular corner of the stables when the wind was in a peculiarly favourable quarter.
But her father was not a prey to similar oblivion. He looked at his weeping daughter with a dismay that was not devoid of humour.
"Is it that you want to go back to Villetswood J" he demanded gently.
"Yes—no," incoherently sobbed Zella, who would have been hard put to it indeed to say exactly what it was that she did want.
"But are you unhappy here with me ?" asked poor Louis, a good deal perplexed.
"No—oh no !" A flash of genuine distress shot through Zella at the idea that she might be hurting her father's feelings. She looked up at him with wet grey eyes, feeling that an adequate reason for her grief must be produced without further delay.
"It is only," she said, summoning all her courage, "that I was thinking of dear mother and home. We never speak of her, but I never, never forget her."
A fresh burst of tears accompanied the announcement. "Why won't you ever let me speak of her I"
Hardly had Zella spoken the words than she wished them unsaid. A sort of fright checked her sobs, and there was a moment's dead silence, which seemed to her incredibly long.
The latent amusement had altogether faded from Louis de Kervoyou's face, and he looked older than Zella had ever seen him. She suddenly noticed two little lines at the corners of his mouth that she had not seen before.
"My dear child," he said at last very gravely, "if I have not spoken to you of your mother, it is because I dislike a display of emotionalism almost as much as she did. If it has been putting a strain upon you, I am very sorry for it."
He paused a moment, but Zella was crying in good earnest now, and could not speak, nor had she any reply to offer.
"I had concluded that you were unable to speak naturally of your mother, and consequently had very wisely decided not to do so until you could command yourself. Do you suppose that she would wish to see you overcome in this manner every time her name is mentioned V
Louis's tone was weary rather than angry, but Zella's tears redoubled.
"How can I help minding ?" she sobbed resentfully.
"' Minding,' as you call it, is not the question. I am speaking of self-control. I do not very well know how to discuss it with you," said Louis perplexedly. "You are very young, but surely you know that to give way to outbursts of emotion, merely because one does not take the trouble to overcome them, is—is not done. Ca ne sefait pas," he concluded, smiling again.
"Grand'mere never speaks of anything—anything real—or hardly ever. She would like one to be always exactly the same, with good manners and smiling," said Zella shrewdly enough.
"She is perfectly right," returned her father quickly. "My good child, do you suppose that those De Kervoyous who went to the guillotine in the Reign of Terror went there smiling and composed because they did not mind or were not afraid? It was, on the contrary, because they had these emotions under control that they made so fine an exit. Your grandmother's great-aunt, Berthe de la Claudiere de Marincourt, was the first woman to mount the guillotine in Calais. She was a child of nineteen and went up to the scaffold smelling a rose, and with a deep reverence to the mob that was watching her, and another one to the three noblemen who were awaiting a similar fate. That is the meaning of breeding, Zella— self-control and consideration for other people."
Zella had never heard anything so nearly approaching a lecture from her father, and it struck her, dimly, as curious that it should be on such a subject.
"I do understand," she said quaveringly.
Her father kissed her, and said, "Yes, my dear child," very gently, and they went slowly towards the house.
Zella had the old childish sense of having been naughty strong upon her; but when she went to bed and thought over the evening, she could only tell herself that her father's first approach to a scolding had been because she had broken down and cried, and, when interrogated, had spoken of her dead mother.
Zella wept again a little in self-pity at having had her confidence so strangely received, but her last waking thought was a vision of herself, youthful and white-clad, fearless and smiling, awaiting the stroke of the guillotine before a sobbing and awe-stricken crowd.
Louis de Kervoyou, however, took his daughter back to Rome two days earlier than he had originally intended to, and sought the one person from whom he had always asked counsel—his stepmother.
"So," said the Baronne, "the little one has une crise d'emotion at the sound of a church bell, weeps a few harmless and no doubt mildly enjoyable tears, and you, my poor Louis ! read her a long lecture upon self-control— all, I make no doubt, au grand serieux—and send her away with some reasonable grounds for feeling herself misunderstood and her natural feelings repressed."
"What else could I do V
"You could have treated it more lightly, mm ami— laughed at her a little. A sense of humour is the great cure for these attacks of youthfulness," said the Baronne hopefully.
"No," said Louis gravely. "The child was speaking to me of her mother, almost for the first time since Esmee's death."
"True. Poor child! her grief may well ba sincere enough, though that little demonstration of it was prompted by what might be qualified as a sense of the appropriate."
But, my dear mother, a sense of the appropriate should not govern these things; for if it does so, then they cease to be genuine and entitled to respect."
"Louis," said the Baronne, "in spite of your grey hairs, I perceive that you are still young. I, who am seventy, can assure you that you will find most things in the world to be a mixture. As for Zella, she has merely the failings incidental to her age and temperament. I have become aware of them during these last two months, and do not like the child any the less for being true to type."
"But there is such a thing as excess," observed Louis dryly.
"No doubt, and that is why, since you pay me the compliment of asking for my advice, I am going to suggest that Zella should be sent to school."
"Surely you do not advise that!"
"I think the society of her contemporaries will do more for her than we can, at her present stage of development; and, indeed, I believe you will agree with me when you consider the alternatives: Villetswood, where she must of necessity be left a good deal to her own introspective tendencies; or that terrible Lloyd-Evans household," said the Baronne with considerable candour.
"Marianne was exceedingly kind to Zella, according to her lights," justice impelled Louis to observe.
The Baronne brushed away Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's kindness with a wave of the hands.
"She has given the child false standards, from what I can gather, besides a terrible little morocco-bound copy of Thomas a Kempis with the worst print I have ever seen in my life, and a vulgar pencil-mark under every other line," said the Baronne inconsequently.
They both laughed a little.
"No, Louis, I assure you that a year or two with girls of her own age will give Zella a different outlook. Remember, she has always been an only child, and is, besides, unusually sensitive and impressionable. She ought to see something of the normal life of girls of her own class."
"I do not know that she will see anything of the sort at an average girls' school."
"Heaven forbid," piously ejaculated the Baronne, "that she should be sent to an establishment where young ladies are taught to hit at one another's shins with iron clubs on a muddy field. I was thinking of a convent school, needless to say, where she would at least be taught the manners of a gentlewoman by gentlewomen."
"Would there be no objection to her not being a Catholic V
"None whatever. Non-Catholic children are often received as pupils by the nuns."
"Zella would no doubt want to become a Catholic if she lived in that atmosphere."
"That is as it may be," observed the Baronne dryly. "At all events, I can assure you that no pressure of any sort would be put upon her. Ca ne se fait pas."
"I am sure of it, said Louis, smiling a little. "Nor, as you know, should I object to it. if later on Zella wished to become a Catholic, although I should require proof that it was a veritable, and not an emotional, conviction."
"She would not be received by the Church otherwise," said the Baronne staunchly.
Stephanie de Kervoyou entered the room noiselessly, but prepared to withdraw on seeing her mother and Louis in consultation.
He sprang up.
"Do not go, Stephanie. We are discussing the possibility of my sending Zella to a convent school. It would have to be in England," he added, turning to the Baronne; " I could not leave her abroad, and business will necessitate my returning home before Easter."
Stephanie's pale eyes gleamed. Was this the answer to her many prayers for the conversion of her niece?
"Are you indeed thinking of it, Louis V she asked eagerly.
"If Zella does not object too strongly to the idea," he replied, "I am inclined to agree with my mother that it would be the best thing for her."
Zella, far from objecting to the idea, received it gladly. She found her life monotonous, and viewed the idea of school as a rosy vista of triumphant friendships and universal popularity.
"Only I would like to go back to Villetswood first," she told her father rather timidly.
"You shall, mignonne. We will all go to Paris together at the end of the month, and then you and I will go home for a week or two, and you can start when the Easter holidays are over."
Zella was excited and pleased, and only wished that her father could have told her then and there which convent was to be the scene of her future successes.
An added cause for satisfaction, though Zella would not have admitted it to herself, was the sense that she was about to enter an atmosphere which her Aunt Marianne, at a safe distance where remonstrance could be of little avail, would certainly consider pernicious, alike to her niece's temporal and spiritual welfare.
X
WHILE Zella's Tante Stephanie was devoutly burning candles before every shrine in Rome, in humble and ardent thanksgiving for the immense grace of a convent education which was to be bestowed on Zella—in direct reply, no doubt, to her many prayers—Zella's Aunt Marianne was indignantly demanding of the Almighty an instant reversal of the horrible decision that should introduce her niece into the artful snare laid for her by the devil, well known as the instigator of all Roman Catholic plots.
But it was not Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's way to leave Providence unsupported by efforts of her own.
"Henry," she said, "I can see only one thing to be done. This is a case for personal influence."
"However much you may influence Zella, my dear, I do not believe it would make Louis alter his mind."
"Zella! she is a child—I am not thinking of her. Or, rather, it is of her that I am thinking, only you are positively making me contradict myself, Henry, by arguing like this."
Henry wisely became silent.
"The fact is, I am unstrung by such a piece of news," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, laying her hand for a moment upon her husband's in order to indicate that her momentary irritation had no deeper underlying cause. "My poor Esmee's only child sent to a convent! It is very wrong of Louis, when he has not even the excuse of being a Roman Catholic himself."
"His relations are Roman Catholics, though."
"That is exactly it, and he is very weak and easily influenced, as I have always said. That is why I see quite plainly that the only thing to do is to get at that old Baronne. It is she who is pulling all these strings, you may depend upon it, with a whole cabal of artful priests and people behind her, as likely as not, hoping to get Louis and his money into their Church through Zella. I can see through the whole thing," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans warmly.
Such penetration alarmed her husband.
"Hadn't you better keep clear of it ?" he demanded rather anxiously.
"My own sister's only child, Henry!"
Henry, who had heard that argument before, had never yet found a suitable rejoinder to it, and again took refuge in silence.
"No. The only hope is to show the artful old lady quite plainly that one sees through the whole plot, and that may frighten her out of it."'
"Do you mean to write to her?"
"A letter in French would not be very satisfactory, Henry," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with great truth, "and I don't suppose she would understand much English. Foreigners are always so badly educated. No; I think there is nothing for it but to see her."
"She is in Rome, though."
"She went back to Paris when Louis took Zella to Villetswood last week. We shall have to go there," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with great determination.
Henry, who had not perceived whither her remarks were tending, looked protesting,
"It is a journey, I know, and the crossing will be very tiresome, for I am always ill, as you know," said his wife, rapidly disposing of all Henry's arguments before he had time to formulate them; "but this is not a matter in which one can think of expense or one's own health or comfort, and I am convinced it is the only thing to do."
"Why not try what you can do with Louis himself first?"
"What would be the use of that, Henry? What I did with one hand, the Baronne would undo with the other. Louis is like a reed between two winds," said the agitated Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.
"And do you think," asked Henry rather doubtfully, "that you will be able to make the old woman see reason V
"One may be enabled to show her how very dreadful it would be to tamper with the faith of an innocent child," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans piously; "and at all events she will see that Zella's English relations—her only real relations, since those De Kervoyous can only be called connections, whatever they and Louis may choose to pretend—are not going to let the child be inveigled into Romanism simply because she no longer has a mother's hand to guide her."
If Henry remembered utterances of his wife's, in former years, that had implied anything but approval of the guiding hand exercised by Zella's mother, he did not think fit to recall them now.
"Will Louis like your attacking his relations like this V he demanded gloomily.
"Louis will know nothing whatever about it, dear. If I choose to go over to Paris on business, nothing could be more natural than that I should pay a little call on the Baronne de Kervoyou, since she is a connection of Zella's, however distant. If Louis ever comes to hear of it, he will probably be gratified at our having paid the old thing a little attention," retorted Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with more spirit than conviction in her tones.
"Then, you don't mean to let her know that we are coming?" said Henry, the full extent of his wife's Machiavellian diplomacy gradually dawning upon him, and reducing him to acute depression.
"Certainly not. We might go over for two nights, Henry, and stay quietly at some little hotel, and I will send the Baronne a diplomatic note saying that, as we are passing through Paris, I thought I would come and call on her."
"I think, Marianne," said Henry slowly, goaded into more opposition to his wife's schemes than he generally displayed, by a sense of being involved in international complications, " I think you had far better content yourself with writing again to Louis, and the old woman, too, if you like. Or else leave the whole thing alone."
The eagerness with which this last suggestion was made was obvious, but Marianne, with great tact and sweetness, told her husband that in these matters gentlemen did not always quite understand, and Henry knew better than to dispute the aphorism.
The diplomatic note was accordingly written, and posted five days before the Lloyd-Evanses left home, in order to insure its arriving when they did, since Mrs. Lloyd-Evans knew that the postal arrangements in all countries except England are defective and never to be relied upon.
In consequence of this foresight, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans found awaiting her at the hotel a courteous letter from the Baronne, written in admirable English, and assuring her of the pleasure she would confer by a visit to the Rue des Ecoles at any hour most convenient to herself on the following day. There was also a bouquet of pink roses, accompanied by a card inscribed in Stephanie's most pointed handwriting and violet ink, with an elaborate little message of welcome from the Baronne de Kervoyou and her daughter, provoking from Mrs. Lloyd-Evans the astute comment:
"Dear me, Henry, this is very foreign and artful. I wonder if they imagined that I shouldn't see through it."
Henry, wrapped in deepest gloom and reflecting that all foreign cooking was bad, made no reply, and was monosyllabic throughout the evening, until his wife suddenly exclaimed:
"I see what it is, Henry. You are depressed. I can always read your mind like an open book, dear—you know I can."
Henry looked much alarmed.
"But, Henry dear, there is really no reason for depression. I think a little tact, and at the same time plainspeaking, will put things before the old lady in quite a new light. She is a foreigner, after all, and has probably
Evans indulgently. "But I feel certain I shall be able to manage her, and, through her, Louis."
"You do not wish me to come with you, I suppose?" "No, dear. This is a woman's mission." Mrs. Lloyd-Evans accordingly set forth on her woman's mission that next afternoon, leaving a profoundly dejected
never thought much about
Henry to pace through the spring brightness of the Bois, and heartily wish himself back again in his own turnipfields.
Having a rooted distrust of French cabmen, who are well known to ply their trade principally with a view to decoying and robbing unwary Englishwomen, Mrs. LloydEvans elected to walk to the Rue des Ecoles, and, having several times taken a wrong turning, found herself at the Baronne de Kervoyou's appartement well after five o'clock.
Having rehearsed to Henry on the previous evening her determination to open the campaign with a perfectly self-possessed bow and the almost idiomatically French greeting, " Bon jour.. Baronne, est-ce que vous allez bien?" it slightly disconcerted poor Mrs. Lloyd-Evans to be received by the Baronne and her daughter with a most English-sounding "How do you do V and extended hand, and " It is a good many years since we last met," from the Baronne. The occasion of their last meeting having been the wedding of Louis de Kervoyou and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's poor dear Esmee, she thought that the reference might well have been omitted, but replied by instantly banishing the conventional smile of greeting from her features, and saying,
"Ah yes, indeed !" in a subdued voice.
The conversation proceeded in English, smoothly guided by the unperturbed Baronne, who was dispensing excellent coffee and indifferent tea from the small silver equipage in front of her.
The Baronne trusted Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had had a good crossing?
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had, on the contrary, been extremely ill.
The Baronne and Stephanie regretted simultaneously.
And Mr. Lloyd-Evans? He was well? They had hoped to have the pleasure of seeing him to-day.
Oh yes, he was very well, but a short visit, on business only—the Baronne would understand.
The Baronne understood perfectly.
Moreover, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had thought that for a little conversation, such as she would wish to hold with the Baronne, a gentleman would perhaps have been—
The Baronne again said " Perfectly " and waited.
But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans belonged to the numerous class of persons that hold no conversation of any but the most surface description without first insisting upon a formal tete-a-tete.
She looked at Stephanie.
The Baronne, through her spectacles, deliberately intercepted the look.
"It was perhaps of our little Zella that you desired news?" she inquired blandly.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans laughed in a manner judiciously designed to convey a mingling of superior amusement and slight annoyance.
"As to news of my niece, I naturally get that direct," she declared lightly; " but I should not be sorry to have a little chat with you, since we are on the subject."
The Baronne raised her eyebrows and looked full at Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with a pleasant but expectant expression.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans paused, anticipating a question.
The Baronne, quite unembarrassed, remained silent, obviously waiting for the little chat to begin.
Stephanie, who was as usual bent over her old-fashioned embroidery frame, raised her head in surprise at the sudden silence which had fallen upon the room.
She found the visitor's eyes fixed upon her with a meaning expression that the bewildered Stephanie was quite at a loss to interpret.
But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans did not lack determination, and, moreover, saw no more objection to requesting her hostess's thirty-five-year-old daughter to leave her mother's drawing-room, than she would have to dismissing her own Muriel to the nursery when her presence became inconvenient.
The astounded Stephanie heard the guest's low, voluble tones saying to her with amiable firmness:
"I know you will not think me rude if I tell you that I believe we had really better talk things over a deux— just your mother and I, you know. I feel certain you understand."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's certainty was hardly shared by the Baronne, who sat in grim amusement watching her daughter's surprised face. As soon, however, as Stephanie had grasped what was required of her, she rose quite readily and removed herself with her embroidery to the only other sitting-room in the tiny flat, the diningroom, slightly marvelling at the strange difference between Mrs. Lloyd-Evans and dear Louis's wife.
Stephanie thus disposed of, nothing remained but for Mrs. Lloyd-Evans to fulfill the object of her mission.
She began with gentle persuasiveness:
"I hear from Louis that poor little Zella is to be sent to a convent to be educated—a very unexpected departure."
"Unexpected ?" said the Baronne, delicately implying that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans must have been alone in finding it anything of the sort.
"Certainly unexpected. One could hardly have foreseen that Louis would select a Roman Catholic convent, of all places, for his daughter's education. Of course," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, suddenly remembering her policy of conciliation, "a Roman Catholic convent is very nice for Roman Catholics; but for anyone else"
"You need have no fears on that score, I assure you," said the Baronne kindly. "The nuns are always quite willing to receive non-Catholic children. There will be no difficulty."
"I never supposed thero would be," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans returned, with some heat. "Of course they will, no doubt, be delighted to take my niece as a boarder. It is of the child herself that I am thinking. I fear a convent is far from being the place that my poor dear sister would have selected for her."
The Baronne's expression was one of courteous concern.
"Esmee was, naturally, very devoted to her own— to the Church," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with some stretch of imagination, "and one can't help feeling that, if only she were here to look after her only child, there would be no idea of such places as convents for Zella."
"No doubt, if Zella's mother were still alive, the question of her leaving Villetswood would not have arisen," assented the Baronne quietly.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans saw her opportunity.
"I do not know how it Ms arisen," she said meaningly, fixing a penetrating eye on the totally unmoved Baronne. "Louis had no thought of such a thing when he left England. Some influence must have been at work to put the idea into his mind."
"Ah!" said the Baronne, shrugging her shoulders, "as you will readily understand, I ask no questions. A stepson is but a stepson, and even of one's nearest relations one has no right to ask intrusive questions. Louis is well of an age to make up his own mind."
"No doubt, but the question is, Has he made it up, or has someone been making it up for him? I can understand that, to a member of the Roman Church, it might even appear a good thing for Zella to be sent to a convent," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans broad-mindedly, " and I am afraid some mistaken influence may have been at work on Louis. I quite see that, from their point of view, the best thing that could happen would be for Zella to be made into a Roman Catholic—as she certainly will be, if she goes into a convent."
"Dear me!" said the Baronne, looking politely shocked, "has her own faith, then, so light a hold upon her? I thought the child had been better grounded."
"So she has," agitatedly retorted Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "But you forget what a child she is—only fifteen, and very impressionable. She has inherited her father's temperament."
"Her father's temperament has not yet led him to change his religion, although he is forty years old."
"Louis was never sen 1" sharply began Mrs. LloydEvans, and then perforce stopped.
"Convents do not, indeed, admit pupils of the opposite sex," the Baronne mildly informed her.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans hastily turned to another branch of the subject.
"Why not a good school ?" she demanded plaintively. "Zella has been very badly educated up to the present. She did lessons with my little daughter for a while in the winter, and the governess was quite shocked to see how backward that child is with arithmetic and geography, and, in fact, all that thorough groundwork which is so indispensable. She knows practically nothing, compared to Muriel. Now, the Sisters at the convent may teach plain sewing and perhaps embroidery or illumination very nicely," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, whose conceptions of a convent did not appear to extend beyond the Middle Ages, "but what about a modern, up-to-date English education?"
"Ah, happily, there is no need to discuss that, even," said the Baronne airily. "There is a class to which your admirable women workers belong—highly trained governesses and the like—all of whom have great need of the up-to-date education of which you speak, and profit by it fully, to their infinite credit. But when Zella goes into the world to which she naturally belongs, who will require of her a demonstration in algebra, or the latitude and longtitude of Peru? Reading and her own intelligence will supply her with that general information which is so agreeable an adjunct to well-bred conversation; and for the rest, the essential is that she should carry herself well, and, needless to add, speak and understand one or two languages besides her own," said the Baronne in remarkably fluent English.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had been given no opportunity for a display of her halting French, looked suspicious.
"But Louis surely will not leave Zella in a foreign country," she said at last.
"There are many convents in your hospitable country," said the Baronne pleasantly, "so no doubt he will easily find a suitable one in England. In a large community many nationalities are, naturally, represented, and Zella will have the advantage of learning Italian, or German, from teachers of those nationalities.'
"And who will her school companions be, pray?" demanded Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "One would wish her to make some nice friends who would be useful to her later on, girls whose mothers will be giving dances in London, when Zella comes out."
"As to London," negligently replied the Baronne, "no doubt Louis will pick up many old threads, should he wish to do so, when Zella makes her debut. But at the convent,' I need not point out to you, she will have the inestimable advantage of finding herself among girls of many nationalities besides English and Irish."
'One does not know who they may be," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans gloomily. "I have always said, give me an old English name that one has heard of, and I ask no more."
"The noble families of our old Catholic countries frequently send their daughters to England for a convent education. Many of my friends have done so—the de Clamieres, the poor Marchesa di San Andrea, the de la Roche Glandy. But I need not continue. In a certain world everyone knows everyone, at least, by name—is it not so?" amiably inquired the Baronne, receiving, however, no response from her visitor, who had never before heard one of the names enumerated.
A most unwonted sense of being baffled had assailed the unfortunate Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "Had Louis consulted me, I should have told him that I could not approve of the idea of a convent," she repeated feebly.
"Ah," said the Baronne, "I rejoice that you have been spared. It is so distressing, so ungracious a task, to express disapproval of the scheme of another. To do so unasked is, of course, unthinkable, but how frequently do the tactless force one into the admission of feelings that delicacy and good-breeding would bid one conceal!"
Delicacy and good-breeding were perhaps responsible for the silent speed with which Mrs. Lloyd-Evans began to put on her gloves again.
"I must say good-bye," she said agitatedly, "and I feel sure you will understand that all I have said arises only from my affection and anxiety for my dear, dear sister's only child."
"Perfectly, perfectly," warmly replied the Baronne, also rising, and ringing the bell.
"Your anxiety is well to be understood, and I am more than happy to have relieved it. Hippolyte, une voiture de place pour madame."
Thus it was that ten minutes later the astonished Henry beheld his wife emerge from that vehicle of destruction, a Paris fiacre, apparently too much distraught to have any very clear idea as to how she had ever found herself inside it.
IT must be admitted that, in the days that followed her return with her father to Villetswood, Zella was far from proving herself an ideal companion. Her mind was obsessed by the thought of her approaching schoollife, and even the return to Villetswood, so rich in emotional possibilities, was only one more milestone on the way to school, and was marked by no very acute demonstration of feeling. But Louis, remembering Zella's tears at Frascati, thought remorsefully that the poor child no longer dared to let youthful sentiment have its way in his presence, and told himself sadly that no man was fit to have the management of a sensitive child.
Later on, Zella was wont to speak with a certain touching wistfulness of long lonely days spent by a solitary motherless child in the great gardens of Villetswood. These may perhaps have covered a period of fifteen days, and then Zella made her farewells, more excited than touching, to the servants and to the old house and garden, and was taken by her father to begin life as a boarder at the Holy Cross Convent, on the outskirts of London.
"You shall come straight back if you are not happy, remember," said Louis, anxiously surveying his little daughter's pale face as the cab turned out of the station. Zella squeezed his hand very tightly, partly as a vent to her increasing excitement, partly because she thought some sign of trepidation appropriate to the moment.
"Is it far V she asked.
"No; your grandmother told me it was only fifteen minutes' walk from the station. We must be nearly there already."
They were, and as the iron gates and stone walls came into view Zella made the unoriginal but entirely heartfelt observation:
"How like a prison!"
Up a short, wide avenue and across a rectangular gravelled court, and then the cab stopped in front of a square Georgian portico that looked oddly unimposing by comparison with the huge irregular grey building behind it.
Zella looked for bolts and bars, but saw neither, and the door was opened almost immediately by a small shrivelled figure in black habit and white cap.
She conducted them straight into the parlour, and shuffled away on creaking slippers to fetch the Reverend Mother.
Zella had occasionally visited a convent in Rome with her Aunt Stephanie, and was less appalled than her father at the hideousness of the room in which they found themselves.
High straight-backed chairs with cane seats stood all round the walls, or were arranged in prim groups of threes and fours near the centre of the room, where stood a large round table bearing a pot of artificial palms with large photograph albums and books piled symmetrically round it.
Louis took up one of the books, and put it down again as he read the title—" Letters of Advice to a Convert."
A bracket on the wall supported a clumsily modelled coloured plaster figure, looking oddly foreshortened seen from below, and a crucifix hung above it.
There was one picture in the room, a badly painted portrait in oils of an aged woman in nun's habit, with upturned eyes and clasped hands raised on high.
Zella and her father had ample opportunity for scrutinizing their surroundings, since nearly half an hour had elapsed before the lay Sister who had admitted them put her head in at the door, and said to Louis very triumphantly, "Reverend Mother will be here in one moment now," and then disappeared.
"Does she suppose we have had no time in which to prepare ourselves for the meeting V said Louis rather grimly.
Zella was too nervous to make any reply. The door opened again, this time to admit Reverend Mother herself. She was a tall stooping woman, with that curious ageless look so often to be seen on the faces of those living in the cloister, and spoke English with the strong harsh accent of a Spanish woman from Malaga. She greeted Louis with a dignified inclination, but gave her hand to Zella, and begged them both to be seated. She herself sat very upright, not leaning back, with hands folded under her wide black sleeves.
Louis knew her to have been a friend of the Baronne's forty years ago in Paris, and mentioned his stepmother's name.
Ah yes, Gisele de la Claudidre de Marincourt! Reverend Mother remembered her well. And this was her granddaughter?
She took Zella's hand in hers immediately. Not quite," said Louis apologetically—" step-granddaughter, perhaps we should say. You will perhaps remember that I wrote to you about bringing my daughter to school here, and mentioned that she is not a Catholic."
Poor Louis had composed the letter with so much care and anxiety, lest it should prove an obstacle to Zella's reception at the convent, that it came as somewhat of a shock to him when Reverend Mother returned with perfect placidity:
"Ah yes, no doubt. We are always very happy when the good God sends us a new child to take care of, even though she is not yet one of ourselves. But we get so many letters, and they must all pass through the hands of the Superior. You will understand that I do not remember all of them."
"You are doubtless much occupied," was all that Louis felt able to reply.
"We are all occupied in working for the greater glory of God," returned Reverend Mother impersonally, "from the smallest of our children to our Mother Provincial herself. You have heard of our dear Mother Provincial? So many people of the world keep up an intercourse, or at least a correspondence, with her."
Louis de Kervoyou was not one of these, and said so as delicately as he could.
"Ah well, perhaps your little daughter will have the joy of seeing her one day. She is in Spain now, but may be in England next year, and then what rejoicing for all our English houses!"
"Is that, perhaps, a portrait?" hazarded Louis, looking towards the solitary picture on the wall.
"That? Oh no! That is our Mother Foundress, who died nearly fifty years ago. She was very, very wonderful, and it is our great hope that one day the world may see her beatification. The Holy Father has already in his possession documents"
Reverend Mother lowered her voice and paused. Zella, astounded, saw that it was actual emotion that had choked her utterance.
Evidently the little she had heard or read of the semihysterical emotionalism of nuns was true. Zella felt contemptuous. But there was nothing emotional in the next words, briskly uttered by Reverend Mother:
"But you must forgive me, Monsieur de Kervoyou: I am forgetting your business. What are your wishes for this little one V
Louis explained as briefly as possible, while Zella tried . to compass the feat, at all times ungracious, and peculiarly so to youth, of looking as though she were not there.
"So," was Reverend Mother's summing up, "Zella will conform to our custom in the matter of going to the chapel with the other children, but will not follow the classes for religious instruction and catechism. I regret it, but we must follow your wishes, it goes without saying. Especial attention shall be paid to languages, as you wish, and to her music. Our music mistress in chief, M£re Marie Rose, will be pleased to have her. She is the most patient of teachers, a person of the highest virtue, sanctifying herself very rapidly, I can assure you."
Reverend Mother nodded her head once or twice emphatically at mention of the qualifications of her music mistress in chief. Then she turned to Zella, and said kindly:
"But you will feel hurt that I am robbing you of your last hour with your father. Would you not like to visit the garden with him? I can stay no longer now, but we shall meet again."
She patted Zella's hand, bowed to Louis, who rose to open the door for her, and said again:
"You must visit the garden. Look, through the front door and across the court, and then you will see it. Mind you pay a visit to our little Grotto of Lourdes."
Then she turned down the passage.
Louis and Zella obediently found their way across the gravelled court and into a shady alley beyond.
It was thickly bordered with shrubs, and the spring green of beech-trees met far above their heads. The alley led to a tennis-court, and there were two or three well-kept plots of grass, but there were no flowers to be seen.
The Grotto of Lourdes they could not have missed, even had they wished it. It stood out, in conspicuous blue and whiteness, at the far end of the alley, built up on a fair-sized erection of big stones and woodwork, with a tiny red lamp flickering at the feet of the plaster statue.
"It is like Italy," said Zella, remembering the wayside shrines at Frascati, and the Grotto of Lourdes was the first place in the convent where she felt at home.
They wandered about rather aimlessly, once or twice encountering a black-robed nun walking rapidly along one of the paths, for the most part reading as she went. And though the nun's head was always bent in intense absorption over her book or her rosary, she seemed miraculously to know, without for an instant raising her eyes, the precise moment when it became necessary to avoid meeting Louis and his daughter, by turning smartly round and walking in the opposite direction.
It seemed to Louis a baffling manoeuvre, and he said to Zella:
"I should like to have seen some more of your future mistresses, or one or two of the pupils, but I suppose their rule is to avoid the sight of a man whenever possible. I am afraid it is nearly time for me to start for the station, darling; but I won't leave you till we have found someone to look after you."
"Let's go back to the house," suggested Zella. "We can ask for Reverend Mother again, 1 suppose."
But her supposition, not being grounded on convent experience, was entirely wrong.
The lay Sister who opened the door to them shook her head at the mere suggestion that Reverend Mother should again be sent for.
"Reverend Mother's much occupied," she said reproachfully to Louis in a strong brogue. "For three days now she has had so many parlours that she has not even been able to attend Vespers at all. And her letters! If ye could see the great stack I take in to her every morning, poor Reverend Mother! And there she sits writing, with a hundred calls upon her time and an interruption every five minutes, though we spare her as much as we can. But, of course, it is the Superior who is called upon to decide every little thing."
"Perhaps we might see "began Louis, aware that
he must walk to the station in less than twenty minutes if he wished to catch his train.
"Ah, and it's most patient she is—always ready to attend to everyone! And when I come in to fetch the post, sometimes half of that great pile of letters is not even opened yet! And Reverend Mother only says in her own bright way, 'Ah! me good angel must deal with those during the night, for it's not I that have the time.'"
"Yes," said Louis, smiling sympathetically, but too much occupied with the thought of Zella's forlornness to express the admiration, which the lay Sister obviously expected, at Reverend Mother's method of dealing with her correspondence.
"I have got to get back to London by the six o'clock train, and I should like to know with whom I can leave my daughter. I cannot leav© her all alone in a place quite strange to her," said Louis rather apologetically.
The lay Sister's heart was immediately softened.
"Ah, the poor little dear! ye can't do that at all. But there's no need to, either. I'll be calling Mother Mary Veronica for ye."
She shuffled slowly away, pausing halfway across the hall to finger her rosary for a moment or two before a statue of St. Joseph
"Evidently our time is not so valuable as Reverend Mother'6," said Louis rather ruefully.
But Mother Mary Veronica proved to be no farther than the parlour they had recently left, and in another moment she came hurriedly up to them.
Zella, feeling bewildered, thought that it would never be possible to distinguish these black-veiled, black-robed women one from another.
Mother Mary Veronica was English. She shook hands with Louis, looked at Zella, said, Is this our new pupil?" and, without waiting for an answer, bumped her face smartly against Zella's either cheek.
"I am the First Mistress, you know," she told Louis.
Not knowing, he looked politely interested.
"What is called at colleges the Prefect, I believe," she instructed him brightly. "So I shall soon make better acquaintance with your little girl, I hope. What is her name?"
She spoke over Zella's head, but that indignant young lady replied for herself:
My name is Zella de Kervoyou."
"A French name!" exclaimed the nun in a tone of discovery. "But you are not French, my dear child?"
Louis gave a hurried genealogical sketch, and concluded with a renewed reference to the six o'clock train.
Then he looked at Zella's little colourless face, and said eagerly, "Unless you would rather I waited till the eight o'clock, mignonne. I can if you wish it."
"Oh no," said Zella faintly.
"Miss your train !" exclaimed Mother Mary Veronica in shocked accents. "Oh, that would never do! I am sure Zella will be a brave little girl now, and say good-bye without crying."
Zella had felt no inclination to tears, but at the encouraging words, which sounded to her ears extraordinarily unsympathetic, she felt the muscles of her throat contract.
She slipped her hand into her father's, and he looked anxiously at her.
"Shall I stay till eight o'clock V
"No, don't miss your train, papa. It will be all right."
"Brave little darling!" whispered Louis, squeezing her hand tightly.
Then he made his brief adieux to Mother MaryVeronica, who said in a matter-of-fact way, "Good-bye, Mr. de Kervoyou. We will take care of Zella, and our dear Lord will certainly reward you both for this sacrifice," and then, with determined delicacy, firmly turned her back on them.
Zella went with her father to the hall door, and he kissed her a number of times, but did not even say, " God bless you!" which she had vaguely expected—only, "I will write to you in the train, my pet, so you will get a letter in the morning. Write to me to-morrow if you can."
"Indeed I will."
Then he impulsively gave her all the loose silver in his pockets, told her for the hundredth time that she should come away if she were not happy, kissed her again, and tore himself away.
Zella stood at the door watching her father's figure disappearing rapidly, and then turned into the hall again, feeling utterly forlorn.
Mother Mary Veronica said, "Now, my dear child, you have made your sacrifice very bravely, and I dare say you would like to come to the chapel for a few minutes before meeting your schoolfellows at supper. Is your dear father a convert %"
"He is not a Catholic," said Zella, rather embarrassed, "and neither am I."
"Oh!" Mother Mary Veronica looked startled. "You are a Protestant? I did not know that. But you are not sorry to come to the convent, eh V .
"Oh no," said Zella, smiling, her strongest instinct, as ever, being to please.
Mother Mary Veronica looked at once triumphant and knowing, as one who had discovered a valuable secret.
"I see," she repeated, nodding her head. "We must not say too much at present, is that it? You and I will have some little talks later on, when we know one another better, and you must come to me about anything you don't understand."
"Thank you," said Zella prettily, and wonderingjwhat on earth she was expected to find which could require an explanation from this simple, foolish woman who seemed to think herself so penetrating.
A bell clanged out, and the nun, abandoning the project of taking Zella to the chapel, suggested that she would like to remove her hat before coming to supper.
"Is it supper-time ?" asked Zella, surprised, and looking at her little gold wrist-watch.
The nun also looked at it, and with no approving eye, but she only said:
"Yes; we keep early hours here. Breakfast at halfpast seven, dinner at twelve, and supper at six. I expect you are used to different hours in the world."
"I have been a good deal abroad, and meals are at those hours in France and Italy," Zella informed her.
They reached a large cloakroom with pegs all round three of the walls, and a row of washing basins against the fourth.
"Let me see," said Mother Mary Veronica: "you can hang your hat here on this empty peg for to-night. I will find you one to-morrow, and you will have a number, like the others."
Zella saw that against each peg was a little blue-edged label gummed to the wall, and bearing an elaborately inked-in number in Roman figures, surrounded by an ornamental sea of little pen-and-ink flourishes that betrayed a French hand.
"You are in mourning, dear," observed Mother Mary Veronica acutely, after looking from Zella's black hat to her black-and-white check frock.
"Yes, for my mother. She only died a few months ago," said Zella pathetically.
"Poor child!" Mother Mary Veronica took Zella's hand in hers and looked at her pityingly, but after a moment inquired regretfully:
"And your dear mother was not a Catholic, either?"
"No," admitted Zella.
"Ah! Well, our dear Lord is very good," said the nun, shaking her head, and giving an indescribable impression of being too broad-minded to think that Zella's mother need necessarily be looked upon as lost,
They went from the cloakroom down another long passage, and the nun, holding Zella's hand, nearly upset her equilibrium by unexpectedly swooping on to one knee for a moment as they passed a heavy oaken door.
The startled Zella surmised that it must be the entrance to the chapel.
"The chapel is in there, dear," remarked Mother Mary Veronica, hurrying on again. "I am afraid we are t late, and the children will have begun supper."
There was little doubt of it, as a clatter of plates and knives and a babel of voices made themselves heard at the far end of the passage.
"They do not talk at meals as a rule, but this is the last night of the Easter holidays."
She opened a door as she spoke, and the clatter immediately became deafening.
"This is our children's refectory," encouragingly observed Mother Mary Veronica to the half-stunned Zella.
It was a long light refectory, with bare boards and white-washed walls. A crucifix at the end of the room hung over a raised wooden dais with a desk and chair on it.
Three long tables ran lengthways along the room, and the benches on either- side of them were occupied by girls in blue serge uniforms and black alpaca aprons.
Another nun was walking up and down the length of the refectory, a rosary dangling from her hand and slipping rapidly through her fingers, in spite of the noise and the vigilant eye which she kept turning from one table to another.
A few of the girls turned round and stared at Zella, but the clamour of voices did not abate, and Mother Mary Veronica articulated a high-pitched introduction.
"Another nun, and exactly like the others !" thought ? Zella despairingly, as she submitted once more to having her face scratched by the stiff white frilling surrounding the nun's face under her black veil.
"You must want your supper, dear. Come and sit here."
Mother Mary Veronica nodded smilingly at Zella and t went away.
She followed her new guide up the room, and was thankful when a space was found on one of the benches.
"Now, dear, mind you make a good supper," said the nun encouragingly. "Mary McNeill, this is a new pupil; you must look after her."
Zella felt incapable of raising her eyes to the extent of inspecting Mary McNeill.
She had not hitherto supposed herself to be shy, but this first evening amongst her own contemporaries revealed to the unfortunate Zella her full capacity for suffering all the agonies of an acute self-consciousness.
XII
ZELLA sat at the table, intensely self-conscious and rather miserable, yet listening with interest to the conversation of the girls round her. They all spoke very loudly, and the noise seemed to her bewildering. Not much less bewildering than the manner was the matter of their speech.
"I say, Mollie, what a noise you were making in the infirmary passage this afternoon! / heard you." "I wasn't!"
"Well, someone was. I heard them." "It was Kathleen, I expect."
"No, it wasn't!" screamed Kathleen from farther down the table.
"Oh yes, it was," cried the first speaker and the girl called Mollie, together.
"Well, it just wasn't, then! Nobody would dare make a noise in the infirmary passage—not even me."
The others laughed.
"Even Kathleen wouldn't dare to make a noise in the infirmary passage," cried Mollie. "Did you hear that, Mary McNeill?"
"Well, I should hope not, just outside Mother Rose's door," said her neighbour, a placid-looking girl with a blue ribbon over her shoulders.
"Mary McNeill's blushing," sang out the girl next to Zella.
"What about V asked someone else. "Oh, about Mother Rose, of course. Need you ask, my dear V
"I'm not," declared Mary, giggling. "Yes, you are."
The prolonged laughter that followed seemed to Zella inane to a degree. She thought her future companions common and ill-bred, and noted with disgust the red and chilblained hands of her neighbours.
The only pretty girl at the table was the one called Kathleen, a slight, dark-haired girl with merry Irish eyes.
Zella saw her push away her plate presently, still half filled with meat and underdone potato.
"I can't eat this stuff," Zella heard her mutter to her neighbour.
Go on, Kathleen, you must. You'll only have old Rose down on you." "I don't care." "Sister will make you eat it."
"No, she won't, not if I coax her. She never tells on one, she's a little duck. That's what it is to be Irish."
"The conceit of some people!"
They both laughed a good deal more than the sally seemed to warrant.
"All the same, you'll be ill if you don't eat, Kathleen," said the neighbour solicitously. ." No, I shan't."
"Yes, you will. I tell you what, I shall tell Mother Pauline you're not eating anything." "Yourre not to." "Yes, I shall."
"I simply won't have her told. Besides, she wouldn't care. She hates me."
"Of course she doesn't; only, you know, she's not supposed to encourage you to run after her. I can't think why you want to."
"Oh, she's awfully sweet, when you know her. I adore the way she looks up through her glasses at one, you know."
"Well, I shall tell her you won't eat." "No, you're not to. I won't have it." "I shall."
"Well," said Kathleen, in an extremely gratified tone, "I shall be simply furious if you do, that's all."
Zella felt more contemptuous than ever, but at the same time she was annoyed that none of her future companions had as yet taken any notice of her, beyond. staring at her. Presently, however, the girl next Zella, a girl of about her own age, with a face that Zella mentally qualified as bold-looking and common, turned to her, and asked, though with no great appearance of being interested in the reply: . /
"Is this the first time you've been to school V "Yes," said Zella, furious at feeling herself flush scarlet.
"Poor thing! you'll hate it at first," remarked her neighbour, her eyes, even as she spoke, roving restlessly over the table in search of something.
Zella could think of no rejoinder, but, anxious not to fall back into her former state of silent isolation, she timidly pushed forward a plate of bread.
"Is that what you want ?" she asked, in tones that even to her own ears sounded curiously clear and childish amongst the shrill-toned gabble around her.
One or two of the girls opposite looked at her, and then exchanged glances.
"Bright kid !" said her neighbour approvingly. "Tell you what," she added, with a mischievous expression and a side-glance to see if her wit would be appreciated by the girls nearest her, "wouldn't you like to get up, and go to that cupboard there at the very end of the room, and look and see if you can find a knife, and bring it here. Mine's dirty, and I want a clean one!"
She concluded with a suppressed titter, in which one or two of the girls joined. The one called Mary McNeill said, "Dorothy! shut up!" in a reproving voice, but they all looked curiously at Zella.
But Zella, though she again changed colour, was acute enough to recognize the type of girl to which Dorothy belonged, and replied with spirit, although she could scarcely command her voice:
"No, thank you. I haven't come here as knife-boy."
It was her first attempt at schoolgirl repartee, and met with instant success.
Dorothy herself laughed loudly and said, "Jolly good answer !" and Mary McNeill, who seemed to be the eldest girl in the vicinity, with some sort of authority over the others, turned to Zella and said?
"Don't you mind Dorothy Brady. She always talks a lot of nonsense, but it's a shame to try it on a new girl. Haven't you ever been to school before?"
"No," said Zella very low, wondering if she should get through the meal without disgracing herself by crying.
"You'll soon get used to it," said Mary comfortably. "We all love it here."
Zella noted with relief that Mary expressed no surprise at Zella's lack of school experience.
"The nuns are awfully nice—perfect angels some of them."
"They look very sweet and gentle," said Zella, who had frequently heard these adjectives applied en bloc to the inmates of religious houses and supposed them to be universally applicable to anyone wearing a veil and habit.
"Well, I don't know about that," replied Mary, giggling; "some of them are frightfully strict, and one or two of
awfully nice, really."
"I've never known any nuns before," volunteered Zella. "You see, I'm not a Catholic."
If she had expected her announcement to create any interest of a complimentary description, Zella was doomed to disappointment.
"Are you a Protestant?" asked Mary, with a disapproving inflexion in her voice.
'I suppose so," replied Zella, anxious to create the impression of one broad-minded enough to be bound by no narrow particular creed.
"Suppose so! You must know what you are."
"I don't really belong to any very special sect," faltered Zella, conscious that she was not producing a favourable impression.
Good gracious! I suppose you're the same as your father and mother, if they're Protestants. Or are they Catholics who don't practise their religion V demanded Mary suspiciously.
Zella wished that she had sufficient courage to tell Mary that her questions were becoming impertinent. Being, however, far from possessing anything of the kind, she tried the effect of a rebukeful solemnity.
But they're "My mother is dead," she said very low.
"Oh!" Mary looked uncomfortable, and said no more.
Zella spent the rest of the meal in silence, and in telling herself that she had traded upon her loss as a cheap bid for pity. It was of small consolation to feel that the bid had not been particularly successful.
After what seemed to Zella an interminable while, the nun at the end of the refectory gave a signal by clapping her hands smartly together. There was instant silence, only the irrepressible Dorothy Brady muttering: "No more talking at meals for a whole week! Bother!" thereby greatly relieving Zella, who thought that meals in such company would be infinitely preferable eaten in silence.
A voice gabbled some formula which Zella supposed to be grace, and the girls filed out of the refectory one by one, Zella following the blue-uniformed figure in front of her.
Through bare whitewashed passages, and a big hall with a pedestal on which stood an enormous statue, they filed in silence, until a large match-boarded room, containing no furniture save a battered-looking piano and one or two forms, was reached. Here the girls ranged themselves into two silent rows, to the surprise of Zella, who had supposed that they were about to begin the evening recreation.
But the spectacled nun who stood facing them gave another clap of the hands, and instantly there was a fluttering motion all along the line.
Zella for one moment wondered whether the entire school had gone mad, as she recognized in all these flourishes the sign of the Cross.
However, the nun spoke a short prayer aloud in French, the girls responded in a loud gabble, and another signal was given, at which they all began to talk or play in varying degrees of shrillness and noisiness.
Zella stood bewildered.
The nun approached her, and said with some obviousness:
"Are you a new arrival, dear?"
"Yes," faltered Zella; "I only came this evening."
"You will soon get used to it, and like it very much."
"Never!" thought Zella, looking more dejected than before. But aloud she said very gently: "Oh yes, I'm sure I shall. But I've never been to school before, and it seems rather strange at first."
The nun patted her hand absently, calling two passing children to order at the same time.
"Rose and Mollie, not two together, if you please."
Zella looked astounded.
"That is one of our rules, you know," explained the nun. "In fact, I think it is the same in every convent. Girls must not be two together without a third."
"Why not ?" said Zella.
"It is against the rule," repeated the nun, as though that were reason enough. But, seeing Zella still obviously bewildered, "Two people talking together are very apt to be tempted to uncharitable speaking, you know. They say the Devil always makes a third in tete-a-tete conversations," said the nun very seriously.
Zella looked at her in amazement, asking herself indignantly, "Does she take me for a baby V and utterly at a loss in a world where that medieval myth, the Devil, was apparently received as an accepted institution.
The nun began to pace up and down the long room, and Zella, not knowing what else to do, walked beside her. Presently a girl of about sixteen joined them, gazing curiously at Zella, who felt that her black-and... white check skirt, soft white blouse, and loosened hair fastened only by a broad ribbon on the top of her head, were so many objects of contempt to her severely pigtailed and uniformed contemporaries.
"What is your name ?" asked the girl suddenly.
"Zella de Kervoyou."
"What?"
Zella once more flushed scarlet.
Even the nun laughed a little, and said good-naturedly enough: "What a mouthful!"
At that moment Zella could willingly have killed her.
"Aren't you English ?" demanded the girl.
"I am a good deal English, but partly French," stammered Zella, hardly knowing what she said.
"What did you say your first name was, dear ?" inquired the nun, looking pleasant, but quite uninterested. "Zella."
"Is there a saint of that name? Surely not."
Zella scented a note of disapproval, and hastily replied:
"My real name is Gisele; I amonly called Zella for short."
"I see. A French name. I expect you can talk French nicely, then; and here is an opportunity, for here comes Mere Jeanne to take my place."
An old nun, who seemed to Zella perfectly indistinguishable from all the other nuns she had already seen, was ambling slowly down the room, peering from side to side with evidently short-sighted eyes.
The younger mistress walked briskly up to her.
"Here is a new pupil, Mere Jeanne, with a French name," she said, rather as though introducing a curiosity.
Zella came forward with her pretty, hesitating smile. Mere Jeanne immediately kissed her on both cheeks, and inquired:
"But you are not French, child V
"A moitie," answered Zella readily.
The old nun was enchanted, and began at once to speak her native tongue:
"C'est gentil! Comme elle parle bien francais, cette petite! Comment vous appelez, mon cheri V
"Zella de Kervoyou."
"Je connais ce nom-la, voyons! C'est Breton, n'est-ce pas?"
For the first time Zella felt a ray of comfort. She only trusted that the girls gathered round understood French well enough to grasp the fact that Mere Jeanne, at all events, saw nothing either strange or amusing in possessing a French name such as the noble one of Kervoyou.
For the rest of the evening Zella remained thankfully beside the old French nun, talking to her very prettily in her own language, and gaining repeated exclamations of praise at the purity of her French.
But even this solitary triumph was not destined to remain an unmitigated one. Mere Jeanne presently asked with much interest where Zella had made to Premiere Communion.
"I—I am afraid I am not a Catholic."
"Not a Catholic!" exclaimed the old nun in consternation. "But you have come to us for instruction, perhaps?"
"No," said Zella, and her passionate desire to be approved made her add feebly, "not exactly."
Mere Jeanne, who did not belong to the ancienne politesse franchise for nothing, asked no more questions, but nodded her head a great number of times, and said:
"Ah, my dear child, you are a good child, I can see that, and God has not sent you here to the convent for nothing."
Zella had not been brought up to think of God as taking much interest in her whereabouts, and, indeed, God, as interpreted by Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, could be nothing but pained and indignant at the introduction of a Protestant child into a Romish convent, but she replied with more politeness than truth: "I am sure that I shall like the convent very much, when I get used to it."
"Ah yes, my dear child, all our children love it."
Just before eight o'clock Mere Jeanne called the girls to order, and they once more placed themselves in rank.
"Where do we go now?" Zella ventured to ask her neighbour.
"Night prayers, and then to bed, thank goodness," replied the girl, who had laughed and screamed as loudly as anyone during the past hour.
"Hush ! there's the bell."
A great bell clanged out from somewhere overhead, and the procession of girls once more filed through the passages, where the bare white walls and nagged stones struck Zella with a sense of chill ugliness, apross the entrance hall. There a green baize door admitted them into a sort of small lobby, where each girl seized a square of folded black net from the pigeonholes lining the walls, and placed it as a veil over her head.
Zella, in a fresh agony, instantly saw herself the only unveiled person in the chapel, covered with confusion, no doubt contemptuously eyed by everyone, and perhaps ignominiously turned out for irreverence or disregard of rules.
Not one of these alarming forecasts, however, was fulfilled. Mary McNeill, elbowing her way through the pushing, crowded girls, thrust a very stiff new veil into Zella's hands, muttered something unintelligible, and opened the heavy oak door that led to the chapel.
It was a pretty little building, with none of the glamour that Zella had expected from a convent chapel, and quite cheerfully and unmysteriously lighted by gas-jets at intervals against the whitewashed walls. A very light oaken screen separated the children's section from the double rows of carved wooden stalls at which the nuns habitually knelt.
Zella had half expected to hear the low pealing of an organ, or at least the sweet voices of gentle nuns uplifted in an evening hymn; but after a few moments' silence one of the girls began to read aloud from a small book, rather quickly and very loudly, a series of prayers which the others punctuated with Amens.
Zella paid little or no attention, and was fully occupied in pulling at her stiff veil, which persisted in slipping off her head backwards.
Still clutching at it, she followed her neighbours out of the chapel when prayers were finished, and upstairs into a long dormitory. On entering, each of the girls dipped a finger into the holy-water stoup hanging by the door, and a good many of them seemed to find some humour in liberally splashing it at one another.
Mary McNeill silently pointed to a white curtain near the end of the room, and Zella, timidly pulling it aside, saw that the long dormitory was divided into cubicles. The space into which a bed, chair, and washing-stand with two drawers in it, had been compressed seemed to her incredibly tiny. One thin strip of carpet only, lay near the bed, and there was no sign of a looking-glass. Zella was vaguely dismayed, but she was tired and miserable, and longed only to be alone in the dark. She undressed hastily, looked for hot water on the washing stand, and, finding only cold, got into bed with no further attempt at performing any ablutions, leaving her clothes in an untidy heap on the floor.
It was not until she was in bed, hoping that the gas
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would soon be extinguished, that Zella realized that every sound in the cubicles could be plainly heard on either side of the thin match-board partition.
She was too proud to endure the thought of being heard crying, and lay resolutely choking back her tears while mysterious bells clanged at intervals from a distance; and when she fell into an uneasy doze, it was only to wake with a start at the unexpected sound of a voice in the silence proclaiming, "May the peace of the Lord remain always with us all." Upon which a babble of voices replied Amen, and the light was put out.
XIII
ZELLA rather resented the fact that she did not, on the morning following her arrival at the convent, wake suddenly to the deafening clamour of a bell, and the conviction that it was the middle of the night and the house was on fire. But this orthodox experience, proper to the heroine of every school story she had ever read, was denied her. She woke, on the contrary, just as a big clock from outside chimed half-past five, did not feel in the least bewildered by her new surroundings, and lay wide awake for a weary hour, wishing that it were time to get up, and yet dreading the experiences that might lie before her.
At half-past six a lay Sister substituted a mild ejaculatory prayer at the curtain of each cubicle for the violent bell-ringing of Zella's imagination, and she heard various muffled voices, in different degrees of sleepiness, return an unintelligible response.
When the lay Sister paused outside Zella's curtain and uttered her short Latin formula, Zella, not to be outdone, also muttered something which she trusted would pass as a reply, sooner than let her silence betray her inevitable ignorance.
This infinitesimal incident might have served as the keynote to all her school days. She was occupied, not gradually and half consciously, but frenziedly and continuously, in conforming to type.
At the convent everyone conformed to type. Every nun seemed to Zella exactly like every other nun, even though one or two belonged to the perfectly sweet" category, several to the class that was "frightfully reserved, but awfully nice when you know them," and still more to the type described as "a frightfully kind old thing, but rather deadly."
One limited vocabulary was common to all, one set of feelings animated all alike, all were employing one means to one end.
The girls conformed to type in the same way, and Zella, despising the type and utterly at a loss to understand it, instantly turned all her attention to the same object.
The majority of the vocabulary brought from Villetswood, where the rather precise and elaborate English of a bi-lingual household had prevailed, was discarded, and Zella substituted for all other adjectives the only three recognized and employed, always strictly out of place, by her companions.
She insincerely declared Reverend Mother to be both sweet and ripping, and violently echoed the assertion that it must be awful to arouse Reverend Mother's displeasure.
She acquired slang in a week, learnt that the keenest gratification that could be offered to any of her companions was the most blatant form of raillery, in the presence of as many witnesses as possible, on her infatuation for some particular nun, and that a sure passport to friendship was the observation:
I say, you do look tired to-day; I'm sure you didn't eat a thing at dinner."
She even, in the space of a fortnight, began to indulge in the pious practices of splashing two fingers mechanically into every holy-water stoup—and there were many—in the house, rapidly jerking her left knee towards the ground when passing the door of the chapel, and displaying a flaming badge of the Sacre Co&ur upon the front of her alpaca apron.
Zella was far from being unaware that nuns and pupils alike were apt to comment amongst themselves upon this innocent progress towards true faith on the part of the Protestant. She conjectured, very correctly, that Mother Rose might say to Mother Veronica:
"Ah, our Lord has certainly got designs upon that child's soul. I have watched her genuflect in the chapel, when she had no idea that she was being noticed, and I can see the look of faith dawning on her face. It is quite wonderful."
"Yes, indeed, and what a joy it would be to Reverend Mother! We mustn't forget to pray for her daily."
And very likely the conversation would be repeated, with triumphant hopefulness, to Reverend Mother herself.
Zella, quick as she was to adopt the standard of values prevailing amongst her surroundings, desired ardently to become an object of interest to Reverend Mother. Any girl of whom it was said, "Oh, Reverend Mother takes a great interest in her," was at once set apart from her companions as possessing some rare and indefinable virtue, and to this altitude Zella aspired.
With this end in view, she piously insisted upon getting up for the seven o'clock Mass attended daily by the children, knelt when everybody but one or two of the more devout Children of Mary was sitting down, and kept her face hidden in her slender hands throughout the service, with a motionless devotion that might have shamed her companions, provided with prayer-books and rosaries as they were.
But what might be termed Zella's greatest success as a Protestant was her behaviour upon the occasion when she first attended Benediction.
Zella had been to Benediction once or twice in Rome, in one or two of the larger churches, where the ritual had seemed to her utterly incomprehensible and the music merely a meaningless edition of a sacred concert; and she anticipated the convent Benediction with a sensation of unmistakable boredom at the prospect of enduring it twice a week.
But the effect of the small chapel, with the candle and flower decked altar close to the front benches, the organ pealing soft fragments of the Gounod so dearly loved of convents, and the devout voices raised in unison in the rhythm of tunes that, though unknown to Zella, yet carried a general sense of familiarity in their lilting cadences, was to surprise her into emotion.
It was, in fact, the episode of the Frascati church bellson a slightly more elaborate scale.
Only this time Zella thrust the onus of her emotion on to religion, or, rather, the absence of religion.
Oh faith that she had never known! Oh sanctity
that would be so easy of attainment if one did but believe! . . . "Lead, kindly Light . . . the night is dark, and I am far from home. ..."
The pathos of this last reflection overcame her altogether, and her face was plunged into her hands.
Her place in the chapel was quite within reasonable view of Reverend Mother's carved stall.
Gounod's "Ave Maria," with variations, was softly rendered by the musical Mother Rose, as the voices became silent and the white-veiled heads in the chapel bent low.
Oh the beauty of the Catholic religion! Zella, who knew that she had now penetrated to the heart of it, wandered into a misty metaphorical prayer, in which the wings of a dove became entangled with the strayings of a lamb outside the fold. A chance movement of her hand betrayed the gratifying fact that the ledge of the bench in front of her was extremely wet.
Zella's tears immediately redoubled.
The girls on either side of her exchanged a glance over her bent head and heaving shoulders, and she was acutely aware of it, with that curious sharpening of every faculty which is the effect of a certain form of emotion.
The singing of the Litany of Loreto, Zella thought, made the deepest chords in her vibrate unbearably. In other and more accurate words, it put the last touch to her enjoyment.
The apparently endless reiteration of the very simple air, the solo being taken by a soft, untrained, but Very true and sweet soprano from the choir, and the responses coming in unison from the whole chapel, was unlike anything Zella had heard before.
The simple Latinity, almost altogether intelligible to her from her knowledge of French and Italian, and the poetic beauty of each invocation, filled her with a sort of poignant pleasure that found its best expression in her choking sobs and streaming tears.
Her one desire was that the Litany should not cease. At last, however, it was ended, and Zella, divining that the end of the service was near, modified the violence of her emotion.
She had successfully graduated into the not unbecoming stages of swollen eyelids, pale face, and downcast lashes still sparkling with tears, when the children rose at the usual signal, and filed slowly two by two in front of Reverend Mother's stall, past the high-altar, and out of the chapel.
To her mixed relief and disappointment, no one inquired into the cause of her tears, but Mother Veronica patted her shoulder that evening in the refectory, and said, "One of these days we must find time for our talk, dear. I will try and see you on Sunday afternoon."
And Dorothy Brady, with more friendliness than she had yet displayed, observed at recreation:
"I'm sure you're frightfully delicate, Zella. You look awfully tired to-night."
At which gratifying remark Zella felt a passionate and altogether disproportionate sense of gratitude.
The next day she heard, with a curious unacknowledged sense of triumph, that Reverend Mother would see her that evening.
A private interview with Reverend Mother was no light matter. It generally implied either some offence too heinous to be dealt with by a class mistress, a family bereavement, or the approaching responsibility of a reception into the Sodality of the Children of Mary. If the honour could*not be accounted for in any of these ways, it was surmised in whispers that the recipient of it must be "getting a vocation."
Zella was agreeably conscious of her own importance when, towards the end of the evening recreation, a lay Sister made her way to the nun in charge, and delivered a message in the mysterious half-whisper characteristic of convent communications, and with many side-glances towards Zella herself.
The girls stopped playing and looked intensely curious, and the nun immediately said: "Go on with your game, children. Why can't you make a little mortification of your curiosity for once?"
Thus compelled, the little mortification was halfheartedly attempted; but Zella was quite aware of the number of eyes that followed her when the nun had made half a dozen cryptic signals to convey to her that she should follow Sister Mary Anne.
Once in the passage, the wrinkled old Sister turned on her a face beaming with pleasure.
"Mother is going to see you in the parlour! Don't you think you're very lucky, dear? Now, mind you're very open with her. She'll give you all sorts of help, and see right down into your very soul. Ah, I assure you that Reverend Mother is very wonderful."
Zella thought that she was growing tired of hearing so.
"And you that haven't got a mother, poor child !" said the old lay Sister compassionately. But you'll find one in Reverend Mother, dear, just as we all do."
She bestowed Zella in a small scantily furnished parlour, and there left her to her anticipations for the better part of half an hour.
At last Reverend Mother made her tardy entrance, with no appearance of haste and no expressions of regret, and Zella rose rather timidly.
"Well, my dear child, so you've come to have a little talk with me, and I'm very glad to see you. And how do you like our convent life?"
"Oh, very much," said Zella glibly, the reply having been frequently on her lips during the past fortnight.
"That s riglit—that's right. It is not like anything you have ever known before, eh?"
"No," said Zella, raising her eyes with an expression of confiding candour. "You see, I've never been to school, and I don'tr think I've been brought up in quite an ordinary way, either."
"No ?" said Reverend Mother encouragingly, and sitting down as though for a long conference.
Zella felt that she was being a success.
"My father and—and mother did not really bring me up in any special religion, or teach me much about it," she faltered, the facts of the case suddenly taking new aspects before her eyes as she related them. "I have hardly ever been to church, and I never had catechism lessons and—and things like other girls."
"Poor child ! and you are beginning to feel the want of religion. We can none of us do without it, you know, dear."
Zella thought of her father, whom she honestly supposed to be a man without religion, and then of the Baronne, with her intense, almost child-like faith.
"My grandmother is a Catholic," she said wistfully, "and my aunt, but all jmf English relations are Protestants."
A recollection crossed her mind as she spoke of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and the indignation with which that lady would have heard her Anglican Catholicity profaned by such an adjective as Protestant.
"And does not the Protestant Faith satisfy you, Zella ?" inquired Reverend Mother gravely.
Zella readily followed her lead.
"It does not really mean very much to me," she returned, with much truth.
"You must pray for faith, and Our Lord will answer that prayer in His own way and His own time."
It was not quite the response expected by the impetuous Zella, and she supposed herself to be on the wrong tack, as it were.
"So long as one does one's best, I am sure God does not mind which creed one professes. After all, we are all Christians and all trying to get to Heaven," she informed Reverend Mother with a confident smile, and a happy remembrance of a similar doctrine overheard long ago amongst her mother's friends at Villetswood.
But Reverend Mother's expression was one of unaffected disapproval.
"No, dear child," she replied very firmly indeed, "that is far from being the case. God has established His Church, one, holy, Catholic, and Apostolic, and that is the way of salvation that He has appointed."
"Then why aren't we all born into it V demanded Zella, more from a desire to impress Reverend Mother with her logical mind than from any real wish for information.
"Faith is a free gift of God, which He bestows of His great mercy. But we can all pray for more faith, and it is a prayer that will never remain unanswered. The Apostles prayed that their faith might be increased, you know."
"Yes," eagerly replied Zella, who did not know. "And if one prays like that, and does one's best, it must be right. After all, I suppose it is better to be a good sincere heathen than a bad Christian."
"No, no, that is quite^ wrong idea," said Reverend Mother more firmly than ever. "Remember, there must be Truth somewhere, and it is better to be in the Truth, even if one has the misfortune not to live up to the amount of grace bestowed, than out of it."
Zella felt at least ten years older and wiser than Reverend Mother, and inquired rather incredulously:
"And do you really think it is better to be, say, a bad Catholic than a good Protestant?"
"Certainly I do; but you do not understand that, I see. It sounds to you narrow-minded and uncharitable, does it not V said Reverend Mother, laughing with a whole-heartedness that rather disconcerted Zella, the more especially as Reverend Mother's diagnosis of her thoughts was a perfectly correct one. She felt so much less superior than before that it was a relief when the nun began to question her as to her various classes.
The conversation proceeded readily enough, though Zella was conscious of a slight undercurrent of disappointment that Reverend Mother apparently did not care to pursue the topic of Zella's religious views any farther; and at the end of twenty minutes the nun said kindly, but rising rather with the air of one who had brought a duty to its successful conclusion:
"Now, Zella, remember that, if ever you want to speak to me, you can write a little note and tell me so, and I will find time to come down to you."
"Oh, tliank you !" cried Zella, her habitually pretty tones of gratitude over-emphasized from sheer nervousness.
"Any of the children may speak to me when they really wish it, and I am always especially glad to see the elder girls."
Rightly or wrongly, Zella interpreted this into an insinuation that the projected favour should not be looked upon as a personal and exclusive one, and immediately felt unreasonably dejected.
She did not quite know what she had expected as outcome of the interview, but felt vaguely that it had fallen short of the anticipations raised by the awe and envy with which such a privilege was always mentioned by the other girls.
She rallied her forces desperately as she prepared to open the door for Reverend Mother, in a last valiant effort to raise the tone of the interview to a higher level.
"Will you sometimes say a prayer for me ?" she asked wistfully, lifting her dark grey eyes appealingly.
Most of the children gabbled a request of the sort on meeting most of the nuns, but the invariable formula was, "Pray for me, won't you?" or, if the suppliant were facetiously inclined, "Pray for my conversion, please, Mother."
The request had naturally hitherto been a strange one 10 Zella's lips, and the slight timidity in her manner and wording were not without effect.
Reverend Mother did not reply, as Zella had half expected she would, "I pray for all our children, dear," with the impersonal accent so beloved of convents, but answered warmly:
"Indeed I will, dear child, most especially; and you must pray, too, for yourself, that you may learn whatever you are meant to learn at the convent, and make good use of all the opportunities God gives you. He has designs on your soul, dear child, you may be sure of it."
Zella regarded as a special object of attention from the Almighty, was a pleasant object for Zella to contemplate, and her depression fled.
She ventured a final touch.
"Won't you give me the little cross on my forehead V she asked, alluding to Reverend Mother's habitual form of greeting to the children.
Reverend Mother smiled, and traced the sign of the Cross with her thumb on the uplifted brow. She also murmured a quite unintelHgible blessing, then disappeared down the long passage that led to the part of the house reserved for the community.
Zella returned to the recreation-room on the whole well pleased with herself.
To add to her elation, she found that the girls were
disposed to treat her with a new friendliness.

"I say, you are lucky," said Dorothy Brady enviously. "You got a whole half-hour, didn't you?"
Zella had had considerably less, owing to Reverend Mother's lack of promptitude in making her appearance, but she saw her advantage and instantly seized it:
"Wasn't it kind of her?" she smiled, thus delicately implying the correctness of Dorothy's conjecture.
"Reverend Mother doesn't often see new girls, either," said Kathleen, the pretty Irish girl whom Zella was disposed to like.
'Are you starting a 'vo.,' Zella %" laughed one of the younger ones.
Mary McNeill shoved her into silence. Zella felt rather than heard the muttered warning: "Shut up ! don't you know she isn't a Catholic, she's a Protestant?"
"Can't Protestants get a vocation?" demanded the infant, unabashed.
"Of course not. Don't be silly." Zella felt annoyed. She had already had serious visions of the young heiress of Villetswood renouncing all the pomps and riches of this world and adopting the becoming veil and habit of the Order, and she was indignant at having it supposed that she, as a Protestant, was debarred from what these convent girls evidently considered as the highest summit of attainment in this life.
Her unformulated thought might have been translated into a determination that she must conform to the standards of her surroundings at all costs; and not only conform, but find herself placed considerably above the average line of conformity.
She prayed that night, with a strong sense of her own humility and desire for Truth, " Lord, increase my faith.'' Her complacency was only disturbed by a tiny involuntary petition that she found herself murmuring into the pillow when she had finished drawing the Almighty's attention to her state of spiritual receptiveness:
"And please do let Reverend Mother take an interest in me."
"AM I never to make a real friend?" thought ZeJla despairingly when she had been at the convent some time, and found herself no nearer to this favourite vision of her school days.
Intimacies among the pupils were not encouraged. "Charity " might be, and was, enforced by every pious precept of the nuns, but it must be practised indiscriminately, as it were, and in equal measure towards all alike. Tete-a-tete conversations were absolutely forbidden, nor was any opportunity afforded for such in the ordered monotony of the days.
Zella was by this time on terms of easy chaff with most of her companions, having rapidly caught the tone prevalent amongst them, and learnt to alternate, as they did, between the free-and-easy camaraderie implied in flat contradiction or noisy argument, and the matter-ofcourse good-will expressed in an earnest request for prayers about a frightfully special intention.
For some time Zella was utterly in the dark as to what an "intention" might be, but characteristically uttered an emphatic assent without making any inquiry.
She was enlightened one day by Kathleen.
"I'll tell you what my intention is, if you'll promise not to tell a soul," she whispered, after the customary formulas had been exchanged between them.
"Oh, do tell me!"
"Well, I want it simply frightfully badly, so you must pray like anything. It's this." Kathleen drew a long breath. "You know Mother Monica takes the violin pupils? Well, I've written to ask my father if I may learn the violin next term, and there's just a chance he may say yes. Just think of having a whole hour's lesson with her once a week! I'm simply praying to everyone I can think of. St. Cecilia ought to get it for me, oughtn't she? as she's the patroness of music."
Zella looked at her in mute amazement. The convent perspective still had power to astonish her, and the sensation was so very evident in her face that Kathleen's own expression of hopeful eagerness changed, as she murmured hastily:
"Of course I forgot—I suppose it isn't exactly the same thing for you. You don't have saints in the Protestant Church, do you?"
It was not a question, Zella felt, but a statement of fact, and as such it humiliated her.
It was mortifying to know that even the smallest child in the school looked upon her with pity or curiosity as a "Protestant," and that the humblest lay Sister in the community doubtless thought it the merest act of common charity to murmur an occasional prayer for her conversion.
No one, however, endeavoured to lure her into the Fold, and there were times when Zella wearied heartily of this discretion, and thought that the Jesuitical intrigues predicted by Mrs. Lloyd-Evans would have been infinitely preferable to the continuance of this monotonously impersonal atmosphere.
The regularity of convent life was scarcely less trying to her than its detachment, and it was with proportionate eagerness that Zella looked forward to an event which apparently loomed enormous on the convent horizon.
This was spoken of as " Reverend Mother's Feast" by the children, and by the nuns, with a slightly emotional inflection, and even, in extreme cases, a moistened glance, as " Our dear Mother's Feast-day."
"What are you going to do for our dear Mother on her feast, children ?" inquired Mother Veronica one evening at recreation. "I think it's time we began our spiritual bouquet."
In quality of her position as First Mistress, she habitually addressed the pupils as " we." She was not popular, and most of the girls instinctively resented it.
"That will give us a whole month," observed Mary McNeill with satisfaction. "We can get heaps of things done by that time. Doesn't Reverend Mother like acts of mortification best?"
"I've begun already," proudly announced Dorothy Brady, one of Reverend Mother's devotees. "I've done fourteen acts already."
The others looked impressed, and one or two appeared rather envious. Even Mother Veronica* remarked, with unusual cordiality:
"Well done, Dorothy! I like to hear that; it shows the right spirit, dear. Now, I've got a paper all ready here, and if I pin it up in the hall to-morrow you can all keep count on that."
"Oh, but, Mother," objected Kathleen, "then they'll all be added up together, and we shan't know who's done most. Do let's each keep count separately, and then give in the numbers at recreation some evening, and add them up all together, like we did last year."
Zella, to whom most of this conversation was almost incomprehensible, looked with great curiosity at the paper in Mother Veronica's hand. It was inscribed listwise with various pious practices, and included such unfamiliar- terms as "Acts," "Ejaculatory Prayers," and even "Hours of Silence."
The whole was headed " Spiritual Bouquet."
She would have liked to ask the meaning of this remarkable collection, but was too much afraid of being thought as ignorant as she really was, and was glad that she had refrained, when Kathleen burst unasked into eager explanation:
"You see, we each put a stroke against whatever it is, as soon as we've done it; and if we each keep a separate list beside, every one'U know how much she's given. Last year that little kid Mollie Pearse actually had down one hundred and eighty-five ejaculations—and she was only seven then. Reverend Mother was most frightfully pleased when she heard about it. She liked it better than anything else."
"And had she really done them all V asked Zella rather sceptically, and not absolutely certain what an "ejaculation " might be.
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"Oh yes, rather! She did the last fifty straight off, all in one go, at recreation one night. It was too funny to see her, sitting in the corner and muttering away as fast as she could go, and all the other juniors standing looking at her, trying to keep count. Mere Jeanne wouldn't let anyone interrupt her. She says ejaculations are the best sort of prayers, you know."
"I don't at all agree," remarked Dorothy Brady loudly. "The Holy Souls for me. I can get simply anything I want by one De Profundis. They'll do anything for me—anything."
She spoke as though alluding to particularly highly trained performing animals, thought Zella.
"Oh, give me the rosary," said Mary McNeill, complacently whisking hers into her neighbour's face.
She habitually carried a rosary about with her, and contrived to tell an inconceivable number of beads while going up and down stairs, or in and out of doors, in file.
A babel immediately broke out, as the girls in various degrees of shrillness and enthusiasm vehemently proclaimed their favourite devotions.
The f amiliarity with which sacred names were screamed aloud scandalized Zella profoundly. .
She looked at Mother Veronica, wondering if she would not rebuke the irreverence of which these noisy partisans appeared to be guilty. But Mother Veronica smiled on serenely, until the tumult had somewhat subsided and she was able to make her own voice heard.
"Well, all devotions are good in their way, children, of course; but I must say that nothing ever seems to me quite equal to the dear Holy Ghost."
It appeared to Zella that the last word in profanity had been uttered by the smiling nun.
These shocks, however, were not destined to be the only ones sustained by Zella in connection with the mu'ch-talked-of Feast of Reverend Mother.
She quickly became accustomed to the sheet of foolscap inscribed "Spiritual Bouquet," hanging in the hall, and to which her companions rushed so frequently to place a fabulous number of pencil strokes. She even decided that it would be rather touching for the little Protestant to ask wistfully whether she also might not contribute her mite to the offering.
Instinctively selecting the guileless Mere Jeanne as victim for this histrionic experiment, Zella made her simple appeal one afternoon.
Mere Jeanne immediately kissed her warmly on both cheeks.
"Bien sure, mon pauvre cheri! of course you must join in with the others, as far as you can. I will make you a list at once, and we shall see what you can do."
She nodded triumphantly as she fumbled in her ample pocket for pencil and paper.
"Tiens! I thought I had a pencil, but no—it is not there."
She drew out of the pocket a small rusty pocket-knife, two fat foreign envelopes with. frayed and torn edges, a small black rosary, a stout little book where innumerable cards and pictures were imperfectly confined by a worn elastic band, and the large checked square of duster that served her as pocket-handkerchief.
"No, it does not seem to be here."
She dived again, and Zella, fascinated, saw emerge yet another little book, this time protected by a neat garb of black alpaca, Mere Jeanne's well-worn old spectacle case, and a tiny stump of pencil concealed among a handful of old postage-stamps torn off their envelopes.
"What a lot your pocket holds!" she observed with polite astonishment.
"You must not be scandalized to see a religious, vowed to holy poverty, owning so much," said the old nun anxiously. "The stamps are collected for a Chinese mission, which I believe has been specially recommended by the Holy Father," she added triumphantly. "The little rosary is one that has actually touched the Rock of Lourdes, and I always carry it about for my rheumatism, which is very bad in this damp climate."
Her twisted hands fumbled at the beads lovingly.
"As for the spectacle case, it is in the true spirit of poverty that I possess such a thing, since it preserves my spectacles from getting broken. I have had this very pair for fifteen years, without an accident; so that the case is really an economy, since if the spectacles got broken they would have to be replaced. We nuns are not so unpractical as people in the world would like to imagine; we think of these little contrivances."
"What a good idea!" said Zella, feeling as though she were humouring a child.
"As for the books, dear, they are not mine at all; they are the Community's, and lent to me by Our Mother. You shall see what we inscribe in all the books we use."
She opened one shabby little volume, and Zella saw that on the fly-leaf was pencilled in pointed French handwriting:
"A I'usage de Sceur Jeanne Marie."
"You see, dear, a nun has nothing at all of her own. I have used this book for twenty years, but, as it is not mine, I can have no inordinate attachment to it."
"I thought one only had inordinate attachments for people, not for things," said Zella, mindful of her Thomas a Kempis.
"Oh no, my dear child. Human nature is very weak, and can easily attach itself to trifles. I remember hearing a very sad story when I was a child, that made a great impression on me. It was about a very holy nun, belonging to one of the strictest contemplative Orders, though I can't for the moment remember which one. She had always been a shining light in her Community through her love of obedience and mortification, and when she lay dying the Mother Prioress and all the Sisters expected to be greatly edified, and they all knelt round the bed, praying for her departing soul, and thinking what beautiful dispositions she must be in after such a holy life. Presently, however, they saw that she became very uneasy and was no longer attending to the prayers, and at last she was in such a state of alarm and agitation that her confessor felt she must have something on her conscience. So he bent down and asked her what it was.
"And, my dear, it is terrible to relate, but that poor dying soul was tormented by a dreadful certainty that something was drawing her down to hell; and the fearful part of it was that she couldn't remember having done a deliberate sin for years and years. Well, her confessor, who was a very wise man, suddenly bethought himself of asking her whether, perhaps, she had not allowed herself to become attached to some material object of which she had the use. And, sure enough, she suddenly remembered a ball of twine that had been given her for some particular purpose, and that she had kept in her cell afterwards because she thought it might prove useful some other time. And she begged and implored that it might be fetched; so they brought it to her, and-ehe was able to give it back to the Prioress with her own hands and ask pardon for her want of detachment, and for the scandal she had given. So then she was able to die in peace, and the Devil was robbed of his prey after all.
"But that story has always seemed to me a warning of how very easily one can risk one's soul. Just think, my dear, of that little ball of string being able to draw the soul of a religious into hell. It is too terrible."
Zella was silent, not, as Mdre Jeanne doubtless supposed, because she was too deeply impressed by this appalling anecdote to utter a word, but from sheer amazement at a point of view so utterly foreign to her.
It was impossible to doubt the old nun's absolute sincerity, and the very impression of unyielding conviction which her tones conveyed was almost terrifying to the child brought up in the lax atmosphere of Villetswood.
She was positively relieved when M&re Jeanne calmly went on:
"But I am forgetting what I wanted my pencil for. Look, dear, I will mark down for you what I think you can do towards our dear Mother's bouquet. Prayers: We can all say our prayers, you know, and God will accept them as they are meant."
Her tone conveyed an impression of broad-mindedness on the part of the Deity expressly expended for Zella"fe benefit.
"Hours of Silence, of course, you can also offer up. Do you understand what that means?"
"Not quite. We have so many hours of silence, it seems to me," replied Zella. >
"Pauvre chou! You are not used to it yet." "But does it mean that I have to do extra ones?" faltered Zella.
The old nun burst out laughing.
"No, no, my child! I do not ask you to spend your recreation in silence, for instance, nor to wake up in the middle of the night in order to remain silent for an hour. But use those opportunities, of which, as you say, you have so many. Spend your study hour in perfect silence, for instance, and offer it up for our dear Mother."
"I don't quite see how it will do her good."
"If you offer the merit of your good action for her, it will be so much spiritual gain for her. Do you understand, petite?"
"Yes," said Zella, who, never having heard the word "merit" used in this connection, was, if possible, .more utterly at a loss than before.
"That is well. Then we come to Acts of Mortification, which I need not explain, need I?"
"Oh no!" replied Zella readily, and with distinct recollection of saints who lashed themselves with thongs, slept on hard boards, existed for days without food, and the like.
"There, then, my dear child, you can quite feel that you are contributing with the others towards our Mother's Feast, and you may be sure that she will be glad to hear how much you wished it. There is the bell for Office, and I must go quickly. I shall not forget to say a special little prayer for you."
She patted Zella kindly on the head and hurried away, her lips moving even as she went, in earnest supplications for the conversion of the little Protestant who already showed such good dispositions.
Zella felt strangely disturbed as she reviewed the conversation, and wondered if she should ever come to feel anything with the absolute fervour of conviction which Mere Jeanne brought to bear upon the smallest as well as the greatest detail of her far-reaching and incredibly intricate creed.
She thought the old nun childish and superstitious, but she also felt a passionate and oddly unchildlike envy of her powers of belief, even while holding herself enormously superior to the whole tangle of pious catchwords and superstitious practices of which she supposed the Catholic religion to consist.
It was this sense of her superiority to her surroundings that led Zella into one of the many errors of her convent days. She determined to prove to the beholders in general that she could, if she chose, and in spite of what they all appeared to consider as the disadvantage of being a Protestant, beat them on their own ground.
Shortly before Reverend Mother's Feast she appeared one evening at Mother Veronica's recreation with a contracted brow and limping perceptibly.
So fierce a discussion was raging on the relative merits of St. Peter and St. Mary Magdalene, always rival favourites, that Zella, to her annoyance, remained unnoticed for some little while. At last, however, after she had drawn in her breath with a sharp hiss of apprehension as a younger child brushed against her in running past, she heard the expected inquiry:
"What have you done to your foot, Zella?"
"Oh, nothing," she said hurriedly; " I mean, it doesn't really matter."
"Have you hurt yourself, dear?" inquired Mother Veronica unemotionally.
"Not—not exactly," said Zella, with artistic hesitation. "Please don't ask me about it now, Mother."
"But is anyone looking after it? Have you been to the infirmary V
"Oh, no. I'd rather not have a fuss, please," earnestly begged Zella, doing her best to create one by the emphasis and confusion of her manner..
"Nonsense," briskly returned Mother Veronica, "of course it must be attended to. I see you are limping. Now tell me at once, Zella, what is the matter."
"Could I tell you privately?"
By this time the girls were all listening eagerly, and Zella was enjoying herself.
"You had better overcome human respect, and tell me quite simply and naturally what you have done to yourself, I think."
"It was for Reverend Mother's Feast," faltered the ingenuous Zella, looking down. "What?"
Zella raised her grey eyes with an innocently rapt expression.
It was my first Act of Mortification."
She took off her shoe and extracted a small glass marble.
She had almost expected that an emotionally shaken Mother Veronica would embrace her then and there, and that the girls would at least keep a touched and reverent silence, and she was utterly unprepared for the gale of merriment that broke out all round her on the instant of this revelation.
She stood scarlet, rooted to the spot, and overwhelmed with an appalling sense of disaster.
Even the humourless face of Mother Veronica was smiling. She was English, and had a great deal of common-sense, with little imagination.
In the space of a second or two, however, she had checked her amusement, and silenced that of the children by smartly clapping her hands together. The accustomed signal hushed them at once, and she spoke briefly.
"That will do now. Zella will know better another time, and there is nothing to make such a noise about. Go and ring the bell for prayers, Mary."
Mary departed, still giggling violently, and the girls, conscious of approaching bedtime, broke out into volubility again.
Zella was fighting tears of rage and mortification. Mother Veronica spoke to her in a low voice, and not unkindly:
"You mustn't take this little humiliation to heart so much, child. Offer it up, instead of the marble in your shoe."
She rather obviously repressed an inclination to smile again.
"You'll learn better in time, dear, but that is not the sort of thing that our Lord wants of you just at present."
Zella would have liked to say, " How do you know?" but was literally unable to speak.
"Try and keep silence in the ranks, and eat up your meat at dinner instead of leaving it on your plate," said Mother Veronica in tones of unsympathetic common-sense, "and do not play foolish pranks that might injure your health."
"The saints did," retorted Zella in a choked voice.
"You are not a saint," caustically replied Mother Veronica, "and I am afraid you are a very self-righteous little girl."
SISTER VERONICA, with singular ineptness, had selected perhaps, of all others, the adjective least applicable to Zella, in calling her self-righteous.
A lamentable lack of self-confidence lay at the back of all the timid and generally ill-judged attempts at selfassertion which marked Zella's convent days. She was in the midst of alien standards, and she knew it, nor did her most strenuous efforts ever succeed in conforming her to the type which she. both aimed at and despised.
Her first year at the convent seemed to Zella to be a succession of failures.
Her education left her far behind the requirements of the convent teaching, limited and old-fashioned though it was; and however much her knowledge of French might delight Mere Jeanne, she knew instinctively that the girls looked upon it as a sort of affectation, not to be alluded to, and only excusable on the grounds that she had "heaps of foreign blood in her."
Her Protestantism in time came to be overlooked; her foreign name and her proficiency in English composition, never.
Zella had all her life calmly taken it for granted that she was clever. At the convent, for the first time, she began to waver in this opinion. It was so obvious that no one else shared it. Her class mistress encouraged her gently by saying: "You have had great disadvantages, no doubt, dear, but I am sure you will make up for lost time now."
But Zella found it no easier to apply herself to tasks which seemed extremely and unvaryingly dull, than it had been in Muriel Lloyd-Evans's schoolroom. The only information which appeared to be of the least use in her class work was, in fact, that which she hdd
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reluctantly imbibed from the teaching of the strenuous Miss Vincent.
She was almost always at the bottom of her class, and tried to find uneasy consolation in the remembrance that in all school stories the clever, but incurably idle, heroine invariably occupied the same position until some brilliant, wayward impulse would send her suddenly to the head of the school. In the depths of her heart, however, Zella was aware that no sudden effort, however brilliant, would ever enable her to acquire and retain the curiously tabulated and compressed amount of information which appeared to constitute education.
Zella found herself much perplexed by this question of cleverness. It was an accepted convention that one or two of the girls were "clever."
"Dorothy Brady is awfully clever," she once heard, to her surprise.
"What sort of way V
"Oh, every way. She always knows the lesson, and yet her prep. never takes long; and look how well she
It was true that Dorothy could play "La Fileuse de Raff," and many other compositions of similar calibre, faultlessly, and her copies of water-colours "from the flat" were almost indistinguishable from the originals. (Drawing from casts was not encouraged, as bearing a possible relationship to statues, and thus leading, by subtle degrees, to the human form.)
Zella herself frequently struck wrong notes at the piano, almost always played faster than the metronome indicated, and never succeeded in toning her washes of colour to the palely graduated tints of the copy before her.
"It is true that I can't 'do ' things," she told herself fiercely, "and that Dorothy can. There's nothing I'm any good at, except talking French; and that isn't because I ever learnt it, but simply because it's been talked all round me ever since I was born. Why do I think I am clever, and that she's not? I'm a fool, really; I can't do anything well."
Yet the certainty remained, obstinate, ineradicable, that she possessed some utterly indefinable quality which was lacking in her companions, and which set her mentally, infinitely above them.
But not till long after her school days were past did Zella learn to associate this instinct of latent superiority with the idea of creative power.
At the convent she continued to be, at least in her own estimation, a failure. Humility is a much-abused term, and can only be applied to Zella's attitude of mind with reservation, since it was engendered by her passionate conviction that for her to be anything but first in the estimation of those around her, was for her to be a failure.
Nor were minor humiliations spared her.
She made no special friends.
In spite of the stringent convent regulations as to preferences, it was acknowledged even by the authorities that certain friendships might be tolerated, or even encouraged, within bounds. If a Child of Mary was supposed to exert a good influence over some more unregenerate companion, the friendship was smiled upon. The two might spend the recreations together, of course in the company of the inevitable third, without being called to order by the sharp rebuke of Mere Pauline: "Vous deux la-bas ! il ne faut pas vous rechercher comme cela. C'est d6f endu." Or Mother Veronica's monotonous "Not two together, children. You must find a third at once, please."
Zella was often called upon to redeem the character of a tete-a-tete by converting it into a trio, because she was too sensitive to take any real part in a conversation where she knew herself unwanted, and at the same time too self-conscious and too much alive to the absurdity of her position not to make a pretence of being actively interested in her companions' discussion.
But she was seldom sought out for her own sake. The other girls and she had no common meeting-ground. Zella could neither discuss the relative merits of St. Aloysius and St. Ignatius with any enthusiasm, nor exchange raptures over the nuns. She would fain have set up a heroine-worship for any of her mistresses, but knew secretly that her taste revolted against the sentimental gushes of mingled schwarmerei and piety in which her companions indulged freely, and the knowledge pierced in spite of herself through all her pretences. Moreover, none of these kindly, commonplace women seemed to Zella to be endowed with the glamour through which the other girls obviously viewed them. They were merely kind and good and childish, and dressed in a becoming habit and veil.
Zella, brought up in an atmosphere of latent cynicism and declared scepticism of the orthodox forms of belief, honestly supposed that the nuns in charge of her education were merely the more or less unconscious dupes of superstition.
But she posed valiantly, gushed in chorus, and was astonished and mortified as she gradually perceived that even to these unperceiving companions her pretences somehow failed to carry any conviction. Reality was lacking, and they knew it instinctively.
Yet it must be admitted that the convent atmosphere was not calculated to encourage Zella in any way towards naturalness.
She counted her most glaring bevues by the number of times in which she had been the victim of a genuine impulse.
She was too impressionable not to learn quickly, and the impulses were seldom yielded to as time went on, but it was one of these outbursts of spontaneity that cost her the only possible friendship of her school days.
Zella had been distinctly attracted by Kathleen Mallet, who was pretty and refined-looking, with a ready Irish tongue and ease of manner. She was nearly eighteen, and Zella's predilections were ever for those older than herself. Moreover, Kathleen was popular, and her notice of the new girl gratified Zella's vanity.
A certain mild air of convent romance surrounded Kathleen, too. She had an elder sister who had run away from home at nineteen in order to become a Benedictine nun, and it was well known that the Mallets were the poorest family in County Wicklow.
"Sometimes there really and truly hasn't been enough to eat in the house, I believe," Marv McNeill assured Zella, with a look of horror.
"But why?"
"Oh, I don't know," always the recognized preface to the bestowal of information. "You see, the father always was rather poor, and then he lost all the money there was, racing, and of course there are eight of them to bring up, all girls. It's awful, isn't it?"
"What do they do !" said Zella, who had never heard of such poverty as lacked food except in the lowest classes of life.
"Well, two of the younger ones got taken by the nuns in Dublin—for nothing, of course; and there s another, the eldest, who's a daily governess, and of course Eileen is a nun at St. Benedict's."
"What a good thing!"
"The father was perfectly furious, and wouldn't give his consent. That's why she had to run away."
"But why was he furious? It seems such a good thing, if they're so poor, that one should be settled."
"Oh, well," said Mary comfortably, "I suppose parents very often hate it, though, as Reverend Mother says, it's all nonsense. They don't mind if their daughters go away and marry, so why should they mind their becoming nuns V
Zella thought there was a fallacy in the argument, but was too much interested in the poverty of the Mallet family to pursue it.
"I suppose they don't have to pay anything for Kathleen here, do they V
Mary suddenly assumed a shocked expression and grew rather red.
"What a funny thing to ask, Zella!" she said reprovingly.
Zella coloured scarlet on the instant, scenting another mistake, but asked rather defiantly:
"Why? You told me the younger ones got taken at the convent in Dublin for nothing, so why shouldn't I ask if Kathleen is here for nothing?"
"Well, it's a funny thing to ask, isn't it?" coldly returned Mary, still resentful, "considering that you know her and everything. It's rather cheek, in a new girl, to ask that sort of thing, you know."
Zella felt indignant, but dared not imperil her equilibrium by speaking. Her tears, like those of most oversensitive people, were always perilously near the surface, and she knew that Mary's unimaginative, rather hostile gaze was fixed upon her.
"You needn't look so furious. I dare say you didn't mean it, and, of course, / shan't tell anyone you asked. Of course, Kathleen minds about it frightfully. She must. Not so much about being here without paying, because I believe Reverend Mother was a friend of her mother's or something, but about the whole thing, and never having a single penny. She never talks about it; she's frightfully reserved, you know, really. Mind you don't go and ask her about it, Zella."
Unperceptive, suspicious Mary! Zella felt a thrill of fury and of contempt for the lack of judgment which could suppose her capable of such tactless ill-breeding. She endeavoured to reply haughtily, "Naturally, I shouldn't dream of speaking to Kathleen about such a thing," but, to her dismay, again felt her tears rising. She remained silent, but grew scarlet to the roots of her hair. Her hot, frequent blushes were a source of endless misery to her and of unfailing amusement to her companions. Mary stared at her now, and then began to laugh.
"Well, you needn't set the place on fire," she said not ill-naturedly, and with a giggling appreciation of her own wit. But Zella felt as though she had suddenly and purposely been struck in the face.
But her interest in Kathleen deepened after this conversation. The very restrictions imposed by the school regulations upon their intercourse greatly increased Kathleen's attractions, and Zella presently began to wonder whether this was not the ideal friend for whom she had been waiting, so she firmly told herself, all her life.
She wondered if eighteen would condescend to the friendship of fifteen, and began to indulge in various small antics designed to draw Kathleen's attention to herself.
Sitting next to Kathleen at the mid-day recreation, with an expression of portentous thoughtf ulness so marked that it could hardly fail to draw forth comment, Zella gazed with a fixed, unseeing, and yet far-reaching look at her neighbour. It was not a look designed to escape attention, nor did it do so.
"What are you staring at, Zella?"
Zella started slightly.
"Was I staring?" A rapid movement of the head backwards and a hasty blink or two indicated a rudely severed reverie. "I suppose I was just thinking."
"What about?" asked Kathleen, as punctually as could be wished.
"As a matter of fact," laughed Zella, with the merest hint of embarrassment—" as a matter of fact, I was thinking about you."
The next step was of course inevitable.
"What about me?" Kathleen inquired with much interest.
And Zella, delighted, implied that her natural shyness did not allow her to answer the question in detail, even while her charmingly expressive glance and smile assured Kathleen that she could, if she wished, have furnished a flattering explanation of her absorption.
Subtlety was not needed, and would, in fact, have been lost upon the Irish girl, and Zella was sufficiently aware of it to indulge in broad effects only.
The eagerness with which she watched for some sign that the attraction was mutual was the first thing that added interest to her life as a convent school girl.
When Kathleen, one evening at recreation, thrust her arm through Zella's, and said, "You're looking tired to-night, aren't you ?" Zella's heart beat violently with disproportionate triumph and excitement.
Her happiness was not even dashed when Mother Veronica instantly pounced upon them, and said:
"Kathleen and Zella, please find a third ait once, and you know very well that linked arms are not allowed."
That night Zella prayed ardently:
"Do let me have Kathleen for a friend! . . . Oh, do let it be all right, and let her get fond of me; I will be so good if only I may have Kathleen for a friend! Oh, do let it be all right," she impatiently apostrophized the Almighty.
She wondered if it would be of any use to follow Dorothy Brady's example, and press the inhabitants of Purgatory, hypothetical or not, into the service. She decided that it was worth trying, since it couldn't do any harm and might do good. Besides, God might be rather touched at this slightly pathetic evidence of faith from one who did not really belong to the Church.
(Zella, quite unconsciously, had already come to look upon the Catholic Church as The Church.)
"If you'll make Kathleen really get fond of me, and be my friend," she hurriedly instructed the souls of the departed, " I'll say—I'll say a whole rosary for you every day for a month. In fact," she added with an outburst of generosity, "I shall begin it now, at once," and felt that, if that didn't move the Powers that be, nothing could be expected to do so. There was also a slight sense of daring to enliven the proposal, for Zella had never said the rosary before.
The next day, by a characteristic inspiration, she said rather timidly to Kathleen Mallet:
"Would you mind lending me your rosary % I haven't got one, you know; but I've promised to say one every day for the souls in Purgatory until I get a—a very special intention that I want."
The phraseology of the convent by this time came to her glibly.
"Of course, I shouldn't ask any of the other girls, but I thought perhaps you would let me have yours. . . ." She hesitated.
"Of course I would," said Kathleen heartily; " but as a matter of fact, you know, one can't lend a rosary."
"Why not?" asked Zella, bewildered, wondering if she should ever come to the end of these incomprehensible Catholic conventions.
"Is it against the rules V
"No, of course not. But, you see, if someone else used my rosary I should lose the indulgence," said Kathleen mysteriously.
"But why V
"Oh, because the indulgence is only for the person who uses that particular rosary. If you used it, the indulgence would belong to you, and not to me. That's why they are blessed, you know." Zella was confounded.
"I never heard that before. It seems so—so selfish, in a way."
"Oh, it isn't a bit, really, you know," Kathleen assured her with the vague, unreasoned confidence that Zella was beginning to think characterized these daughters of the Faith.
"But of course you must have a rosary. It's frightfully nice that you should want to say it."
I'll tell you what the intention is some day," said Zella shyly—" that is, if I get it."
"Oh, you're sure to get it. The Holy Souls are perfectly ripping. Look here, don't do anything about the rosary yet, and I'll see about it somehow before Benediction this evening."
Zella felt rather excited.
That evening Kathleen rushed up to her, slightly out of breath, and thrust a string of blue beads into her hand.
"I got leave to give you one," she explained rather confusedly, "and it's been blessed and everything."
Zella's thanks were out of all proportion to the gift bestowed, but so also was her joy at this unexpected token of affection.
She went into the chapel with a sense of brilliant, exhilarating happiness that was perhaps destined to compensate for the inevitable disillusionment that ended her first friendship.
It added to the bitterness of Zella's misery, which was as intense as were all her emotions, that she brought calamity upon herself, and destroyed with her own hand the slender fabric of her friendship with Kathleen, soon after it had become a recognized fact.
It was Zella's birthday, and she took her place in the refectory for breakfast rather nervously. It would, she considered, appear rather young and amateurish to have a quantity of birthday presents from home, and the other girls would most probably look upon her with contemptuous eyes as a " spoilt child."
She saw with relief that only one parcel awaited her. No striking disgrace, surely, could be attached to the reception of one solitary parcel, even though flanked by a small pile of letters. The parcel, of course, was from Aunt Marianne, by whom the ritual of birthdays was always held sacred and inviolable. There was a letter from her, full of birthday wishes tinged by a sort of hopeful melancholy, a dutiful expression of "Many happy returns of the day " from Muriel, and three pages of gracefully expressed auguries and congratulations from Tante Stephanie. The Baronne, good-humouredly contemptuous of modern customs and implacably Catholic, declined to consider any birthday as worthy of note, and reserved her annual felicitations for the feastday dedicated to St. Gisele.
Last of all, Zella opened a letter from her father. As she unfolded it, a postal order for a pound fluttered on to the table before her. It was a Sunday, and talking was therefore allowed at meal-times.
"I say, Zella, is it your birthday?" asked Dorothy Brady, round-eyed.
"Yes. That's my birthday present from my father," said Zella hastily, in obedience to her frequent and quite unreasoning sense that an explanation was required of her.
"A pound! You are lucky."
"I wish my father sent me a pound on my birthday," said someone else.
"So do I. You are in luck, Zella," light-heartedly remarked Kathleen, without a trace of consciousness in her manner.
But Zella suddenly remembered, with a sharp pang, Mary McNeill's description of the Mallets' poverty. "Sometimes not enough in the house to eat . . . Kathleen minds never having a single penny."
Without an instant's reflection, acting on one of the sudden, violent impulses that occasionally overtake the most perceptive people, Zella pushed her pound across the narrow table.
"Kathleen, do take it. I should love to give it to you."
The next moment she was overwhelmed by a sense of appalling disaster.
She saw that she had made an irretrievable mistake.
Kathleen Mallet flushed scarlet, and then turned white with anger. They looked at each other for the space of perhaps one instant in dead silence. A sort of frozen speechlessness seemed to have fallen upon the girls round them.
Then Kathleen, with a furious gesture, pushed back the flimsy bit of paper.
"I don't want your money. You must be mad, I think."
Her voice, choked with one of the most elementary of the emotions, sheer anger, was almost unrecognizable. There was an appalling silence, and Zella, feeling
{)hysically sick, saw in one lightning flash that she had ost her friend, and had made a mistake that would never be forgotten or forgiven by those who had witnessed it.
By a curious effect of breeding, it was Zella who, with her cosmos in fragments round her, found voice to break the spell of horror by speaking some commonplace aloud.
The girls followed her lead thankfully. Only Kathleen, still white, and shaking a little, remained perfectly silent.
Zella attempted no explanation with her. She knew instinctively that it would be of no use. Kathleen would never understand, and her friendship was gone for ever. Zella herself could not understand, afterwards, what madness had prompted her to an act that surely every reasonable being with a spark of pride must consider nothing less than insulting. She wept tears of shame and agonized regret over the error, and knew that the other girls never altogether forgot it. Only in curious fugitive flashes, of which she would have strenuously denied the existence even to herself, did it occur to Zella that her impulse had been one of the most genuine ones of her life, and that, weighed by standards other than conventional ones, there may be that which is worth more than even honest pride.
THE CONVENT,
MON BIEN-CHEB. PAPA, ApTM1 12'
This is the last letter I shall be able to write until next week, as the whole school is going into Retreat this evening. I asked Reverend Mother myself to let me make it too, as all the other girls are making it; and last year I hated being the only one who did not make it, and they all said I had missed a great deal. Reverend Mother asked if you would mind my making the Retreat, but I said I was sure you wouldn't. I think it will be very interesting. It is being given by a priest called Father Harding, and Reverend Mother told me he was the greatest thinker of modern times and very well known, so I expect you will have heard of him already. I hope I shall be at Villetswood for my birthday, as the holidays generally begin on July 18 or 19, so that will make up for my not being able to come away for Easter. We only have a week, and most of the girls stay at the convent, so I shan't be alone; and of course I understand about your having to go to Brittany on business for Grand'mere.
I will write again as soon as we are out of Retreat. Of course I shall pray for all your special intentions.
Always your own loving
ZELLA.
VILLETSWOOD,
MY DARLING ZELLA, Apri113'
Thank you for your beautifully written letter. I am very glad you should make a Retreat with the other girls, if you think you would like it. Write and tell me your impressions when it is over, and do not forget that there is more than one side to every question. I have not hitherto heard of Father Harding, but, then, I have not been very much in the way of great thinkers for the last few years, as you know.
Do not overdo things, mignonne, and write as soon as you can.
Your loving father,
LOOTS DE KERvorotr.
I shall be here till the end of this month.
THE CONVENT,
DARLING PAPA, April 261
It is a long while since I last wrote, but I wanted to think very seriously before writing to you, and to be quite sure that I knew my own mind. I do hope you will remember that I am now practically seventeen, and old enough to judge calmly and reasonably for myself, though, of course, I would never do anything that you seriously disapproved of, unless I was quite sure that God Himself wanted it of me.
Should you mind my becoming a Catholic? I know Aunt Marianne will think that the nuns have persuaded me, and worked on my feelings, etc.; but it is not that at all. I am thoroughly intellectually convinced, as well as by faith. It is rather difficult to explain, but I really am happier than I have ever been before, and it will be perfect if you will only allow me to be received into the Church. Of course I don't want to do anything in a hurry, and Reverend Mother herself is always telling me that nothing can be settled yet, and I must wait and pray, and make quite sure of myself; but it is now some months since I first began to think very seriously about becoming a Catholic, and I really made the Retreat on purpose to have a quiet time for making up my mind as to what I ought to do.
I am now quite sure that I ought to be a Catholic, and that it is the only true religion, and that the Catholic Church is the one true Church in the world. I talked to Father Harding several times during the Retreat, and asked him about one or two things that I didn't quite understand; and he has made it all absolutely clear, and given me several books to read. So please do not think that this is nothing but a passing enthusiasm, for I am really in earnest and have thought out the whole question thoroughly.
Of course I do not like not belonging to the same church as you do, darling papa, but Reverend Mother says that it is one of the sacrifices I must be prepared to make in return for having been given such a gift as faith. And I feel sure that you won't mind anything that makes me so much, much happier, as I feel it will if I become a Catholic.
Reverend Mother thinks that I might be received about the beginning of June, if you wUl give your consent. Please don't think that I am being persuaded to disobey you or disregard your wishes, for Reverend Mother is always telling me that I can do nothing without your permission, and says that she can well understand that at first you may not like the idea at all; and she would quite understand if you even forbade it for the present, which I think is really extraordinarily broad-minded and generous, don't you?
This is a very long letter, I know, and yet I feel I haven't properly said all that I wanted to say. But I do hope that you will understand, and especially that I really and truly want to be a Catholic more than I have ever wanted anything in the world, and I am quite sure that God wants it too.
Reverend Mother is very kind to me, and often has me for a special talk all by myself, which helps me a great deal. I do so long to get your answer to this letter very quickly, and I hope that it will be a consent to my being received into the Church in June.
Very, very much love, and please don't let this letter make you unhappy. I shall always be just the same,
Your own loving little
ZELLA.
VlLLETSWOOD, T /-\ APEIL 26.
DEAREST LITTLE ONE,
Your letter is one which requires much thought, but I cannot leave it unanswered even for a day, so write now to thank you for your confidence, and to assure you that I will refuse my consent to nothing which could in any way further your happiness. I am glad that you wrote to me so fully, and can quite understand that you should wish to join the Catholic Church in June, if you are so much convinced that it is the religion which would be of most help to you. But I entirely agree with your Reverend Mother in counselling prudence and patience. This is not merely the natural tendency of age to damp the ardour of youth, Zella dear, although you perhaps feel as if it were a mere habit to say "wait—wait—wait" to everything. But there is more to it than that, my dear.
The question of religion, to my mind, should be an individual one always; and, as you know, you have not been brought up to any orthodox form of belief, for that very reason. It may very well be that you feel the need of a definite philosophy to help you on the way; and if the doctrines of the Catholic Church carry conviction to your mind, then I believe you could not do better than to become a Catholic. But it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between conviction and the extraordinarily strong influence diffused by an atmosphere. You have been for some time now in an atmosphere impregnated with Catholicism, and it may be that, once away from the convent world, you would view its ideals from a different point of view.
I do not wish to make the decision for you, my dear, since the question is one which concerns you so directly. But I should wish—and advise—that you leave the convent altogether before taking the definite step of becoming a Catholic.
If your conviction is a serious one, it will stand the test of a few months' waiting; and then, if later on you still wish it, you can be received as a member of the Catholic Church in Paris. It will be a great joy to Grand'mere and Tante Stephanie.
I hope to come and see you before I leave England; write and tell me what day you would like me to come. We will then talk at length of your wishes and plans. Meanwhile, however, write to me often, and remember that you are always free to make your own decision, and my only wish is that it may be the best one for you, my little Zella.
Your devoted
FATHER.
THE' CONVENT,
DARLING PAPA, Apnl 29'
Thank you for your letter, but please, please do not take me away from the convent. I will not do anything in a hurry, but I do not at all want to go away from the convent now, and Reverend Mother was really and truly dismayed at the idea. She thinks—and I must say I quite agree with her—that it would be deliberately risking the loss of my faith if I went away now, just as I have really begun to appreciate the privileges we have at the convent. Besides, I can have instructions here regularly, besides the great advantage of the chapel always here.
I am quite, quite sure that it isn't only the influence of convent atmosphere, as you say in your letter, but real, absolute conviction; and Reverend Mother and Father Harding, who have had such quantities of experience in dealing with souls, both say that I am a case of true, sincere conversion. It would make me very unhappy to leave the consent, and I feel sure it wouldn't be right, either, unless you really ordered me to. I hope that when you come down Reverend Mother will see you. She wants to talk it all over with you very much, and I am sure that after you have been here you won't really want to take me away. Do come as soon as you can.
Of course I haven't told anybody that I want to be a Catholic, except Reverend Mother, who guessed it herself. But she thinks that these things had much better not be talked about until they are really settled, and so, of course, I have said nothing. But I can't help hoping that after I have seen you it will be really settled, and that you won't want me to come away from the convent. And I do want to be received in June.
Ever your loving child,
ZELLA.
Two months later.
VlLLBTSWOOD,
DEAREST LITTLE ONE, Jwne 2a
I am glad you are so happy. My thoughts were altogether with you all yesterday, but I understood your desire not to have your attention distracted by any home presence. Your vivid description of the ceremony of your reception into the Church almost made me feel as though I had seen it.
You must write to your Aunt Marianne yourself, my Zella dear. I am afraid she will be distressed; and if she writes to me, as she probably will, I will try to convince her that you took this step of your own free will, and not under threats of being walled up alive in a convent cell.
You will have heard from both Grand'mere and Tante Stephanie, who are very happy that you should have become a Catholic.
I am looking forward to having you for the holidays, my darling.
Ever your loving father,
L. DE K.
BOSCOMBE,
rj Tuesday,
MY DEAREST ZELLA, 3 Your letter came as a very great shock both to Uncle Henry and myself, although I have always expected something of the kind to happen ever since I first knew that poor papa had decided to send his little daughter to a Roman Catholic convent school.
One cannot help feeling, dear, that it is all very sad, that you should change the religion into which you were born, although I cannot say that I think you are old enough to know in the very least what you are doing.
Of course I know very well that nowadays chopping and changing is the fashion, and young people are supposed to know their own minds, instead of being guided by those older and wiser. But if your dear mother had been here, this would probably never have happened. This saddens Aunt Marianne very much, my poor little Zella ! but you must not feel that she loves you any the less. When you get tired of the Sisters who seem to have gained such a hold upon you, remember that there is always a welcome waiting for you here, and comfort and advice should you wish for it.
In any case, God bless you, my poor child!
Your affectionate
AUNT MARIANNE.
BoSCOMBE,
MY DEAR LOUIS, Tuesda/yI have just been writing to poor little Zella, and now feel that I should not be doing my duty if I did not tell you quite frankly all that is in my mind. Poor little Zella's letter (which was obviously written at the suggestion, if not the actual dictation, of the Sisters) came to me as a great shock, though hardly as a surprise. One had felt that something of the kind was almost bound to happen, sad though it all is.
You must not think that I underrate the fascination of the Roman Catholic Church. They are all very clever and artful, as one knows perfectly well, and it is very natural that a child of Zella's age, without a mother, should let herself be taken in by the glamour of it all. But what I cannot understand is how you should have given your consent, which she assures me you did, to her leaving the Church and the faith in which dear Esmee was born, and in which she lived and died—as I need not remind you, Louis—in order to become a Roman Catholic at the bidding of these ignorant and terribly mistaken women.
One cannot help feeling that, if poor little Zella had not been the only child of a rich man, the Sisters would never have taken all this trouble to get hold of her, though no doubt she is far too innocent and inexperienced to have any suspicions of this. But, after all, as I always say, what is experience given us for, if not to guide and help others, especially the young people conSded to our care?
Now, what I would suggest is this: Take poor little Zella away from this convent at once. You may think that this is shutting the stable door after the steed has been stolen, but better late than never is what I always say; and she can come straight to us for a few months, and then go with Muriel (of course under Miss Vincent's care) to finish her education by a year in Munich. Otherwise, Louis, mark my words, the next step will be that the Sisters will persuade Zella into becoming a nun. Girls are very impressionable and easily influenced, and the nuns will certainly stick at nothing where an heiress is concerned. One has heard of frightful cases where girls no older than poor little Zella have been trapped into taking vows that have ruined their whole lives. Of course one is broad-minded enough to know that some nuns do real good in the world, nursing or looking after the poor, but I cannot feel that it is what God really meant for any of us. After all, marriage is a woman's natural sphere, and, depend upon it, if each of these poor Sisters had found a good man to look after her, they would never have thought of shutting themselves up in such a morbid and unnatural life.
One does not want to depress you, Louis, since I know that you are probably feeling sad already at the thought of poor little Zella's folly; though I cannot deny that it seems both to me and to Henry that a very little firmness on your part might have prevented the whole thing. But it is too late to cry over spilt milk. I do not know how far this mad step that she has taken is irretrievable, but one cannot help hoping that when she is a little older and wiser Zella may see the beauty of her own true Church, and get over this infatuation for mere ritual and flowers and incense.
Well, dear Louis, this is a long letter indeed, but I felt that you would need comfort, as I do myself. Let me know if and when you will send Zella to us. She shall not hear one word of reproach, but I can't help thinking that when she is in the wholesome atmosphere of English home life again all this nonsense will be forgotten. After all, she is not even quite seventeen, and, as I always say, while there is life there is hope.
Ever your affectionate
MARIANNE LLOYD-EVANS.
VILLETSWOOD,
MY DEAR MARIANNE, Jwly 7'
Your suggestion of having Zella with you for the present is an extremely kind one, and I trust that you will see no lack of gratitude in my refusal of the invitation on her behalf. Her holidays begin in a fortnight's time, and she will spend them at Villetswood with me, as I am anxious to judge for myself how this new experience of hers is affecting her.
I agree with you that it is not improbable that Zella's imagination will turn, for a time at any rate, in the direction of convent life. But I am quite sure that she is not of the stuff of which nuns are made, and I think she is quite clever enough to discover that for herself without even getting so far as to make a trial of it.
Believe me, Marianne, that I regret the pain which I know this act of Zella's has caused you, but I have a strong conviction that the question of creed is an individual one, and I should hardly have felt it right to withhold her from a step which she so greatly desired to take.
She seems very happy, and I am assured by the convent authorities that she has made some real and practical efforts in the direction of self-conquest since the Catholic religion has become so great a reality to her.
I hope that we shall see you and Henry some time this summer at Villetswood.
Believe me, your affectionate
LOTJIS DE KERVOYOTJ.
VILLETSWOOD, August 15 (Feast of the T~. ~ ,r AssumpUon).
DEAREST REVEREND MOTHER, *'
Here at last is the long letter which I have been longing to write you ever since the holidays began. I really didn't have time for more than notes before.
Well, my holidays are being very nice, and though, of course, I miss the convent very, very much, especially the dear little chapel,. I can honestly say that I am very happy. My father and I had a long talk about religion the other evening, and I was able to tell him all the extraordinary graces I have been given, and how I really feel that God has led me to the Catholic Church in the most wonderful manner, and he was most kind and understanding. Of course, the Catholic religion doesn't really convey much to him, but I do almost think it might be as you said, dear Reverend Mother, and his love for me lead him to think about it more than ever before. Of course, I am praying most frightfully hard that he may become a Catholic too some day, and I should be doubly happy if God allowed me to be the means of bringing him into the Church. I do hope that that thought isn't a temptation to self-love?
I am not forgetting all my promises to you. I make my meditation every morning, and find the books very helpful indeed; though I really prefer just meditating on a chapter of the New Testament, and I never seem to grow tired, or to have distractions, over that. Of course, I say the rosary every day, and always have a most special intention for you, dear Reverend Mother. My father is very good about driving me over to Mass every Sunday, and also about the Friday abstinence. The other day I actually forgot all about it, and ate bacon at breakfast. I remembered afterwards, and felt very miserable, and wished that I could have been at the convent so as to ask you about it at once ; but I felt sure that, as it really was an accident, it could not be a sin, and I remembered your saying that I had a tendency to scruples, so I just made a good act of contrition and then left it. I told the priest about it when I went to confession on Saturday, and he said it was quite all right.
I do hope that you are not forgetting to pray for me, dear Reverend Mother. My very best love to everyone at the convent. I am looking forward to coming back again in September, and only wish that it wasn't my last year.
Always your most grateful and loving child,
ZELLA.
P.S.—I do wish I had always been called by my real name, Gisele, which is a Saint's name.
XVII
WHEN Zella returned to spend her last year at the convent, she found, as she had half hoped, that existence there had ceased to be monotonous. Spiritual experiences added interest and variety to life, and the progress of relations between her soul and its Creator admitted of endless meditations and of frequent consultations with Reverend Mother.
The effect of Zella's conversion upon the other girls was perhaps less startling than she had hoped, and certainly wore off long before she had ceased to feel all the self-consciousness of novelty every time that she took her place in the kneeling row of girls outside the confessional on Saturday afternoons. The nuns, with one or two exceptions that included the imperturbable Mother Veronica, continued to meet her gaze with an expression of softened and unusual interest, and Zella was complacently aware of being looked upon as a special testimonial to the mercy of Providence, but her secret desire for popularity among her schoolmates came no nearer fulfilment.
Kathleen Mallet had left the school at midsummer, and Zella was glad that she need no longer be reminded of an episode the humiliation of which she still remembered with exaggerated shame and misery.
But even the pretence at friendship which had enlivened her intercourse with Kathleen never found its way into her relationship with any of the other girls.
Zella began to wonder despairingly what was lacking in her that she could neither attract nor be attracted by any one of her compeers. She grew to look upon it as a strange stigma, something that set her apart from the other girls, and speedily exaggerated her point of view into a species of monstrous secret sorrow.
She felt lowered in her own estimation. Indeed, the
whole heart of her trouble lay in the fact that the goodnatured indifference which was all that her companions conceded to her, violently disturbed Zella's own conception of herself as the slender central figure on whom all eyes should inevitably be fixed on every possible occasion.
She had not been a Catholic for more than three months, when a sudden inspiration provided her with the solution to this distressing problem.
Human love had been denied her. Might not this have been ordained with a distinct view to the exclusive nature of Divine love?
Zella felt a throb of intense gratification, which she mistook for blinding illumination, as this view of the case presented itself to her. Called by God to belong to Himself alone! What could be clearer, more inevitable, one might say more suitable?
No wonder that human intercourse had failed to satisfy her!
Zella burned to impart her new discovery to Reverend Mother. She wrote a little note asking for an interview, and for the next two days trod upon air, as she mentally rehearsed the few simple sentences in which she would make clear to Reverend Mother the number and magnitude of the sacrifices entailed upon her by the high destiny to which she was called.
Reverend Mother, however, did not altogether rise to the occasion. After receiving Zella's modest assurance that God had now made clear to her the exceptional vocation designed for her, Reverend Mother replied with an unenthusiastic smile:
"Ah, my dear child, many souls have thought that, in the first ardour of conversion. But a true vocation to the religious life is a rare thing, and not to be settled in a moment."
Zella tried not to look disconcerted.
"I know that," she said in a tone of blended firmness and humility. "And, of course, it would mean suffering and sacrifice; but I feel that it is worth it all."
"Indeed, yes; but your own strength would not be sufficient, my little Zella, and it needs a very clear call from God to enable a soul to follow Him in that especial way. The life of a religious is a hard one, and the grace to live it is not given to everyone."
Few arguments in favour of the religious life could have appealed more strongly to Zella's temperamental vanity. She returned more firmly than ever:
"Reverend Mother, I do really feel that God means me to be a nun. Of course I know that I may be mistaken (though I don't think so), and in any case I should have to wait some time before entering, I suppose. But I felt I ought to tell you at once, and—and try to prepare myself, you know," she added rather feebly.
Yes, yes, you must try to be very faithful in little things. That is your business just now, is it not? You must not think me discouraging, child, but, you know, any idea of the religious lif e is apt to be looked upon merely as a phase through which many converts pass—a very generous impulse, but no more!"
Zella's expressive face betokened considerable mortification.
"We will talk of this again later on. Meanwhile you must pray very much for light, and that Our Lord should show you what it is He wants of you. I feel sure that, whatever it is, you will try to do it, like a good generous child," said Reverend Mother placidly, and not at all in the tones of one addressing a fervent young virginmartyr, preparing herself to renounce the world and all its pomps for the austerities of the cloister.
"Had I better not say anything to my father at present, then?"
"But no! Why should you distress him anew, when he has shown so much kindness and indulgence over your reception into the Church? He would reply, and very rightly, that you are far too young to decide such a question, and would probably remove you from the convent at once. Almost all parents, even the Catholic ones, are alike in such matters," said Reverend Mother calmly.
"And yet it is the highest destiny to which one could be called," Zella murmured musingly.
"Undoubtedly, but one should be very sure that one has indeed been called to it. Tell me, Zella, when did you first begin to think of this?"
"I—I have been thinking about it, in a way, for some time," stammered Zella, unwilling to descend to a precision which must indicate that exactly forty-eight hours had elapsed since the discovery of her religious vocation.
"Even before I became a Catholic, I used to wonder very much about nuns, and what made them leave their own homes, or even their own country sometimes, and live a hard, mortified life, and yet seem so extraordinarily happy."
Reverend Mother looked, rather more attentively than before, at the enthusiast, who had pinned to her face an expression of mingled awe and spirituality, tinged and irradiated by a sort of innocent confidence.
"And do you still wonder V
"I think I know, now," softly replied Zella, and felt that she had scored a point.
Reverend Mother was silent for a moment, during which Zella, though by this time with some slight difficulty, still held the component parts of her expression together.
"Well, my dear child," said Reverend Mother at last, to Zella's relief, "it may be that you are indeed called to follow Our Lord in the highest possible way. I need not tell you how deeply glad and thankful I shall be if it proves so. But, on the other hand, this may be, as I said before, simply a good generous impulse that has very likely been permitted in order that you may become more fervent. You must pray much, Zella, and I will pray for you as well, that you may be shown Our Lord's will very clearly."
"I felt I had to tell you," repeated Zella wistfully.
"I am very glad that you did so," kindly returned Reverend Mother, "and we must have some further talks together. Tell me one thing: had you reflected as to which particular Order you might be called upon to enter V
Zella had not, but instantly recalled the abridged Life of St. Theresa which was being read aloud by one of the mistresses, and glibly replied:
"I want to be a Carmelite, Reverend Mother, more than anything."
"Ah r 8
Reverend Mother appeared to be slightly amused, and Zella coloured with annoyance. She also wished that she had not so hastily committed herself to the Order of Mount Carmel, -reflecting on the picturesque cornette of a Sister of Charity, and on the greater opportunities afforded to these religious of edifying the outside world.
"Of course, I'm not really sure about the Order," she amended hurriedly. "I don't know very much about different Orders yet."
"That is true," remarked Reverend Mother, " and there is certainly time to decide upon that when we have discovered whether you have indeed received the grace of a religious vocation. I cannot tell about that at present, my child, and neither can you."
Zella looked rather bewildered.
"Your confessor will be your best adviser when the time comes," Reverend Mother explained. "But it has hardly come yet, I think. We must make very sure that you are not mistaking the good and eager impulse of your own heart, newly awakened to the true faith, for the voice of God."
Zella felt annoyed. She would have preferred, had it been possible, an immediate and public renunciation of all that life might be supposed to hold in readiness for her youth and beauty, and a solemn and beautiful ceremony, to take place in full view of all her convent companions, in which the young postulant of seventeen should bind herself, by vows of the most permanent and irrevocable nature, to a life of the highest contemplation and sternest austerity.
Nothing, however, appeared to be farther from Reverend Mother's views than this heroic ideal.
She bade Zella good-night very kindly at the end of the interview, and did not again allude to the absorbing subject until nearly six weeks later.
"And do you still think of some day becoming a nun, Zella?" she then inquired, with a mild appearance of interest.
Zella's face took on a rapt expression. "Yes," she said fervently; "I am quite, quite sure that is what I am meant for."
"Have you thought that such a course would entail many sacrifices?"
A hasty vista of admiring London at her feet, of flatterers crowding round in obsequious homage, opened for a moment before the eager gaze of Zella's ever-ready imagination, only to be brushed aside by the infinitely more alluring picture of a high renunciation.
"Yes, I know," she answered resolutely, and feeling in herself a distinct resemblance to St. Agnes before the Roman Prefect.
"I mean sacrifices on the part of other people—those whom you love. That is always the hardest thought— that one is causing suffering to those whom one loves. Your father, for instance, Zella."
"Oh," said Zella hastily, rather annoyed that the prerogative of sacrifice should be thus passed on to another, "I don't really think that he would mind so very, very much. He—he has a lot of other interests besides me.'
"You think that he would give his consent, then?"
"Oh yes, I think he would give his consent to anything that would make me happy," returned Zella, rather surprised.
She could not imagine Louis issuing a stern prohibition, or declaring that if his daughter became a nun she should never look upon his face again. Interesting though it might be to become the heroine of such a persecution, Zella felt convinced that such could never be her role.
"He might want me to wait a little while, you know," she explained—" perhaps even till I am twenty-one."
"Well, then," said Reverend Mother cheerfully, "that willTnake a very good probation. If you have indeed a vocation, and are faithful to it, then you will be of all the more use to your community for having seen a little of the world before entering."
"But that would mean waiting about four years," cried Zella, aghast.
"Ah, you would like to do everything at once. But that cannot be, my dear child. It would be neither right nor wise to allow you to take any decisive step at present. Why, you have still much to learn about your religion, is it not so V
"Yes, of course," said the dissatisfied Zella. A phrase that she had heard recently came to her mind: "Then, you don't think that I—I should be unfaithful to the grace of my vocation, in waiting so long V
Reverend Mother laughed heartily.
"No, no, certainly not. Do not trouble about that for the present, but be very faithful to the little duties of everyday life, and then—then perhaps we shall see."
She left the room, still laughing.
Zella remained in a curious tumult of conflicting emotions. She was angry that her high and noble purpose should apparently be received as unworthy of serious attention; she was immediately doubtful of her own sincerity because it seemed to her that Reverend Mother doubted it, and yet in some strange contradictory fashion she felt distinctly pleased that Reverend Mother had shown herself so unlike the crafty and yet fanatical nun of tradition, luring the young heiress and her fortune into the convent.
Zella felt curiously proud of Reverend Mother's display of common-sense, even while it surprised and disconcerted her.
Nuns were not at all what Aunt Marianne supposed them to be. With spiritual insight and an intimate acquaintance with the ways of God, they also combined common-sense and a surprising knowledge of the world and of worldly wisdom.
How little all this was realized by those outside! Why, Zella herself had thought the nuns childish and superstitious before light had been vouchsafed to her.
She felt herself infinitely superior to that youthful Zella who had found herself so helpless and bewildered in the strange convent atmosphere so long ago.
The gap between fourteen and seventeen and a half is a long one, and it will be seen that Zella's point of view had shifted indeed.
Her last term at the convent was also her happiest one. Although she did not attain to the heights of popularity of which she had dreamed so long, that mattered little to one who knew herself to be the favourite, as it were, of Almighty God. Zella continued to dream happily of her vocation to the religious life, of the austerities she would practise, and of the touching aspect she would present in the ample white habit and falling veil of a novice.
It ceased to disturb her that Reverend Mother should not take any very violent interest in this aspect of Zella's spiritual development. God saw everything, and was a sufficient audience for the time being.
Zella no longer asked herself, "What is true—what is the realest thing of all V
She thought that she had found it, and if there was still a tiny lurking spirit of inquiry within her, she was hardly aware of its existence.
Her devotion to the convent increased, and her belief in the infallibility of its teachings was in proportion to the ardour which she characteristically brought to bear upon every new enthusiasm that possessed her.
But Zella's convent days were not destined to close, as she could have wished, upon this exalted note. That the convent phase was a transitory one was first made manifest in that final admonitory talk by which Mother Veronica strove to prepare those of her elder pupils who were about to leave the school for the perils of that life which now lay before them.
"You are going to enter a world which is full of temptations, children," she said firmly, but not discouragingly; "and now is the time to show everyone all that your convent training has done for you. You have got to be a credit to your religion, you know. Some of you, perhaps, have Protestant homes "—Zella looked selfconscious—" and most of you, I suppose, will come into contact sooner or later with Protestants. Then you will have to take a firm stand, a very firm stand."
Mother Veronica's glasses trembled with the determined shakings of her head.
"Never be ashamed of your religion, children."
"But, Mother, I'm sure I never should be," said Mary McNeill, with much truth.
"There are a great many ways of denying Christ, dear. Remember St. Peter. Now, I dare say, it seems a simple enough thing to you to say your grace before and after every meal, but you may not find it at all easy in the world. It needs quite an effort to overcome human respect and make a big, deliberate sign of the Cross, I assure you."
"I always do," said Dorothy Brady in a self-satisfied manner.
"You have a good Catholic home, Dorothy. It is a very different thing when you are with strangers, perhaps all of them Protestants, who would think the sign of the Cross odd and out of place. Worldly people have a great objection to the sign of the Cross, it is one of the ways by which you can recognize them.5'
"Well, it would be no business of theirs."
"Quite true, Dorothy; but how would you like it, if you were at a big party, perhaps, and everyone in the room began to laugh or make fun of you for saying your grace and making a good honest sign of the Cross V
Zella strove to picture to herself a society of which the behaviour would be such as that described by Mother Veronica, and failed.
"Then there's Friday abstinence, and the fast-days. Sometimes you're obliged to go out into the world, even on days of penance, because your parents wish it, and you must obey them in all that is not sin. But you're not obliged to enjoy yourselves. Think of St. Rose, who wore thorns concealed under the wreath with which she was made to decorate her hair. Nothing so heroic is required of you, but you must make a very strict rule of recollecting days of abstinence and the like, and keeping to them whatever happens."
"Supposing it was Friday, and there was nothing but meat to eat V inquired one of the girls, with much interest.
"Well, dear, you can make a very good meal off bread and vegetables. Many poor people do not get anything half so nourishing."
"But one's hostess," said Zella, with a great appearance of perplexity, "she would think it so rude, wouldn't she?"
There speaks human respect," emphatically retorted Mother Veronica. "What will other people think? Once we begin to ask ourselves that question the Devil has gained half the victory. Besides, you need not make yourself conspicuous. Just sit at the table, smiling pleasantly, attending to the wants of your neighbours on either side, and as. likely as not your empty plate will pass unnoticed. People are not always thinking about you."
Mother Veronica's method of rendering herself inconspicuous at the luncheon-table, however, failed to make any appeal to Zella.
But if one was asked why one wasn't eating ?" she persisted.
"Then speak the truth, dear," energetically replied the nun. Just be quite simple and open about it all, and answer very quietly that, as a Catholic, you are obeying the rule of your Church in abstaining from meat one day a week, the same day as that on which our dear Lord died for us. I assure you that sometimes a little word like that, and the edification given by seeing a Catholic faithful to her religion in those ways, have just made all the difference to a soul—perhaps brought it into the Church, even."
Zella again tried to visualize social intercourse as run on the lines indicated by Mother Veronica, and again failed.
"I can assure you," continued the earnest nun, "that people in the world are very much on the lookout to see how Catholics behave. Protestants know very well what a Catholic ought to be, and you will find that they respect you much more for living up to your duties, even though you may get laughed at."
Zella listened with a growing sense of discontent. Was this all the light that the convent teaching could shed upon the future? Were these words of final advice, which she felt to be so curiously inadequate, the outcome of a Catholic education, the summing up, as it were, of a long course of preparation?
The familiar sense of unreality obsessed her anew. These counsels did not really mean anything. Circumstances would never shape themselves in such fashion as to require the course of conduct prescribed by Mother Veronica.
A dim foreshadowing of new standards, of yet another scale of relative values, troubled Zella's thoughts of the near future.
XVIII
THE midsummer breaking-up drew near. The last days arrived, weighted with all that oppression consecrated to last days, and vaguely reminding Zella of the atmosphere at Boscombe. Several of the elder girls were leaving, and the school watched with interest to see the degree of grief which would mark the affection in which each held the beloved convent.
"Mary McNeill has begun to howl already. I saw her last night at Benediction."
"Poor thing! She always cries fairly easily, though. When / leave next year, I expect I shall simply howl buckets full. It'll be too frightful."
"Dorothy Brady hasn't cried a bit, and yet she minds leaving most frightfully, I know. But she's bound to begin sooner or later."
"Oh, bound to!"
Such fragments of discussion filled the air. Zella began to consider her own attitude, and to wonder anxiously how a happy medium could best be struck between excessive weeping, which might be difficult of achievement, and heartless indifference, signalled by a tearless departure. Mary McNeill had been at the convent for ten years, Dorothy for six, and Zella did not feel that her comparatively short experience entitled her to a quite equal display of emotion. Nevertheless, she reminded herself, it was at the convent that she had undergone the deepest and truest experience which life would doubtless ever have to offer her—her conversion to the Catholic Faith.
That evening at night prayers she began to cry, and cried at intervals during the next twenty-four hours. Zella's tears were always very ready, and in the general atmosphere of moisture and farewell they flowed easily.
Her emotion gave rise to a certain amount of compassion amongst the girls, all more or less in a state of excitement and tension at the prospect of two months' holiday. Zella came nearer to realizing her dream of popularity during her last day at school than ever before.
She walked about the garden arm-in-arm with companions who had hitherto serenely ignored her existence, exchanged lavish promises of correspondence with girls with whom she had nothing in common save one or two years spent under the same roof, and visited every shrine and statue in the house and grounds with the inward murmured petition, "Oh, bring me back here soon, for always!"
It was almost impossible to resist dropping hints of a future return, which impressed the other girls quite unmistakably, but Zella reserved her most touohing effusions for her farewell interview with Reverend Mother.
"Oh, Reverend Mother, I feel that I shall come back!" she cried with uplifted eyes and that ring of innocent conviction in her voice which always made her feel most in earnest. "I can't feel that I'm really leaving the convent; it seems, somehow, meant to be my home. I shall come back very, very soon, if you'll have me, and then I think God means me to stay here always."
"What, instead of the Carmelites?" said Reverend Mother, smiling a little.
Zella had momentarily forgotten her recent aspirations towards Mount Carmel, but she contrived not to look disconcerted, and to maintain her slightly exalted expression.
"I think so. I think—I hope—that I only want to go where God wishes me to be, but it seems to me that I wasn't sent here in such a wonderful way for nothing."
"Well, my dear child, I shall pray for you with all my heart," said Reverend Mother, serious at last. "If you have indeed a religious vocation, it is a most wonderful grace, and you must be very, very faithful."
"Oh, I will be !" interposed Zella fervently.
"Do not forget your spiritual reading, and all the pious practices you have learnt here. I know that there may be difficulties as to daily Mass," continued Reverend Mother with an air of concession; "but when you can, you will make a point of it, I know."
"Oh yes, yes!"
"Above all, my dear child, be faithful to your meditation. A quarter of an hour every day—I will not ask you to promise more."
"It shall be half an hour," declared Zella resolutely.
"Well, well, you are a good fervent child, and must see what you have time for. There will be home duties as well which must not be neglected—your good father, for instance. There will be many little ways in which you can add to his comfort—perhaps see that his room is well dusted, or do some mending for him now and then."
Zella tried not to think that the household at Villetswood would be more disconcerted than edified if she indulged in these domestic pieties.
"You will be a good child, I feel sure, and perhaps one day you will have the happiness of bringing your father into the Church. I shall pray much for that, and for you. Now, my dear child, there are others waiting to see me, and I must say good-bye to you."
Zella dropped on to her knees.
"Oh, give me your blessing, Reverend Mother !" she implored in a muffled voice.
She rose from her knees with the ready tears streaming down her face.
After this, it was a matter of course that her other farewells should be interspersed with quivering tones and tearful outbursts.
Mother Veronica, enshrouded in several additional veils, and wearing a long cloak over her habit, was to escort those of the girls who were going to London, where their respective relatives would meet them. She stood waiting in the hall, grasping a large umbrella that seemed strangely out of place under a cloudless midsummer sky, and a straw receptacle apparently held together by pieces of string, and bulging with books of devotion.
Zella came slowly down the stairs, wearing the dark blue school uniform and unbecoming hard straw hat for the last time.
"Are you ready, dear? And where is Dorothy? The cab is at the door. Better get in, children.."
"Good-bye! good-bye!" clamoured the girls who were not going till later.
"Good-bye! Pray for me—mind you write soon."
"Yes, yes, I'll write this very evening."
"Here you are at last, Dorothy! Now then, children, get into the cabs. You two can come with me, and you two little ones—no, no ! I must have a Child of Mary in the other cab. Get in, Mary."
Thus Mother Veronica, brisk and business-like, and altogether disturbing Zella's last long view of the convent by her incessant zeal for organization.
"Put up that window, Zella; little Agnes has got a cold, and we mustn't let it get worse. Dear me! the glass fits very badly into the frame, and looks as though it would be the better for a good cleaning. Don't lean back, dear, that cushion looks so extremely dirty. I wish the poor man kept his cab cleaner, but we mustn't rashly judge him; I dare say he hasn't the time, a man with a very large family. Murphey I believe his name is, and Reverend Mother has always employed him for the last twenty years."
Zella tried to take a last look at the convent as the cab jolted through the iron gates.
"Zella, if you want to look out of the window, you had better pull your plait over your shoulder, and not let it rub against the cushion. You can never tell what you might pick up in this sort of vehicle. However, it's a charity to employ the poor man, no doubt; and he is a most excellent Catholic, and comes to confession quite regularly."
Zella drew out her handkerchief and dried her eyes as the convent was finally lost to view amongst the trees.
"My girlhood is over for ever," she thought to herself, "and I am beginning real life. I am grown up."
It seemed difficult to realize.
In the train Mary McNeill continued to sniff persistently, but the others began to catch the infectious excitement of those girls who were only going home for the holidays, and would return to the convent in September.
Installed in a third-class carriage which the party completely filled, Sister Veronica remarked impressively:
"Now, children, we will say the Litany, in order that we may have a safe journey. In the Name of"
This was done, and during the monotonous recital Zella decided that she owed it to her father to forget her sorrow and be brave. She made a final application of her pocket-handkerchief, and then put it away with a certain sense of relief.
She began to feel more excited than she had hitherto allowed herself to be, at the thought of being grown up. What would happen to her?
For a little while Zella indulged in vague dreamy visions of social success, and of the magnificent offers of marriage which would probably mark the progress of her first London season.
"Aunt Marianne, I do hope that you will let Muriel be one of my bridesmaids. I know she isn't yet come out, but, still, she's only a few months younger than I am, and I am going to be married. ..."
Then Zella remembered that her role would be that of declining these dazzling alliances, in order to renounce the world at the age of twenty-one, and offer up her youth and beauty for the service of God in the cloister.
"Aunt Marianne, I cannot marry the Duke, however much you may all urge me to. I am going to be a nun."
But somehow this vision was less satisfactory than the other. It seemed impossible to conjecture what Aunt Marianne's reply to such an announcement might be, but Zella did not feel that it would be of a complimentary description.
However, God of course would appreciate one's sacrifice, whatever the world might say, Zella assured herself, faintly uneasy.
At the terminus Louis was awaiting her.
She exchanged hasty farewells with those of her companions not already seized upon by expectant parents, and told herself that the last link would indeed break between the old life and the new when she bade farewell to Mother Veronica. But Mother Veronica was hurrying down the crowded platform with a small child clinging on either side, her large umbrella causing considerable inconvenience to her surroundings, and her straw bag bumping smartly against her at every step she took. Zella realized that the nun had already forgotten her existence.
She had a passing sense of mortification, which was forgotten in Louis's exuberant pleasure at having her beside him again.
"We'll stop up here a week if you like, mignonne. You'll want to come to some theatres, and have a little fun, after all this school."
Zella's eyes began to shine.
"I haven't any grown-up frocks," she said rather shyly.
"I thought of that," triumphantly returned Louis, "and I've engaged a maid for you. At least, Stephanie found her for me, in Paris—a nice woman, and she'll help you to get all you want. You'll find her waiting at the hotel. You can get anything she thinks you need, you know."
"Oh, thank you !" cried Zella ecstatically. She suddenly felt violently excited and happy.
"Your Aunt Marianne is up in town for two nights," Louis continued, "and she and Henry are dining with us to-night. I thought you might like to appear as 'grown-up ' for the first time. Would it amuse you V
"Oh," gasped Zella, greatly daring, "could I—do you think I could—put my hair up?"
"Of course, cherie! That's what Hortense is for. She has some sort of evening frock for you, I believe, that Grandmdre sent you from Paris. It amuses me to think that we shall astonish your Aunt Marianne."
He laughed rather triumphantly, glancing at his daughter's pretty flushed face with unconcealed pride.
Zella followed her father into the big hotel consumed by only one desire—to shed as soon as possible her unbecoming school uniform, and to appear as a young lady of the world.
In the hotel bedroom, where carpets and curtains and electric light produced a startling sense of luxury after the whitewash and match-boarding of the convent, Zella found Hortense, a pleasant middle-aged Frenchwoman,
awaiting her. On the bed was spread out a little creamy lace dress that only Paris could have produced.
"The present of Madame la Baronne, selected by herself," beamed Hortense. "Mademoiselle would wish to wear it for the reunion defamille of to-night?"
"Oh yes !" breathed Zella.
The fascination of personal adornment, which had hitherto been quite unknown to her, woke suddenly.
Hortense had already half unpacked the modest school luggage, and Zella hastily divested herself of the dark blue serge bodice, with its high collar and badly hung skirt, and tore off the stiff straw hat.
"Do you think," she presently timidly inquired of the maid in French, "that you could—could do my hair up? I mean,not with a ribbon or anything, but really done up V
"But yes, mademoiselle. Bien entendu."
"It isn't at all long," said Zella regretfully.
Her hair had often caused her to feel a genuine humiliation. Her plait, amongst the plaits prescribed by convent regulations, had always presented a singularly unimposing appearance.
Mary McNeill's straight fair hair fell in a lank pigtail below her waist, several of the girls boasted plaits over each shoulder, and Zella had often regretfully told herself that even her hair was "different," because the short, broad plait made by her unaccustomed and unskilful fingers looked so unlike the long smooth tails adorning the heads of her companions.
Hortense unplaited the soft thick mass and began to brush it out.
"Shall you be able to make such very short hair look nice ?" asked Zella nervously.
"Mais, mademoiselle! quelle idee! Mademoiselle a une chevelure ideale; c'est soyeux, c'est epais—tout ce qu'il faut pour une coiffure de jeune fille."
Hortense ejaculated with sincere satisfaction as she coiled and twisted the pale brown waves of Zella's hair.
"Voila, c'est ravissant!"
Zella looked at herself in the glass, and in her heart she echoed the maid's heartfelt exclamation.
It was the first time that she had realized herself to bo
actually pretty. In theory, Zella had seen herself as the beautiful young heroine of many an unacted drama; but the occasional scrutinies to which she had hitherto subjected herself from time to time in the mirror had left her ^dissatisfied with the extremely colourless delicacy of her small face, the: shortness of her brown hair and thick lashes, and her still diminutive stature.
Now she saw a very obvious admiration in the maid's eyes as she finally surveyed her youthful mistress, arrayed in the lace frock from Paris, and with her hair dressed high upon her head.
Zella felt a throb of pure, exultant vanity as she went downstairs to join her father.
It seemed to her incredible that only that morning she had been at the ink-stained desk in the convent classroom, putting away her old school alpaca apron, and crying a little because it was "for the last time."
A small orchestra was playing softly in the hall as Zella slowly and self-consciously came across it. Her ready emotionalism responded promptly to the obvious conventional lure.
"This is life—all this is real, and I am made for it."
She felt a transient pang at the memory of other aspirations and ideals.
"How hard it will be to give up the world !—perhaps harder for me than for other people. But that will make it more of a sacrifice."
Perhaps Zella's well-trained soul accepted the sop thus flung to it. At all events it ceased to make its voice heard.
"Zella dear ! why, I didn't know you !" exclaimed the well-known tones of kind cordiality, overlaying a slight substratum of regretful disapproval, belonging to Zella's Aunt Marianne.
"How are you, dear? Say 'How d'ye do V to Uncle Henry."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans always enjoined her niece thus, and would continue to do so, Zella felt resentfully certain, until the end of her life. She tried to look as though ignoring the behest, even while greeting Mrs. LloydEvans's husband.
"Darling, you seem to have made yourself very elegant," observed her aunt, surveying her with an air of regret. "I thought you had only arrived from the convent to-day."
"We are going to stay up here for a week," interposed Louis, "and I was in a hurry to see my grown-up daughter. Certainly the transformation is complete, Zella. It does you great credit, my dear."
His eyes said a great deal more.
"Very nice, Zella," remarked Mrs. Lloyd-Evans in a tone calculated to allay every spark of vanity in any human breast, "and I see you've contrived to put up your hair. One always has to try experiments before getting quite into the way of it, but that isn't at all bad for a first attempt."
"My maid did my hair for me," said Zella rather maliciously.
"Do you mean the hotel chambermaid, dear ?" said her aunt, still tolerant, but with the latent hostility in her eyes growing more marked at these revelations.
"Oh no! Grand'mere sent over a maid for me from Paris, a Frenchwoman called Hortense. She seems very nice."
"Well, dear, I dare say she will help you to keep tidy, though one would rather think you were able to look after yourself. And did she choose you this little frock?"
"Grand'mere chose that, in Paris, and sent it to me as a present."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was silenced. As she afterwards remarked to Henry, "A Paris frock is a Paris frock; and however extravagant and unsuitable one may think these things, it is useless to pretend that a thing bought at one of those big Parisian shops is not certain to be extremely fashionable and je ne sais quoi."
In recognition, therefore, of this intangible virtue emanating from Zella's Paris frock, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said no more, and Zella remained satisfied, both from her father's expression, whenever his eyes rested upon her, and from the frequent glances which she manoeuvred to obtain from the long mirrors which surrounded her.
"And how did you leave the Sisters?" suddenly inquired Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, when they were seated in
the dining-room. (
"Oh," said Zella, slightly embarrassed, "they were all very well."
She wondered what Mrs. Lloyd-Evans would have said had she replied, as she might have done with truth, that a novena was being made at the convent for Reverend Mother's hay-fever, which was recurring with its annual violence, and that Mother Pauline's sprained wrist was enveloped in a bandage daily soaked in miraculous water from Lourdes.
"Poor things! it is a very gentle, aimless, placid existence, no doubt. I dare say it preserves their health wonderfully."
Zella thought of the inexorable bell which she knew clanged out its daily summons at five o'clock, and on the first stroke of which each nun rose instantly from her pallet of straw. She thought of the day's work, the teaching and praying and singing, and no doubt the manual labour performed out of sight, the scanty meals and coarse fare, which made up convent existence.
A curious sort of dismay began to take possession of her.
"What I always say," observed Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, "is that one was not meant to shut oneself up between four walls. After all, God made the world and meant us to enjoy it, and it seems to me that one is dishonouring His gifts by shutting oneself away from them."
Henry looked extremely uncomfortable.
"Are you glad to leave school, Zella?" he asked desperately.
Zella looked down at her pretty frock and round at the brightly lighted room, and answered, with a sense that she was crossing some sort of Rubicon of which only she knew the existence:
Yes, Uncle Henry, I am very glad."
"That's right. I expect you'll begin to enjoy yourself in earnest soon."
"I was just telling Louis, Henry, that so many women enter a Sisterhood simply because they have nothing better to do with their fives," said the inexorable Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. "' There is always a little tragedy hidden under the veil,' is what I always say—a disappointment in love, or something of the kind."
Zella wondered resentfully whether Aunt Marianne was not talking at her niece. Nevertheless, the words rather impressed her. Was this how people in the world viewed that high and holy calling, a religious vocation?
Zella turned to Henry Lloyd-Evans, who was staring self-consciously into his plate.
"What do you think, Uncle Henry V
He looked rather dismayed.
"I don't know much about Sisterlfoods myself; but— well, all that sort of thing's rather bad form, don't you know, isn't it? Try some caviare, Zella."
The verdict was spoken.
Zella, chameleon-like, had already, though half consciously, taken her colour from her surroundings. It was in this world that she was now to move, and to its standards that she would adapt her own.
That night in bed she cried a very little, rather vaguely, and half-despising herself for the ease with which her scale of values had once more shifted.
What, again, was Truth?
She spent a delirious fortnight in the selection of clothes. The oonvent phase was over.
TOWARDS the end of April Zella was astounded, and rather dismayed, by the news that Muriel Lloyd-Evans was engaged to be married.
She had never supposed that Muriel at eighteen would prove any more chtrming than she had been at fourteen, and still less that she would be sufficiently so to attract serious attention. But it appeared that the accepted Captain Carruthers was only one of many admirers who had haunted the Lloyd-Evans's flat in Sloane Street during the past winter.
Nevertheless, wrote Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, there had never been the slightest doubt, from the first moment they saw how things were going; and Muriel and her fiance, who, it appeared, was always known as Chumps, were simply madly in love, and so radiantly happy that it was Like having perpetual sunshine in the house. The only cloud on this felicity was that Chumps's regiment was to go to Egypt in October, and consequently the wedding was to take place as soon as possible, probably at the end of July. Would Zella come and stay at the flat for a fortnight before the wedding, as she must, of course, be bridesmaid, and Muriel and Aunt Marianne would so love to have her?
Muriel's briefer note was to the same purpose. Zella wrote congratulations and good wishes and an acceptance. She looked forward to staying in London for the first time since leaving school, and, moreover, the spectacle of a madly-in-love and radiantly happy Muriel seemed to her worthy of consideration.
When she actually arrived at the Sloane Street flat, Zella felt suddenly nervous. She had seen Muriel a year ago, still in the stage of ankle-length skirts and plaited hair. Surely the wonderful experiences of falling in love and becoming engaged must have altered her.
Her first impression confirmed the supposition. Muriel looked taller, and from schoolgirl shapelessness had evolved a very pretty figure. Her face, except for soft youthful contour and freshness of colouring, could not have been called pretty, but her thick fair hair was swept into becoming waves and coils, and she was prettily dressed.
She was far more joyous and animated than Zella had ever seen her, and, from being silent and inarticulate, had become almost overwhelmingly talkative.
"Isn't this ripping, Zella? I am glad to see you. I hope you won't mind being frightfully squashed; this flat is simply tiny, and you know what a wedding in a house is. How's Uncle Louis ? it was perfectly ripping of him to send me such a lovely pendant—I simply love it."
She led the way into the drawing-room.
"Mother '11 be here in one minute, but we won't wait for tea. I'm dying to have a talk with you; but people are sure to turn up—they always do. Chumps said he'd look in if he could get off. I'm simply dying for you two to see each other; I think you'll like each other awfully. I've told Chumps all about you, and what friends we always were as small kiddies."
"Do you call him—that?"
"Chumps? Yes—everybody does. I have for ages —even before we were engaged. As a matter of fact," said Muriel, slightly lowering her voice, "it's really just as well that he has got a nickname, because his real name is Archie, and mother simply couldn't have called him that."
"Why not? Is it a name she doesn't like ?" asked Zella, rather bewildered, and reflecting that, though the limits of Muriel's vocabulary might have altered, they were still very sharply defined.
"My dear, no ! what a weird suggestion! Don't you remember, my poor little brother who died as a kiddie was called Archie V
"So he was," said Zella in tones which she instinctively tried to render awed.
"It's really rather a weird coincidence, I suppose," thoughtfully observed Muriel, twisting her engagement ring round her finger.
The entry of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans broke upon this disquieting consideration.
She kissed Zella affectionately, and said:
"Well, dear, this is nice! So you've come to see Muriel before Somebody carries her off to Egypt. How is poor papa?"
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had thus alluded to Louis ever since his wife's death.
"He is very well, and sent his love. He is coming up for the wedding, and to take me home next day."
"How ripping to see him again!" said Muriel in a meaningless tone. "Do have some cake, Zella. It looks perfectly deadly, but that's a detail. Oh, there's the bell!"
Lady and Miss Newlyne were announced.
There was a great deal of momentary confusion of laughter and introductions, subsiding into a choice of chairs and offers of tea.
Tea, however, was declined, and Muriel at once jumped up.
"Oh, let's come into the back drawing-room, then, and leave them to talk."
She indicated her mother and Lady Newlyne with a gesture, at which both she and the other girl laughed slightly. Zella, not in the least amused, joined politely in their mirth.
Muriel led the way into the small curtained recess which was dignified by the title of the back drawingroom.
"You see," she explained, "mother always likes me to take my own friends in here, and she and the old people stay in the other room. Then we don't get in each other's way."
More laughter, as at a witticism.
"My dear, I'm simply thrilled about the hats," began Miss Newlyne instantly. "Now, have you settled which it is to be—the bow or the buckle V
"It's the buckle. I simply couldn't bear that bow, when I actually saw it on. It's about the bridesmaids' hats, Zella. This is another bridesmaid, Enid—you know, my cousin," said Muriel in a rapid, explanatory manner.
"Oh yes, rather," replied Miss Newlyne with a sort of vague general enthusiasm.
There was a fresh influx of visitors, and Muriel jumped up and vanished through the curtains, with the ready laugh that appeared to herald most of her movements.
The other girl talked rapidly and good-naturedly to Zella, who observed that her vocabulary bore a singular resemblance to Muriel's own. Most things connected with the approaching wedding were ripping, some were lovely, and one or two were simply weird.
Presently Muriel returned with another girl and a very young man, both of whom were greeted with familiarity and mildly humorous remarks by Miss Newlyne.
"There aren't enough chairs to go round, but that's a detail," remarked Muriel. "Jack must sit on the floor."
She paused to laugh, and everyone else laughed too.
"You see, I always bring my own friends in here, when mother has the parents in the drawing-room, so then we don't get in each other's way."
This piece of information Zella heard reiterated as often as Muriel ushered anyone into the back drawingroom. And as a source of amusement it appeared to be unfailing.
In the midst of much giggling, the bell rang once more, and Muriel jumped up:
"That's Chumps!" she screamed. "I'll go and ( bring him in."
Bringing Chumps in was apparently a work of time, but presently Muriel reappeared, with a very pretty air of triumph, followed by a tall, good-looking young man some years older than herself.
He was greeted with various cries of " Hullo, Chumps!" to which he responded with much amiable chaff, and then subsided into a small chair beside Zella, to whom Muriel had just introduced him.
Zella, subconsciously desirous of making a good impression, talked to him rather at random, and did not feel that they made much progress towards acquaintanceship in their ten minutes' conversation.
The talk became general. He and Muriel appeared to find a peculiar enjoyment in contradicting one another incessantly, appealing to the others with various disparaging comments.
"Now, isn't he perfectly mad, Zella % Did you ever hear anyone talk such nonsense in your life V
"It isn't nonsense, is it, Jack? It's she who's mad, if you like—mad as a hatter. Let's feel her pulse— racing like anything. I knew she was delirious."
He possessed himself of Muriel's hand, and she giggled violently, struggling to release it.
"You are an idiot, Chumps! do let go. You're shocking my cousin."
"No, I'm not. It's you that are shocking her, if anyone is," was Chumps's immediate repartee.
But Zella was shocked by them both.
Was this what Aunt Marianne meant by describing the engaged couple as madly in love and radiantly happy?
Apparently it was, for later in the evening Mrs. LloydEvans came to Zella's room and asked her whether it were not wonderful to see Muriel's happiness.
"And I feel," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans impressively, * "that one need never, under Providence, feel anxious about her in the future. Dear Chumps is devoted to her, heart and soul, and one cannot see them together without feeling how perfectly they are suited to one another. You know, Zella dear, 'marriages are made in heaven,' they say, and that is what one feels in this case."
"Oh yes," said Zella sympathetically.
"Muriel is very young, but, after all, marriage is a girl's natural sphere, and a woman's life is never complete, dear, until she has met her mate."
Zella, inwardly thinking the words odiously reminiscent of the Zoological Gardens, maintained her expression of intelligent sympathy, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans continued to discourse in the low, heartfelt monotone characteristic of her, with an expansion that suggested recent repression.
Indeed, Zella, remembering Aunt Marianne as the gentle but inflexible autocrat of Boscombe days, noted with surprise the changed relations between the erstwhile submissive and blindly obedient Muriel and her mother. Not that Muriel had become undutiful now. Her manner towards her mother was affectionate, with a hint of tolerance, and she received all Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's most gently solemn platitudes about marriage with shrill, good-natured laughter.
Zella wondered whether James would also have evolved upon the independent lines which had been indicated in his boyhood, and looked forward with some curiosity to meeting her cousin at dinner that evening.
She put on the white Parisian evening dress chosen for her by the Baronne, and looked at herself in the glass.
Her thick pale brown hair was waved on either side of her pretty forehead, accentuating the colourless delicacy of her small face, and her dark grey eyes were brilliant under the straight black brows and lashes.
Zella told herself firmly that she was a great deal prettier than Muriel, and resolutely crushed down a certain lurking sense, resented by her fastidiousness as well as her vanity, that Muriel had attained some coveted goal, and was consequently entitled to triumph.
In the drawing-room she found Mr. Lloyd-Evans, who greeted her with his accustomed air of melancholy kindness, and said:
"Well, here's my little girl cutting a dash—getting married before she's nineteen. Much too young, / call it. But Carruthers is a very good fellow, and they're desperately keen on one another. We all know the course of true love can't be stayed, eh V
Zella rightly conjectured that her Uncle Henry was thus obliquely expressing his pride and satisfaction at Muriel's prospects.
In the midst of her prettily worded congratulations James Lloyd-Evans entered the drawing-room.
Zella was surprised at the feeling of pleasure with which she greeted her cousin. They had not met since the Boscombe days, and from a plain, taciturn boy James had become a tall hatchet-faced young man, holding himself badly, with the slouching shoulders and permanent frown of extreme short-sightedness, his sole claim to good looks an infrequent but humorous smile.
His melancholy eyes, resembling his father's, expressed unmistakable admiration as they rested on Zella, and her instant perception of the fact gave a charming selfconfidence to her manner.
The old sense of being understood rushed back upon her even during the few words they exchanged before Muriel and her mother came rustling in, closely followed by the announcement:
"Captain Carruthers!"
In the small dining-room, which seemed filled to overflowing with six people in it, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was arch, Muriel almost hysterically full of giggles, and her fiance^ sheepish, as to the necessity of not" dividing " the engaged couple. Under cover of much laughter and facetiousness, James said to Zella, "Sit here, while they're making up their minds, won't you V and took his stand beside her.
Zella felt a thrill of triumphant gratification, and wondered to herself, with some naivete, what, if the sight of her had so much impressed James, would be the result of intelligent conversation and ready sympathy.
These qualifications were, accordingly, brought into play as soon as the conversation had become sufficiently general to admit of a low-toned duologue between Zella and her neighbour.
Nor did James appear to fail in appreciation.
The intellectual affinity between them, which Zella had always suspected to exist, was no longer hindered from displaying itself by gentle reminders from Mrs. Lloyd-Evans that "little people should be seen and not heard," or the inexorable formula, "Jimmy dear, do not try and be clever."
Zella, falling into one of the abstract discussions familiar to Villetswood, was in her element, and the animation of her face and manner caused Chumps, seated opposite to her, to wonder what topic James could have discovered to evoke such lively interest from the bored and absent-minded Miss de Kervoyou, who had responded so tepidly to his own efforts at conversation that afternoon,
"I suppose your cousin is clever, isn't she?" he hazarded in an undertone to Muriel; and Muriel, feeling that it would be disloyal to make any admission so likely to damage Zella's chances of social popularity, replied vaguely:
"Oh, I don't know. She's awfully nice, any way."
It was perhaps as well that their intense absorption in the frequent sound of their own laughter prevented Muriel and her betrothed from suspecting the subject of conversation presently selected by Zella.
"An English engaged couple is a new sight to me," she observed, under cover of an animated appeal from Muriel:
"Now, mother, isn't Chumps perfectly idiotic ?" and her lover's instant retort: "No, I'm not, am I?"
In point of fact, an engaged couple of any nationality would have been an equally new sight to Zella; but the old desire to show herself cosmopolitan, and if possible slightly Bohemian, was strong upon her. She was rather disappointed at James's extremely conventional reply:
"They are very happy, which is the main point."
"That is what Aunt Marianne says, and everyone else."
"Well ?" he asked, laughing a little in answer to the dissatisfaction in her voice.
"Well, it strikes one as curious that all that ragging and laughing between two quite ordinary people should be symbolic of happiness, that's all."
Zella had been in earnest, but now suddenly recollected her auditor, and added a more or less insincere rider to her remark:
"Of course Muriel is a perfect darling, but he is quite ordinary, I suppose?"
James, who would not improbably have preferred to postpone a discussion of his future brother-in-law until such time as dimensions wider than those of the LloydEvans dinner-table should separate them, replied dispassionately:
"Quite. You are not going to add, I suppose, 'What can she see in him '?"
Zella, who had been meditating some such platitude, laughed a little and asked if that was the stock remark.
"One is told that it is, from the bride's relations, and vice versa from the bridegroom's, in cheap satirical novels about Society with a capital S. But I have never met it anywhere else, have you? Certainly not in this case, where every friend and relation either of them possesses is perfectly delighted about it."
"It would be difficult to be more delighted than they are themselves," rather dryly remarked Zella, as fresh peals of delighted laughter proclaimed yet another verbal encounter of wits between the lovers.
"Zella," said James suddenly, "don't you see that it's all a question of proportion. Their capacity for happiness is what it is; neither of them will ask for any more nor wish for it—their measure is full."
His manner was more free from any assumption of superiority than the words might have appeared to warrant.
"You mean that they have realized the highest ideal of human happiness of which either is capable?"
"Something like that. It's just a matter of proportion," repeated James, with an inflexion in his voice that suddenly reminded Zella of the dogmatic schoolboy who had theorized in the schoolroom at Boscombe. "The whole thing will come down to a question of proportion, if you come to think of it—how much one can enjoy, or suffer, or think, or anything. Rottenly put, but I dare say you know what I mean."
"I wonder if it's better to be capable of less rather than of more, emotionally, than other people," said Zella, not wondering in the least, but anxious to inform James that she belonged to the latter category.
"Better to demand less, perhaps, since the Fates are more likely to grant it."
"I don't think it's exactly a question of better or worse. One is as one's made. Those two are rather exceptional, though, for they've got everything they want to make them happy; and I don't fancy many people get that, however modest their demands."
"Perhaps one in every million," said Zella, not averse to a mild display of cynicism on her own account.
"It's different," said James rather irrelevantly, "for those who hitch their waggon to a star."
There was an instant's silence between them, and her curious sureness of intuition prevented Zella from asking the obvious question.
The next moment James laughed.
"As for our turtle-doves' methods of displaying their happiness. you know, I don't expect you to sympathize with it. You aren't the same sort, and simply couldn't be expected to understand."
"Understand what?" said Zella, half flattered at being considered of another, presumably superior, sort, and half piqued at James's supposing that there was anything in the gamut of human nature that she could not understand.
"Why, the way Chumps and Muriel rag one another."
"It is very—English, no doubt," said the descendant of the Kervoyous, with her delicate eyebrows arching in unconscious imitation of the old Baronne.
"It is, very," cheerfully agreed James, rising as Mrs. Lloyd-Evans made a move towards the door.
"As a matter of fact, Muriel and good old Chumps both belong to the type who, if they had been born in rather different surroundings, would have found the most exquisite enjoyment in constantly changing hats with one another."
The aphorism returned to Zella's mind several times during the course of the evening.
From being mildly interested, she became intensely bored at a prolonged and passionate discussion between Muriel and her mother as to the latest additions to the former's trousseau, and stifled yawns so unsuccessfully that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, always a firm believer in the tiring effects of a journey, insisted upon dismissing her to bed at half-past nine.
"Muriel shall come in for a little chat when you are in bed, since Chumps has to leave early," she said consolingly.
Zella was not without hopes that a tete-a-tete conversation with her cousin might yet reveal unexpected aspects of romance, and certainly there was no lack of confidence to complain of.
"My dear," cried Muriel, establishing herself on the bed and wielding a large silver hairbrush, "I'm simply dying to talk to you; and this is absolutely the last chance we'll get, for we're doing things every single night now right up to the day, and there won't be another moment free. Now, do tell me—what do you think of him?"
"He's awfully good-looking," instantly replied Zella, instinctively adapting her vocabulary to Muriel's.
"Isn't he? and am I not frightfully lucky V said Muriel earnestly. "I simply can't believe it sometimes—to think that only a year ago I was pegging away at that beastly old fiddle in Germany, and now here I am, simply too happy for words, going to marry Chumps in a fortnight!"
The ecstatic contemplation of this climax reduced her to a moment's silence.
Then Zella said sympathetically:
"Do tell me how it all happened—when you first fell in love, and everything- about it."
"Oh, my dear, it was awful! I simply didn't care about dances and things unless he was there, after we'd really got to know each other, staying in the same countryhouses for shoots, don't you know."
"You met at a shooting-party, didn't you V
"Yes, last November, at Lady Newlyne's—the mother of that girl who was here to-day, you know. That's why I had to ask her to be a bridesmaid, though, as a matter of fact, I simply loathe red hair, and it made it awfully difficult to choose the colour for the dresses. Any way, it was at her house we first met. It was ripping! Everybody was in frightful spirits, and we knew each other awfully well, and we all ragged like anything, don't you know. One evening some of the men pretended they couldn't talk anything but broken English, and Chumps took me in to dinner, and was perfectly killing, talking pigeon English all the time."
Muriel paused to laugh whole-heartedly at the recollection, but, perhaps perceiving some lack of response in Zella's perfunctory smile, added apologetically:
"Of course it was absolutely idiotic of him, but I must say I do like people to have a sense of the ridiculous, and that Chumps certainly has got."
Zella felt ho doubt of it, as Muriel continued to give her further details of Chumps's progress through life as a humorist. These bore a strange resemblance to one another, and at last Zella said:
"And when did you first know that he was in love with you?"
"Oh," said Muriel, "that was the awful part of it! I wasn't a bit sure whether he really did care, you know, until the night of our dance. Of course we were great chums and all that, but I couldn't believe he really cared— simply couldn't believe it! Well, at the dance he did say something, when we were sitting out—the sort of thing that might or might not mean anything, don't you know." She paused.
"I know," said Zella sympathetically, wondering what on earth she meant.
"But he didn't absolutely propose till the next Saturday afternoon, when he came to Hurlingham with us. I can remember the very date," said Muriel impressively. "It was the 20th of April; and the wedding-day will be exactly three months afterwards. Isn't it weird V
Zella was spared the necessity of agreeing by a series of taps on the adjoining wall, which Muriel interpreted as a signal from Mrs. Lloyd-Evans that Zella should be left to rest.
"I must go, I suppose," Muriel said. "You are a dear, Zella, to be so nice and sympathetic. I expect next year you'll be getting ready for your own wedding. I do hope so."
"What does it feel like ?" inquired Zella of her departing cousin, in the desperate hope of extracting a definition of the undefinable.
"What, to be going to be married !" laughed Muriel, blushing perceptibly for the first time.
"Yes."
"Oh !"—she paused a moment at the door—" it's a weird sort of feeling, but perfectly lovely when you get the right person."
"MARRIAGE is a Sacrament," thought Zella, fresh from the Catechisme de Trente as expounded by Reverend Mother, and unaware that the particular Bishop conducting the ceremony did not regard it as anything of the sort.
She stood in the blue and white cloud of tulle and flowers and shaded azure feathers that represented Muriel's bridesmaids, at the end of the long aisle.
They were waiting for the bride.
Chumps, erect, scarlet, immaculate, was hovering between the chancel steps and the front row of reserved prie-dieus—had, indeed, been hovering there for some time, exchanging a furtive grin every now and then with the humorously inclined best man, who made facetious remarks in an undertone of the "This won't be the last time you'll be kept waiting, my boy " type.
The church was full, and James had ceased to pilot elaborate women and black-coated men into their seats.
The organ was being tempestuously played, and did not succeed in drowning the ceaseless rustle and murmur all along the church.
The bridesmaids were whispering together, and examining the expensive sapphire and diamond brooches that interlaced the initials of the bride and bridegroom in a conventional cipher.
Zella, who scarcely knew any of them, stood slightly apart, feeling weary already, and trying to think that her isolation, which she supposed as patent to everyone else as she felt it to be, was due to her superior sense of the solemnity of the occasion, which these other girls regarded merely as a slightly hushed social function.
From the cool darkness of the aisle she could just see a corner of the pavement, a broad strip of red carpet, and the feet of a rapidly collecting crowd.
Then there was a sudden stir outside.
The bride had come.
She was in the church now, and Zella caught her breath.
Was it Muriel? that white, veiled figure, bearing a great sheaf of lilies, standing there a moment against the great dark doors that had closed behind her?
She was the Bride, aloof, mysterious, symbolical of eternal union.
A real silence had fallen suddenly, instantly, upon the church.
The white slender figure moved slowly forward, the crown of golden hair bent under the falling veil. Her long heavy train lay on the ground, and was skilfully flung into position by unseen hands.
The organ was pealing triumphantly now.
Zella felt a sudden tightening of her throat, and her heart was hammering. And this time it was not the accessories only that had moved her ready emotionalism, but the sudden vision of a strangely familiar symbol that yet symbolized she knew not what.
But as they moved in procession slowly up the aisle, she resumed the consciousness of her own identity. Muriel became a misty figure at the chancel steps, separated from the bridesmaids by the immense length of her own train, and Zella shifted the bouquet, which she had unconsciously been grasping, to a more graceful angle.
The responses were more or less audible; Uncle Henry's bald head moved forward at the moment when "Who giveth this woman?" was asked; the Bishop gave an address in the course of which he apostrophized the bride and bridegroom a number of times as " Muriel and Archibald," with sonorous distinctness; the choir burst into "0 perfect Love "; and there was a slow movement into the vestry, followed by a sort of civilized rush from the occupants of the first half-dozen seats, anxious to show that they had every right to witness the bride's signature in preference to anybody else.
Muriel's veil was flung back, and she was paler than usual, but laughing and saying "Thanks awfully!" to the many kind, smiling ladies pressing round her, each striving with shrill good wishes to attract attention to herself and her intimacy with the bride.
Presently there was a murmur that the Bishop seemed to think, as everything was signed, hadn't we better make a move? and everyone filtered back into the church, smiling violently at less favoured guests who had been obliged to remain there.
The organ crashed into Mendelssohn's "Wedding March," blatantly hackneyed, and the procession reformed.
This time, however, Muriel was on her husband's arm, and her veil was thrown back, and both he and she exchanged radiant smiles and greetings with the thronging occupants of the seats on either side.
The hired electric brougham, the chauffeur unsightly with an immense white favour, was at the steps. The bride was handed in, yards of white satin carefully folded in after her, and followed by her husband, pursued by many humorous injunctions as to treading on it.
In the midst of " What a pretty wedding !" and " How sweet she looked !" Zella found herself in another electric brougham with three other bridesmaids, and then in a flash of time at the hotel selected by Muriel and her mother for the wedding reception.
It was very like any other afternoon party, Zella thought, except for the monotony of hearing and repeating, " What a pretty wedding !" and "How delightful to see them so happy!"
Amid a little modified screaming Muriel cut the cake, and shortly afterwards vanished upstairs with her mother, and everyone asked, "What time are they starting V and " Where are they going ?" with the same reiteration as everyone had said, "What a pretty wedding!"
"You looked charming, mignonne!" said Louis de Kervoyou to his daughter in her blue and white, standing rather forlornly amongst the crowd. She flashed into instant pleasure and animation.
"Thank you. I am so glad you like it."
"May I admire it too?" said James Lloyd-Evans, joining them.
"Do," smiled Zella. "Admire everything except the wedding. You must be tired of hearing how pretty it was."
"A stock formula saves one a certain amount of trouble," he returned, " and some people mean it kindly, I dare say."
Louis de Kervoyou laughed.
"My dear young cynics," he said with some kindly amusement, "why should they not mean it altogether? The wedding was pretty, as such things go, and it is only our extremely limited vocabulary that tinges all comment with the same banality."
"Was it pretty ?" said James morosely. "Muriel was pretty, I grant you; but the wedding paraphernalia seems to me distressing, and—I can't find the word I want, and 'uncivilized' sounds affected and absurd in this connection, but it's more or less that."
Louis looked very kindly at the young man.
"The dream altogether merged in the business," he said. "But that is rather an effect of over-civilization."
"No," said Zella suddenly. "I know what you mean, James. The word is really 'barbaric'"
"Yes," said her cousin, it is."
They looked at one another for a moment.
Zella was so much elated at her own intuition that she immediately began to cast about in her own mind for a second expression of it that would excite James's appreciation still further. It may reasonably be doubted whether she would have attained her object, when Louis de Kervoyou said to James:
"Come down and discuss the matter at Villetswood one of these days."
Zella was pleased at the invitation and at James's ready acceptance, but she marvelled a little, for Louis did not often invite a guest to Villetswood.
"Is James what you expected him to be ?" she asked when her cousin had moved away.
"He is rather a remarkable specimen of the modern youth," replied her father indirectly.
"He is very clever," said Zella profoundly.
"Yes; but a lot of them are that. James has the positively disconcerting peculiarity of being absolutely sincere.
Zella wondered ratber uncomfortably why she disliked the idea. It seemed to furnish an explanation of the many times that a conversation with James had left her with no other sensation than that unsatisfactory one of being just exactly what her father had said—disconcerted.
"Why, it's Louis de Kervoyou!"
They both turned at the soft exclamation, and Louis cried joyously:
"Cecily! Why, I never was so pleased to see anyone!"
The joyous unconventionality of the greeting made one or two people near smile, and Zella coloured hotly, conscious for the first time that she understood what Aunt Marianne meant when she lamented the foreignness of poor Louis.
Presently he said:
"Let me present my daughter to you. Zella, I want to present you to Lady St. Craye, a very great friend of mine whom I have not met for years."
Lady St. Craye was a tall, slender woman, exquisitely dressed but with a sort of fluffy, whispy outline that looked as though only the strenuous efforts of a vigilant maid would save her from downright untidiness. Her china-blue ej'es looked vaguely and kindly at Zella, and her smile, which had a sort of child-like pathos, was irritatingly unmeaning form its frequency.
"She is very like you, Louis. I am so glad to meet you; your mother was a great friend of mine," she murmured. "You must come and see me, and know my daughter. Louis, you remember Alison V
"Quite well," he answered readily. "But last time I saw her she was a mite in a white frock, about six years old."
"Ten," she answered eagerly. "You won't know her again, Louis. Wait a moment."
She wandered a step or two forward, putting up a huge tortoiseshell pince-nez. Vague though her search was, as were all her movements, it was successful almost at once.
A tall girl, looking taller by reason of an enormous white aigrette that towered above every hat in the room, came slowly towards them.
"My dear mother/' Zella heard her say to Lady St. Craye, with that exceedingly distinct enunciation which generally carries farther than the most penetrating of screams, "are you really bent on waiting for the last scene of this appallingly commonplace drama ? or, having assisted at the sacrifice, may we depart in peace?"
"I've just been talking to a very old friend of mine— Louis de Kervoyou; and I want you to come and speak to him, dear, if you will."
Miss St. Craye slightly shrugged her shoulders in a foreign manner, and raised her eyebrows, murmuring in sub-audible tones, "Encore!"
But she followed her mother, and bestowed a gracious smile and bend upon Louis, who looked up at her in amused consternation.
"You are indeed right, Cecily. I should not have known her. I am very glad to see you again, although, no doubt, you do not remember our first meeting V
"I do not."
Zella wondered if Alison St. Craye always put so much emphasis into a simple negative or affirmative.
"This is my daughter. I hope you will see something of one another."
"Ah," said Miss St. Craye appraisingly. Her large eyes fixed themselves penetratingly upon Zella, her head slightly inclined to one side.
"You must come and speak French with me," she said. "I feel certain that you are more French than English."
Zella felt slightly gratified, divining instinctively that the words were meant as a compliment.
"I saw you in church," continued Miss St. Craye, "forming an integral part of the procession. What a curious idea all this is, is it not V
She waved a comprehensive white kid glove around her.
Zella was not certain of her meaning, and made a diplomatic gesture of amused assent.
"All, you feci it too."
Alison St. Craye laid her hand for a moment on Zella's shoulder, regardless of the unconventionally of the attitude, and looked at her, nodding her plumed head once or twice.
"You must come and see me, little one," she said in her full, deliberate voice. The words, as she uttered them, seemed charged with an almost sacramental import, and Zella was unable to think of any adequate formula of acceptance.
Lady St. Craye's plaintive tones broke with an odd sound of conventionality upon the moment's weighty silence.
"That will be very nice, dear. How much longer are you going to be in town?" Zella looked at her father.
"We are going to Villetswood to-morrow, but perhaps another day or two "he began.
"This child must come to us," said Alison St. Craye, once more laying a proprietory hand on Zella. "Let her come to-morrow, and we will send her home to you at the end of the week."
The surprised Louis looked at Lady St. Craye.
"Yes, Louis," she said eagerly, do let her come. Alison would like it. You know she has no one of her own age, and"
"My dear parent," broke in Alison with a laugh, in which annoyance and superiority were mingled, "please don't drag in the conventional 'companion of my own age ' myth. I dislike the companionship of the average young woman intensely, as you know, and the dislike is perfectly mutual. But if this little one spent two or three days with us, I fancy we should find that we had something in common."
She smiled at Zella, who smiled back rather confusedly, not in the least knowing what to say, but feeling flattered.
"It is more than good of you, Cecily," said Louis, determinedly addressing Lady St. Craye, and ignoring the compelling gaze fixed upon him by her daughter's heavy-lidded hazel eyes.
"Will you let me write you a line to-night, when I shall know better what our plans are?"
"That is shirking," Alison told him with serious directness. She turned her back upon them with no further farewells, saying over her shoulder to Zella, "I count upon you," and swept into the throng of people now congregating near the door for the bride's departure.
-" Louis, do let her come, if you can manage it," said Lady St. Craye plaintively. "Alison does not often take a fancy to other girls, and I should so like them to be friends."
"And I, my dear Cecily," he said courteously.
He looked at Zella, who nodded imperceptibly. "Then since you are really so kind, I will bring her to you tomorrow; and perhaps you would see her off on Saturday, to rejoin me at Villetswood."
Lady St. Craye looked pleased, and said to Zella:
"That will be so nice, dear. We must do a theatre one night. Here comes the bride at last."
They moved into the entrance, where Muriel, in blue silk and elaborate hat, was making her radiant farewells.
The humorously inclined best man was tying a satin shoe on to the back of the electric brougham with the help of a giggling bridesmaid, and a shower of rice at the last moment sent Muriel and her husband into the shelter of the brougham shrieking with laughter. It drove off rapidly, and James said to Zella:
"Come back with us. My mother will be upset, and want somebody to talk to."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had, indeed, reached the stage of replying to all congratulations with a faint smile and choked "my only daughter," and had discarded her lace handkerchief for one of larger dimensions.
James put her into the carriage very kindly, and said:
"Would you like Zella, mother % I thought father and I would walk home across the Park."
"Yes, my dear boy. Remember that you are all that your mother has now, for it will never be quite the same thing again."
Her agitation increased so much that James said to Zella:
"Get in with her, quick! And let her talk. She hasn't been able to get anyone to look at it her way, and it's frightfully hard on her."
The words were not spoken with James's habitual precision of utterance, and, as Zella got into the carriage beside her weeping Aunt Marianne, she heard him add rather incomprehensibly:
"My mother seems to me the only real thing about this whole show."
She looked back, wondering to whom he had made the odd remark. It was to Louis de Kervoyou, who replied quietly:
"I know what you mean, and I agree. Come down to Villetswood as soon as you can spare the time, James."
"YES, Zella dear," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, "I quite understand that poor papa liked the idea of your staying on in London for a day or two with the St. Crayes; though, as you know, darling, you could quite well have stayed on here if you had only asked me, and I should have been glad of your help in packing up all the presents. But I thought you had quite settled to go back to Villetswood with poor papa, as was originally arranged."
"It was only that Lady St. Craye was so kind as to ask me, and it would have been rather difficult to refuse," faltered Zella, with the old childish feeling of guilt strong upon her, under Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's mild implacability.
"Of course, dear, and it would have been very dull for you here with Muriel gone, and all the excitement over, and only the tiring job of tidying up left."
"Oh, Aunt Marianne! Now you are making me feel horrid. Do let me stay and help you," said Zella, wondering what on earth she should do if Aunt Marianne accepted the offer.
But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans as a martyr was determined.
"Oh no, dear, of course it is quite out of the question for you to throw over Lady St. Craye, since you have accepted her invitation. Very kind of her to ask you, when you had only just been introduced; but she is an odd, impulsive woman."
"Of course, she is an old friend of papa's," said Zella, annoyed.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans raised her eyebrows slightly.
"Let me see," she mused: "it must be quite fifteen years since they met. I was reminding Lady St. Craye of it not so very long ago, oddly enough. I dare say that brought it to her mind, and helped her to recognize poor papa, who has changed a good deal since those days. I am glad you are going to spend a day or two with her, Zella; though I can't say that I think you will like the girl, Alison, as she calls herself," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with the inference in her tone that Alison was to blame for so calling herself.
'What is she like ?" asked Zella mechanically, attaching no value whatever to her aunt's judgment, and perfectly capable of forming one of her own, but adapting herself, as ever, to what was evidently expected of her.
"My dear, she is odd," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans decidedly. "Her mother has always spoilt her, and made a great deal of fuss about her; and the result is that Alison thinks herself quite wonderful, and puts on airs and affectations which have made her thoroughly unpopular. You must have seen for yourself how very bad her manners are."
"I thought her rather good-looking," observed Zella.
"No, darling," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans firmly. "I don't say she mightn't be nice-looking if she were simple and unaffected, and like other girls; but she is not, and it quite spoils any looks she might ever have had."
The logic of this conclusion might not be irrefutable, but Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's tone of conviction was final.
"I am afraid poor Lady St. Craye has been very weak and foolish," she added compassionately; "but she is one of those women who do not feel things at all deeply, so I dare say Alison is not as much of a disappointment as she would have been to a different mother. Lady St. Craye is very shallow and frivolous, though goodnatured, in her way."
Zella had been rather disposed to gather the same impression from her brief interview with Lady St. Craye, but she instinctively began to believe herself mistaken at these evidences that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's penetration had taken the same direction.
"Is Lady St. Craye at all clever?" I
"No, dear, not in the least. She may talk a good deal about music and pictures in rather an affected way, but that is only a pose. She is one of those women whom I call," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with an air of originality, "a butterfly."
"I'm sure the girl isn't," said Zella, with a recollection i of the most unbutterfly-like ponderousness of Miss St. Craye's manner.
"Alison is by way of being clever; and she certainly had a great deal of money spent on her education, but I do not fancy there is much in it. A showy smattering of languages and being able to play the 'cello a little is not real cleverness, dear, as you will find out when you are older. But she pretends, rather artfully, to be very intellectual. I do not fancy you will have anything in common with her."
Zella considered inwardly that, if the atmosphere was to be intellectual, artful or otherwise, she would, on the contrary, find herself far more at home there than in the society to which Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had introduced her. But she, naturally, did not make this observation aloud.
"Very likely Lady St. Craye asked you to stay there because she likes having another girl in the house, and hopes it may be good for Alison. That girl is not at all popular, and very likely the girls whom she meets in London would not care to go and stay there and be patronized in Alison's aggravating manner. It was really rather artful of her to ask you, who are very young and inexperienced, and naturally do not know anyone in London yet."
This flattering explanation of her invitation was not shared by Zella, who preferred to think that the discerning eye of Miss St. Craye had noted an intellectual affinity between them.
Zella was quite aware that she and the average nice simple, unaffected girls eulogized by Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had nothing in common; and although theoretically Zella might look upon this as a mark of her own superiority, each practical example of it humiliated and made her feel inferior. But she was conscious now of a subtle anticipation that in Alison St. Craye's surroundings she might at least find herself acclaimed and recognized by kindred spirits.
She entered the drawing-room of the St. Crayes' house that afternoon with a firm conviction that here at last would be found the right atmosphere, that one with which she should find herself in perfect harmony, and which she had always sought, and as invariably missed, in all the varying surroundings of her short life.
The first indication of standards other than conventional ones was vouchsafed to her even on the threshold of the drawing-room.
Alison St . Craye, unsuitably dressed in a winter tweed skirt and loose holland blouse, was vigorously pushing furniture across the parquet flooring, and clearing a space in the middle of the large, beautiful room.
Lady St. Craye, looking helpless and exquisite in an elaborate lace frock, was propelling a little velvet musicstool rather aimlessly across the floor. At the sight of Zella she abandoned the music-stool with every appearance of relief, and trailed towards her.
"I am so very glad you have come, my dear," she said, kissing her. "How nice to see you, and what a pretty frock!"
Zefla surmised that Lady St. Craye would have found some such heartfelt exclamation to welcome a youthful guest had she been clothed in sackcloth, but she was none the less pleased by the little compliment.
Alison said: "So you have come. Good! Now, I want you to be quite candid. Are you one of those who are content to live as ornamental adjuncts—which you certainly are qualified to be—or can you work, as I work, with heart, head, and hands? If so, I warn you that I shall request your help in moving the sofa instantly, so beware that you reply with due circumspection."
In spite of her species of polysyllabic playfulness, there was a compelling earnestness about Alison St. Craye's speech that caused Zella, who hated exertion, and, moreover, was conscious of having on her prettiest frock, to reply with an eagerness that yet sounded even to her own ears curiously unconvincing:
"Oh, I would far rather help you. I love work."
Alison ejaculated her favourite " Good !" and Lady St. Craye said plaintively:
"But surely Longdon and one of the footmen could move the sofa, darling. I am sure we cannot manage it ourselves."
"We are all three able-bodied women," said Alison . coldly. "You know, I think it degrading, to both parties alike, that one human being should pay another to wait upon him hand and foot."
"You are a Socialist ?" asked Zella, anxious to show Alison by the matter-of-factness of her tone that no advanced views could surprise or startle her.
"Not in the vulgar canting sense of the word," said Alison gravely. "I believe in the universal Brotherhood of Creation. My creed is a very simple one, and yet all the religions in the world, worthy of the name, have tried to attain to it—and failed. I do not believe in narrow sects, churches, and dogmas. I believe in the beautiful world all round us; I believe in fresh air, sunshine, friendship, and kindness to everyone; above all, in the universal Brotherhood that binds us all."
It sounded very simple and beautiful.
Zella, already more dominated than she knew by the stronger personality, wondered whether Truth did not perhaps fie in that broad, simple creed, so earnestly enunciated.
"Dear," said Lady St. Craye gently, "if you want the debate to begin at five o'clock, I am afraid people will soon be arriving. It's after four, and you know we haven't put the chairs out yet."
Alison looked at Zella, cast up her eyes with a humorously despairing expression, and said with good-natured tolerance:
"Yes, yes, my dear mother. You prefer the concrete question of gilt chairs. Well, produce your gilt chairs, by all means."
Lady St. Craye looked helpless.
"They are in the morning-room, you know, dear."
"Let us track them to their lair," responded Alison humorously.
Proceeding downstairs, Lady St. Craye said to Zella: "Alison has a Debating Society, you know, and they meet once a week, at one another's houses. At least, they really meet here, oftener than anywhere, because, of course, it is not always possible for the others to get possession of a suitable room; and Alison is so keen about it, she doesn't mind any amount of trouble. It is really very interesting to hear them sometimes."
"What do they debate about V asked Zella with some curiosity.
"All sorts of things, my dear. This evening I know the subject will be 'Is the Theory of Reincarnation Compatible with Orthodox Christianity V because Alison is proposing it. And then somebody else will oppose her, and they will all say what they think. It is sometimes very interesting to listen to them all," repeated Lady St. Craye, rather in the voice of a dutiful child repeating an oft-taught lesson.
In the morning-room, evidently a disused apartment of the big house, gilt chairs were stacked in couples, one upon another. They each seized two and crossed the hall again in slow procession.
The neatly-garbed black figure of a lady's-maid suddenly shot swiftly across their path, and, addressing a reproachful "Oh, miladi!" to Lady St. Craye, relieved her of her burden.
"Mais non, mais non—laissez, ma bonne Antoinette," said Alison patronizingly.
"Je pense—je pense "faltered Lady St. Craye,
looking reluctantly at the chairs in Antoinette's capable grasp.
"De grace, miladi! et votre dentelle! Et avec ca que vous serez morte ce soir!"
"My mother is ruled by her maid, as are most women who submit to the infliction," laughed Alison over her shoulder.
"I think Antoinette might help to carry the chairs, Alison," said Lady St. Craye wistfully, "and you know how cross she gets if she thinks I am tiring myself."
"As you will," replied Alison indifferently.
The remaining chairs were brought in by Antoinette, and arranged in a semicircle facing the window, where stood a small table and a larger chair.
"Let me see: five—ten—twelve. We shall want more than that. The outside number is fifteen, and perhaps they will all come. Anyhow, we must be prepared."
"II en faudra quinze, Antoinette," said Alison, contemplating them with her head on one side.
"You will need three more," observed Zella, for the sake of saying something.
Lady St. Craye looked at the chairs helplessly.
"Ten—eleven—twelve," she murmured. "If there are to be fifteen, we must have at least three more."
"Miladi desire quinze chaises V
"Trois. II en faut encore trois."
"Dix—onze—douze: tiens, oui, c'est vrai. II faudra trois autres chaises."
"Have we got three or four more of those chairs? we shall need them," reiterated Lady St. Craye.
They looked helplessly at the chairs, as if expecting them to multiply themselves.
Then Alison said with a short laugh:
"This becomes farcical. I cannot go on discussing these chairs any longer. Let us away." She laid her hand upon Zella's shoulder. "You must come and see your room. A fig for the three chairs!"
She snapped her fingers in mock dramatic style, and turned on her heel, meekly followed by Zella.
Twenty minutes later, when Alison had donned a heavy shot satin dress that looked too old for her, Zella returned with her to the drawing-room, and, surreptitiously counting the gilt chairs, found that Lady St. Craye and Antoinette had somehow supplied the deficiency.
The debate proved tedious.
A nervous-looking girl in black was voted into the chair, and made a preliminary speech which began and ended with a stammering sentence to the effect that everyone must agree, whatever their individual view of the matter, that the subject of Reincarnation was a very interesting one.
"Hear ! hear!"
Alison's speech was a lengthy one. Her delivery was slow and over-emphatic; she spoke kindly of Christianity and its doctrines.
Most of the speakers had some personal example, that bore more or less upon the subject, to relate. One or two adduced strange phenomena experienced by themselves, and a young married woman recounted at some length vivid recollections of ancient Carthage that obsessed her.
Alison shook her head slowly from side to side, with contemptuous disapproval, or nodded it slowly up and down with contemptuous approval. Lady St. Craye looked interested, and gently clapped each speaker.
Zella thought that she could have made a far more striking and original speech than any of them, but knew herself well enough to be aware that, if she were suddenly called upon to speak, her self-confidence would leave her, and leave her helpless.
After the debate was over, there was a little desultory talking, and the Debating Society melted away.
Antoinette appeared unexpectedly, with two footmen in tow, whom she peremptorily waved towards the disordered chairs.
Lady St. Craye looked rather guiltily at Alison.
"I am afraid Antoinette did not like my carrying the chairs," she murmured deprecatingly. It is foolish of her, I know, dear. But, indeed, I do not think John and William will mind doing it. They look very strong, and they have not much to do."
Zella almost wondered if the speech could have been made in earnest, but Lady St. Craye's face was serious and rather flushed, like that of a timid child.
"My dear mother, do not for a moment imagine that I object," said Alison rather impatiently. "It is merely the principle of the thing that is all wrong."
But she did not, as Zella had half feared she might, propose that they should halve the labours of John and William.
"My mother is one of those women whose great fear in life is that they may hurt someone," Alison informed Zella that evening; "whereas in point of fact she is like a flower—harmless, charming. A Christmas rose, perhaps, that imagines itself to possess the deadly qualities of nightshade; whereas it is the most scentless and innocent of decorations. Yes," said Alison, thoughtfully weighing her own simile with some complacency, "that describes my mother—a harmless, decorative piece of still-life."
Zella felt annoyed with herself because she knew that she was inwardly shocked at Alison's impersonal dissecting of her mother.
"She is very devoted to you," was the nearest she could compass to an equally dispassionate comment.
Alison shrugged her shoulders with an exaggeratedly foreign gesture.
"No doubt. It is part of the conventional widow's equipment to adore her only child, and my mother is conventional to the tips of her exceedingly pretty fingers. She does not know me, but she remains serenely unconscious of that."
"She does not understand you?"
"How should she? I am of another mould—a
feminine, a thing of ready smiles and tears and blushes— all surface."
"Ah," said Zella, deeply anxious not to stem the tide of what she regarded as flattering confidences, but utterly unable to think of any rejoinder adequate to the occasion.
"I have evolved myself spiritually and mentally," pursued Alison thoughtfully, and with that deep absorption which is accorded only to the topic of selfevolution.
"My religion, my character, everything, I have had to make for myself." '*-?
"What is your religion V asked Zella, convinced that, whatever it was, it would be nothing orthodox.
"I am a Theosophist, in so far a3 I am anything. Not that Theosophy is a creed; it has merely taken the heart out of all the creeds, and welded the whole into that glorious law which your Prophet set forth so admirably: 'Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.'"
Zella felt a sudden shock, as though Alison had worded her theory most irreverently.
"Simply Love," repeated the Theosophist dreamily. "It is very easy, and ah, Zella! life becomes almost beautiful in spite of its pain, and it would be wholly so if only everyone could see as we do. So many of us fail to recognize the Divine lurking in every human soul, in every bird and insect, in every blade of grass!"
She is the exquisite eternal
Zella thought wistfully that a certainty of the allpervadingness of the Divine must indeed alter the values of life; but Alison's words had nevertheless failed to carry any real conviction, or any but the most superficial of thrills.
"I myself have thought a good deal about Catholicism," she began shyly.
Alison looked at her kindly, but lost her expression of rapt intensity.
"Ah," she said lightly, "many of us go through that stage, and the symbolism of Rome has its poetical attraction. But at present, my dear Zella, it is time to go and dress for dinner."
XXII
"ISN'T there anyone whom you would like to ask to dinner here before you go, Zella dear? We might make up a little theatre-party," said Lady St. Craye.
Zella could not think of anyone whom she knew well enough or wished to ask to dinner, but thought it would sound childish and countrified to say so, so she exclaimed gratefully, "Oh, thank you so much. How very kind of you to think of it !" in order to gain time.
"Thursday night would do," said Lady St. Craye kindly.
Zella had an inspiration.
"I should rather like to ask my cousin, James LloydEvans," she said shyly.
"Yes, do, dear, that will be very nice. I think he is rather a friend of Alison's."
"James Lloyd-Evans is a youth of parts," conceded Alison graciously, " and he certainly understands music."
"He is a great admirer of Alison's 'cello-playing," said Lady St. Craye innocently.
Zella was rather amused, but looked forward to impressing James by her friendship with the gifted Miss St. Craye.
Impressiveness, however, was not destined to be the keynote of the evening.
Zella was ready before her ever-unpunctual hostess, and before Alison, who had walked upstairs ten minutes before dinner, remarking that her body should never be the master of her soul.
Zella accordingly received James alone.
The sense of intimacy conferred by the near relationship was pleasant to both of them, and James took instant advantage of it by inquiring:
"Well, what do you think of Miss St. Craye?"
Zella hesitated for a moment, then decided that James would expect admiration, but leavened by impartial criticism.
"She is rather—wonderful," she observed slowly, and quite unconsciously borrowing from Alison's own vocabulary.
Very," said James with an odd emphasis.
"Utterly unlike other people, of course, and I dare say her very unconventionally causes her to be misunderstood by ordinary minds," said Zella, remembering her Aunt Marianne's strictures. "But she has a splendid brain, of course, and knows how to use it. There is nothing she hasn't read, I believe."
"I don't suppose she's ever condescended to read the 'Pickwick Papers,' which would do her all the good in the world," observed James coolly. "Though she's quite capable of going through them without a smile."
"When I say read," said Zella with some dignity, "I mean serious reading."
"Kant and Hegel, to wit, I suppose. Don't you go and follow Miss Alison's taste in literature, Zella. I hate girls to have a smattering of that sort of thing, and for those who read in earnest it's worse still."
"Do you mean that Alison doesn't read in earnest?" asked Zella, guiltily conscious of a semi-resolution that had formed itself on hearing Alison's frequent allusions to the very writers in question.
"I should think she was much too busy wondering what Miss Alison St. Craye thought of Emmanuel Kant, to have time to look for his meaning."
"I see what you mean," said Zella, hedging.
"It's a very common form of self-deception, I suppose," began James in the old instructive voice. "I mean, so many people seem to do their reading for the sake of forming their own opinion, and not in the least with any idea of learning anything. I can't quite get at what I mean—anyhow, it's a form of intellectual dishonesty."
"Alison's theory is—and I am inclined to agree with her—that one should evolve one's own philosophy from life itself, merely using books as sign-posts, and not mistaking them for the goal itself," enunciated Zella, determined to betprofound at all costs.
This time it was at the cost of considerable mortification, for James smothered an unmistakable laugh, and exclaimed:
"Well done, Zella! You must be a friend after Miss St. Craye's own heart if you have evolved a philosophy from life already! I congratulate you."
Zella coloured so furiously that Lady St. Craye, entering the room with profuse apologies, ceased them abruptly as the thought crossed her mind that possibly the two cousins had been glad of their tete-a-tete.
Sir George Kindersley was announced, and proved to be a contemporary and obvious admirer of Lady St. Craye.
"I think," she said gently, "we won't wait. Alison went to dress rather late, and won't be down just yet. Shall we come V
They went, and Zella, seated beside James, found herself wondering with some curiosity how he and Alison would treat one another."
Greetings between them there were none, for when Alison swept in, in a black and gold dress that resembled nothing so much as a kimono, she contented herself with an agreeable gesture of degage apology that comprised the assembly, and established herself without further ado in her favourite posture, both elbows on the table and her hands clasped beneath her chin.
"Do not let us be bandies" was her first observation, at the mild platitude uttered by Sir George Kindersley by way of opening a conversation.
The remark might have been the keynote of the occasion. Alison herself could not have been more resolved against any suspicion of banalities than was Zella, anxious to impress James, and even more anxious to cultivate her own pose of being a deeply read and fearlessly unconventional young woman of the world.
But James remained obstinately unimpressionable. His manner towards Zella was tinged with something of the sulky reserve of his boyhood, and she was angrily conscious of it and left most of the conversation to Alison.
Miss St. Craye was at no loss.
"And what of our Ibsen 1" she suddenly demanded, across the small round table, of James, when the latter had been exchanging for some moments shameless platitudes with Lady St. Craye on the subject of the English drama.
He may be your Risen," said James coolly; "he is not mine. I do not understand him, to begin with."
"That," said Alison, smiling kindly, with her head on one side, "I refuse to believe. Surely Ibsen's point of view is almost childish in its directness, its determined pessimism?"
"It is such a pity to be pessimistic," said Lady St. Craye wistfully. "It is only young people, I believe, who like sad things best, isn't it?" She looked with her disarming child-like smile at Sir George.
"My dear mother, Ibsen would turn in his grave if he heard you speak of his dramas as sad things. What fearful profanation!"
"Aren't they sad V said James with a transparent assumption of simplicity. "They are dreary, but perhaps that is only because they are boring."
Alison looked at him in weighty silence, and then said:
"That is not worthy of you. Surely, even if his outlook means nothing to you, you can respect the sincerity of it."
"Come, come, Miss Alison, surely jo- don't want us to believe that you hold Ibsen's creed—woman a doll, and a dicky-bird, and all the rest of it," said Sir George, with a fatal effort towards inducing the conversation into a lighter vein.
Alison's enormous eyes annihilated him, and Lady St. Craye said plaintively:
"Alison doesn't really think that sort of thing, you know. Her creed is quite a different one, and most beautiful."
She looked lovingly at her daughter. James looked at Lady St. Craye with a different expression in his dark eyes, and Zella felt that it was time to draw attention to herself.
"Tell us your creed, Alison," she said, unable at the moment to think of a creed more personal, and perhaps knowing that in any case she would lack courage to enunciate one with the latent sarcasm of her cousin's eyes upon her.
"Ah," said Alison—and her eyes took on an odd effect of darkening and deepening—" my creed is that of the Theosophist."
Sir George looked uncomfortable, and turned to Lady St. Craye with an obvious desire to change the conversation. She immediately began to talk of other things, and Alison's audience was reduced to two. But she received no lack of attention.
"Theosophy as an attitude interests me a good deal," said James. "There is something so original about a creed which boasts that it condemns no other creed."
"Theosophy is not a creed," said Alison gravely. "It is bound by no limits, save those of our own inner vision; and those of us who grow, who become bigger and wider in outlook, learn to tolerate all sects and creeds for the sake of the fragment of truth that each has preserved."
Zella wondered if the Catholic Church came within the sphere of things tolerated by the exponents of Theosophy, and felt guiltily that Reverend Mother would have called this one of the occasions when human respect should be trampled underfoot and a fearless testimony uttered. Reverend Mother, however, not being there to enforce the precept by her presence, Zella merely said, with an earnest expression on her face:
"Ah, toleration is the finest of hall-marks in any society."
"But are you a member of the Society, Miss St. Craye ?" inquired James.
Alison flung back her head with a characteristic gesture, and laughed deliberately.
"Only of that wonderful Society to which we all belong—the Society in which we are all bound together by ties of Brotherhood: that Society called Life."
"It sounds like an insurance company," said James amiably. "But I meant the Theosophical Society proper."
"Certainly not," said Alison. "I do not approve of cliques, religious or otherwise. My Theosophy lies in the world around, as I told you—the love of soul for soul, of humanity for sunshine, fresh air, little innocent wood-creatures and insect life. It may be needful for the weaker among us to be upheld by the binding laws of a Society, but there are others—and I venture to count myself amongst them—to whom the Law of Love is sufficient."
Zella, to her own vexation and perplexity, found herself colouring with a feeling of intense annoyance.
"If that is so," observed James dryly, " I am surprised that you are not a vegetarian."
Alison looked affronted, and Zella, who thought James's remark in bad taste, retorted with spirit:
"Why should you suppose Alison would indulge in a fad of that sort V
"Not as a fad at all, but as a matter of principle. Why kill and devour the innocent little creatures whom you look upon as brothers? This excellent salmi was once, probably, several happy-hearted chickens sporting in the country, and you, who profess to love them and be their sister, have them killed in a particularly painful manner, and then eat them. It seems illogical, in view of the Law of Love." <
"You are pleased to be facetious," said Alison coldly, "but the subject is hardly an amusing one. I do not choose to make myself ridiculous, and exceedingly inconvenient to my friends, by indulging in the fad of vegetarianism for purely sentimental reasons."
Certainly not—only for logical ones. You can't deny that, by causing pain or death to any living creature, you are breaking your own law."
"I do deny it," said Alison, with a backward gesture of her head, indicative of the courageous defence of her opinions. "Pray, why should I annoy and distress my friends by living on beans and macaroni, when the slaughter that admittedly does go on, so that man may exist, would go on exactly the same V
"You would at least be consistent," said James. "It is a question of values. The inconveniences of being considered a faddist, against the sin—if you think it one—of adding to the sum of human pain by the addition of one rabbit or chicken." «
"But according to that, James, one should give up a good many things—hunting and fishing—for instance," said Zella, more for the sake of making herself heard than from any very passionate conviction.
"Well, people have been known to do so."
"For humanitarian reasons?"
"Certainly. Think of the saints in ancient days— well, some of them," said James hurriedly, forestalling the outburst which he saw trembling on Alison's lips as to the iniquity of the ascetic self-torturers of the Middle Ages. "And, as I said, members of the Theosophical Society are generally vegetarians, I believe."
"Have you ever known any members of this Society?" demanded Alison, with an accent of ineffable contempt.
"Only one," said James serenely—" a very good fellow."
"One can imagine the type—happy in all the glories of belonging to a Society with a capital S," laughed Alison, "and enjoying the importance of demanding cheese souffle when other people are eating roast beef."
"I do not fancy he sees much cheese souffle^ or roast beef, either, for the matter of that," said James. "Cheese souffle is not a matter of course to every vegetarian, whatever a cup of tea and a bun may be."
"You mean," said Zella, looking at her cousin disapprovingly, "that your Theosophist friend probably
to have very many motives in common."
"Exactly," James replied with provoking serenity.
"Then, why attempt to draw a parallel ?" demanded Alison. "I have no doubt that to minds of a certain class, very worthy, very respectable, there is, as I have said, an immense satisfaction in being affiche as belonging to a Theosophical or any other sect. That hardly implies that the true meaning of the word Theosophy has been revealed to them. Theosophy in its deepest sense is the hall-mark of minds that are above the average, not below it."
Zella thought that the flow of rhetoric must have silenced even James, but he demanded with unabated amusement;
whom
"Then, you would say that my vegetarian friend's Theosophy could have little or nothing in common with yours.
"I do not know what his views are," repeated Alison impatiently; " but if he is a faddist of the body-building, nut-cutlet school, I should imagine there was no slightest bond of union between us—especially as you say or imply that he belongs to a class of society which finds a pleasure in peculiarity, such as good breeding would rather resent than otherwise."
"Yes," said James meditatively—" certainly. He is, in point of fact, a bank clerk."
Alison made an acquiescent gesture.
"Exactly," she said with cold triumph.
"Then," repeated James thoughtfully, "there could be little or no sympathy between you as fellow-Theosophists."
"The word probably bears quite a different meaning to each of us," returned Alison. "Our minds must, by the influence of heredity and environment alone, be as the poles asunder."
Zella wished, not for the first time, that she could manipulate polysyllables with the fluent assurance of Miss St. Craye.
"No bond of union between two persons each of whom profess equally that Theosophy is his and her creed," murmured James to himself.
Alison laughed a little.
"Admit that you are arguing after a defeat," she said with the gracious demeanour of victory. "You can scarcely expect me to admit a fellowship of mind with your vegetarian bank clerk."
"No. There can be no common meeting-ground for you both," James murmured thoughtfully.
"I should say most emphatically none," retorted Alison, as though humouring the insistence of a pertinacious child.
"Then," in his turn demanded James, " what becomes of your universal Brotherhood, pray? If rabbits and chickens are your brothers and sisters, surely a bank clerk is, too V
James's tone was half humorous, but there was an undercurrent in it that made Lady St. Craye pause in her exchange of platitudes with Sir George Kindersley, and look at the flushed, contemptuous face of her daughter.
"Are-you talking about bank clerks?" she asked James, smiling. "I don't think I should like Alison to be a sister to bank clerks, you know."
It was impossible not to laugh at the plaintive triviality cutting across the earnest "Let me assure you" with which Alison had begun to reply.
"We shall be late for the first act," said Lady St. Craye placidly, rising from the table.
Zella went to bed that night with an intangible sense of failure. She had evidently failed to impress James, of that she was entirely convinced; and she was unhappily conscious, as in the old days at school, of her own weak fickleness. For even as Alison could succeed in displeasing her with James for his levity and his argumentative bluntness, so James himself had disillusioned her as to the high sincerity and superior personality of Alison St. Craye.
XXIII
"IN the midst of life we are in death," said Mrs. LloydEvans.
"You could hardly call the Baronne de Kervoyou in the midst of life, mother. She was over seventy, and ill with bronchitis."
"James dear, that sounds unfeeling. It does not matter what you say to me, since I understand my boy perfectly; but I should not like Louis or poor little Zella to hear you speak in that way. Besides, what I meant was that it is a great shock to hear so suddenly of a death in the family, when we are just fresh from all the excitement and pleasure of the wedding."
"In the family?"
"James, you are in what I call a cavilling mood to-day, dear. Why repeat everything I say in that absurd tone of incredulity? The Baronne may not have been an actual blood-relation of our own, but for my poor Esmee's sake I have always looked upon her as one of ourselves. And though we did not see much of her, owing to her living abroad, she and I were great friends."
James refrained from cavilling again at this remarkable statement, but his expression was such that Mrs. LloydEvans replied to it with some heat:
"You are too young to remember anything about it, dear, but I shall never forget a journey your father and I took all the way to Paris on purpose to see the old Baronne. It was soon after we lost dear Esmee, and something had to be settled about poor little Zella. Louis was quite heart-broken, in his own way, and, besides, gentlemen do not really quite understand about things always, so he very wisely left it all to me. I remember saying to your father at the time: 'Henry, it is of no use to tell me that the Baronne is a foreigner and a Roman Catholic: I know she is. But dear Esmee always looked upon her as Zella's own grandmother, and it is right she should be allowed a say in the matter.'"
"I wonder she persuaded you to let Zella go to a convent school, all the same."
"She persuaded me to nothing," said Mrs. LloydEvans with great dignity. "I hope I am broad-minded enough to realize that there is good in every creed; and it was very natural that a Roman Catholic, which the Baronne as a foreigner could hardly help being, poor thing ! should wish to have Zella brought up in a Roman Catholic convent. And, after all, James, any religious teaching is better than none, which is what it would have been if Zella had remained with poor Louis, never going to church or anything."
"Perhaps the Baronne de Kervoyou foresaw that her going to a convent would end in her turning R.C.," suggested James rather dryly.
"My dear boy, do not impute motives. It may have been so, but one would prefer not to think so just now, at all events," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans solemnly. "In the grave all things are forgotten."
Evidently they were, for Mrs. Lloyd-Evans refused to dwell upon the Roman Catholicism, foreignness, and French artfulness, of the Baronne, which had hitherto been the only characteristics allowed her in the LloydEvans household, and sallied forth to condole with Zella, garbed in the modified mourning of black moire and purple feathers.
"No colours on such an errand," she had murmured, with a chastened smile at her son.
"I'll walk across the Park with you, mother. Of course, Zella knows already, doesn't she?"
James, versed in his mother's expressions, detected a slight symptom of stiffening.
Yes, dear, she does. Gentlemen are often very inconsiderate, and, instead of asking me to go round and break it gently to the child, which I would willingly have done, however much one shrinks from that kind of errand, poor Louis must needs go and telegraph to her last night. I dare say she is quite upset to-day," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with some satisfaction.
"What does Uncle Louis say?"
"Nothing much. You know that hasty telegraphio style of his. Louis's letters never really tell one anything. I have always thought it rather an affectation of poor Louis's, to write in that way, though one does not like to say anything of that sort just now, when he is in grief. I always say, Jimmy, that there is what I call a certain sacredness about the first days of a bereavement."
James wondered, from long experience, whether a reference to little Archie or to poor Esmee would follow.
"I shall never forget those first few days at Villetswood after the loss of Esmee—how one's only comfort was in dwelling together on the past."
His mother's construction of a sentence always made the Oxford prig in James writhe.
She continued with sad but serene volubility:
"Poor Louis had got over his grief in the most extraordinary manner, considering that in his own way he really was devoted to poor Esm6e. But I am afraid that this may reopen the old wound. After all, Jimmy, no one can take a mother's place. A man may find another wife, but never another mother."
"In this case, however," dryly observed James, "the Baronne de Kervoyou was Uncle Louis's stepmother."
"Very likely, dear," retorted the undefeated Mrs. Lloyd-Evans; "that only shows the force of my words, that a man can never have two mothers. And however devoted a stepmother may be, it is not the same thing, though in this case I know poor Louis feels as though it were, since he can never remember any other mother than the Baronne. He has often told me that he can never recollect feeling the want of a mother's love."
This apocryphal quotation reduced James to an appalled silence, which lasted until they had almost reached the St. Crayes' door.
"Are you coming in, dear ?" inquired his mother. "It might be cousinly just to see poor nttle Zella for a moment —unless, as is very likely, she is lying down quietly in her own room. I often think that to be quite alone and silent is a great comfort in grief. But she might come
downstairs to the drawing-room for a few minutes, I dare say."
"I don't think I'll come in, mother."
"Ah, my dear boy, I can tell just how you are feeling. Boys are always so shy of any emotion, and you feel afraid of a little scene, I dare say. But there really would be no need for you to say much. I often think," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with earnest discursiveness, one foot on the St. Oayes' doorstep—" I often think that one can convey more sympathy with just one look than by any number of words. Words are so meaningless, somehow, in grief. You will find that out as you grow older."
"My dear mother, they will be answering the bell in another minute," said James in some agitation.
"I dare say, dear, though in these big houses the servants are often very badly trained. And I don't think Lady St. Craye is a woman who would manage a household at all well; there is something very frivolous and shallow about her, I always think."
"Good-bye, mother. Give Zella my love. I shan't see you to-night, as I am dining out."
"Where, Jimmy? I wish you would not make petty mysteries, my dear boy; why not say quite simply and openly"
"Is Lady St. Craye at home ?" was what James did say, as the door was opened noiselessly behind Mrs. Lloyd-Evans.
"Yes? Good-bye, then, mother."
He was gone, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had had no intention of asking to see anyone but her niece, resentfully found herself ushered into the drawing-room.
Lady St. Craye trailed forward, appealingly pretty, with outstretched hand.
"How is Zella ?''' demanded Mrs. Lloyd-Evans without preliminary greeting. "I knew you would understand my coming straight round on hearing this sad news from my poor brother-in-law this morning, and of course it came as a shock. The Baronne was a very old friend of ours, and though, of course, she was over seventy, no one expected the end to be so near."
"I'm so sorry," murmured Lady St. Craye regretfully. "Do sit down, and of course Zella must be told you are here. I think she is in Alison's sitting-room; they are great friends, you know."
She ended with her habitual half-timid, little lingering smile.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans looked with reproachful eyes at the smile, and forcibly dragged the conversation back from this lighter vein by repeating wearily:
"One feels how true it is, that in the midst of life we are in death."
"Was it quite unexpected ?" hazarded Lady St. Craye.
"One knew it must come some day," returned her guest with an air of prescience. "But she was really no worse than she had often been, with these bronchial attacks. Then quite suddenly my poor brother-in-law got a telegram from his sister saying that—well, it was really a curiously worded telegram. One hardly knows how to repeat it, except that one makes allowances for foreigners. But, of course, it is all very odd to our English reserve on those subjects."
Lady St. Craye looked at her with wondering eyes.
"Yes!"
"I believe," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans mournfully, "that the telegram said she had received the Last Sacraments, such as they are, of the Roman Catholic Church. Of course one is glad she had the consolations of her religion at the end; but it was a strange thing to put in a telegram, especially when the post-office people at Villetswood naturally know my brother-in-law quite well, and all about his relations. And it seems to me very reckless to have done all that anointing to an old lady ill with bronchitis; I dare say, if one knew the truth, it was probably the last straw," concluded Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, apparently with some confusion between the Last Sacraments of the Catholic Church and the ceremony of Baptism by immersion.
"Was that the only intimation, though ?" asked Lady St. Graye after a slight pause.
"There was a second telegram, I believe, to say that she had passed away quite peacefully. Or, rather, since foreigners word these things very oddly, it just said that she had died that morning. Of course, poor Louis has gone straight over to Paris."
"He must let Zella stay on with us," said Lady St. Craye warmly. "She is a perfect darling, and so pretty."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans recalled her hostess, by a grieved look, to the fact that such a remark ill-befitted the occasion.
Before Lady St. Craye could think of a more suitable one, Zella came in.
Her appearance hardly justified the suppressed emotion with which Mrs. Lloyd-Evans clasped her for a long moment with a sub-audible "My poor child!"
Zella had not been affected very deeply by the death of the old Baronne. It seemed perfectly natural to her that her grandmother, whom she regarded as aged in the extreme, should die, and her sympathy for pauvre tante Stephanie had found ample vent in the graceful wording of a very prettily turned lettre de condoleance. Even her father's loss did not present itself to her as very real or vivid, since she knew that only youth can plumb the depths of suffering or attain to the heights of happiness, and that a capacity for feeling vanishes with the early twenties, leaving a matter-of-fact attitude of acceptance in its stead. From this point of view, therefore, Zefia had felt in no way disposed to admit of interference with the pleasantly self-absorbed train of thought induced in her by the St. Craye household, and in the depths of her heart regarded the advent of death as an ill-timed intrusion.
She had communicated her loss to Alison and her mother with a mingling of slight awe and chastened grief, but laying stress upon the lapse of years since she had seen the Baronne, and even feeling slightly struck by her own candour in not affecting a conventional grief which she could not feel.
Lady St. Craye had been affectionately sympathetic, and, on learning that Louis did not wish his daughter to accompany him to Paris, had warmly begged her to remain with her for the present, and neither she nor Alison had appeared to expect any excessive display of sorrow on the part of their visitor.
Consequently, it was with no sensations of gratitude that Zella heard the low, grief-stricken accents of her Aunt Marianne pouring out a consoling stream of resignation and tender reminiscences in Lady St. Craye's drawing-room.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had had time to say, "In the midst of life we are in death, darling, and one feels that this must remind you of those sad, sad days at Villetswood when your dear mother was taken from us Aunt Marianne could not help coming to you, dear, knowing how one feels these things at your age, or, indeed, at any age; for, as you know, it is a great grief to Uncle Henry and Aunt Marianne, too," before, to Zella's intense relief, Lady St. Craye slipped out of the room, murmuring that she knew Mrs. Lloyd-Evans and Zella would like a little talk together, and that, of course, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans must stay to luncheon. Without other spectators, Zella felt more able to cope with the r61e that was evidently assigned her.
She even shed a few quiet tears after Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had said with mild surprise: "You look better than I expected, dear, for I know it must have been a shock to
you."
But it was no small relief to her when the peal of Swiss cow-bells, substituted by Alison for a gong, clanged through the house, and she exclaimed with a good deal more eagerness than she had meant to put into her voice: "There's luncheon, Aunt Marianne. You are staying, aren't you?"
Aunt Marianne gave a little start, as of one suddenly recalled from another plane, and for a moment Zella feared that her bereavement came under the heading of those in which "one does not think of one's own health or comfort, dear, and food would be impossible "; but Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, after a moment's debate with herself, apparently decided otherwise.
"Come then, Zella dear," she said resignedly. "One does not want to disappoint poor Lady St. Oraye or hurt her feelings, and I dare say she meant very kindly in aslung me to stay for luncheon."
Perhaps Lady St. Craye thought her kindness exces-. sive, for luncheon was a cheerless meal. Zella was as self-oonscious as youth always is in the combined presence of friends and relations, to each of whom she had half unconsciously presented a totally different aspect of herself, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans determinedly led the conversation into a depressed minor key and sustained it there.
Alison, to whom unpunctuality at meals always symbolized a victory of the spirit over the flesh, came in twenty minutes late, just as Mrs. Lloyd-Evans observed dejectedly:
"No, thank you, nothing cold. One must be reasonable and eat, of course, and I am very glad dear little Zella is so sensible, but it does go against the grain at such a time."
Zella, who had been flattering herself that her very modest helping of chicken came fully within the limits allowed by grief, coloured angrily, and felt bound to refuse the cold tongue which she would have liked.
"Here is Alison!" exclaimed Lady St. Oraye in the glad tone in which she always acclaimed her daughter's entry.
Alison looked repression at her mother, shook hands from the elevation of her five foot ten inches with Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and laid a kindly patronizing hand on Zella's shoulder as she passed to her place.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's gloom did not allow of any further concession to social conventions than an unsmiling inclination of the head, and she pursued the mournful tenor of her conversational way unmoved by Alison's hostile gaze.
"One feels," she observed, absently crumbling her bread, "that it is all so sad for the poor daughter. One ought really to pity those that are left, not those that are gone, don't you think V
"Yes," said Lady St. Craye gently, and looking down at the table.
"There is no such thing as death," said Alison, in a voice made carefully matter-of-fact.
Zella wished rather uncomfortably that she did not know the writings of Maeterlinck to be Alison's most recent discovery.
"That would be a most impious thought if it was held in earnest," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans firmly, "when we are distinctly told, both by a Higher Authority and by the sad things we see all round us every day, that in the midst of life we are in death."
"Ah, your grand old prophets left many phrases of that sort to survive them; but we of to-day have learnt to read a deeper, truer meaning into their words, have we not V said Alison, smiling at Zella as at a soul of similar enlightenment.
Zella was aware with what feelings Mrs. Lloyd-Evans would view a declaration that her niece read a deeper and truer meaning into the Scriptures than had originally been infused there, and was thankful to Lady St. Craye for sparing her the necessity of a reply.
"Have you seen that very charming play of Maeterlinck's, I wonder? I am sure that is what Alison was thinking of—' The Blue Bird.' And there is a pretty idea running through it that"
"My dear mother," Alison ruthlessly interrupted, "Maeterlinck's children's play was pretty enough— though I consider it no compliment to use such an adjective, since personally I abhor prettiness—but do not suppose for an instant that he has done more than voice the theory which all serious thinkers of the present generation must hold: there is no such thing as death."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans fixed Alison with a calmly hostile eye.
"Young people nowadays very often say that sort of thing, which sounds clever, and are attracted by that sort of free-thinking idea; but when you haye entered into the realities of life it will all seem very different. I remember quite well, when I was a child, actually thinking that I should like to experience a great sorrow—
little knowing how in after-life I dare say I was an
original child—I know I used to think a great deal; and I dare say that is why I understand young people so well now, since I remember the queer ideas in my own little
brain . Young people never realize what sorrow is
till they have experienced it, and that is why I always say that experience is the best teacher. Don't you think, Lady St. Craye, that when these girls are a little older, and really know what life is, it will all seem quite different to them V
Lady St. Craye, who justly surmised that only her daughter's stupefaction at the impeachment of youthfulness, and hearing her theories compared to the queer ideas of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's own little brain in the days of her childhood, kept her silent, rose hurriedly before the storm should have time to burst verbally.
"Let us have coffee upstairs; it is so much cooler in the drawing-room."
As she passed Alison's chair, where the outraged Miss St. Craye still sat as though turned to stone, she whispered beseechingly:
"Don't smoke, dearest, please; I am sure it would shock her dreadfully."
"Nothing shall induce me to come into the drawingroom at all," said Alison through her teeth, "until that woman has left it."
Lady St. Craye meekly followed her unpopular visitor upstairs. In the drawing-room a telegram was brought to Zella.
"Not again," murmured Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, one hand making a vague movement towards the region of her heart.
It not being clear whether the aspiration expressed a protest at the idea of a second demise on the part of the Baronne, and the contingency appearing, to say the least of it, a remote one, Lady St. Craye wisely remained silent while Zella tore open the yellow envelope.
She flushed as with a sudden emotion while reading it, but merely said, "There is no answer, thank you."
An expression of such mild determination came over Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's face as the servant left the room that Lady St. Craye hastily rose and glided downstairs with a murmur about looking for Alison.
Upon which Mrs. Lloyd-Evans laid her hand on Zella's, and said tenderly:
"Darling, I know very well I need not tell you that Aunt Marianne has no wish to pry, and no one has less curiosity about other people. But one thing you must tell me. There is no bad news about poor papa? I am so much afraid of his breaking down."
"Oh no; he had a very good journey, and arrived last night in Paris."
"Then, your telegram is from him, dear?"
"Yes," said Zella reluctantly.
"Very well, Zella dear. I am glad you have heard; I have been very, very anxious for news myself," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with a shade of reserve in her manner, and withdrawing the hand laid upon Zella's. "You would know better, I am quite certain, than to make petty mysteries without reason if you had any real news."
She smiled so resignedly that Zella, always dominated by Aunt Marianne's kindness, handed over the telegram, murmuring weakly:
"Of course it is not private from you, Aunt Marianne."
"I felt sure it could not be, dear; your father and I have no secrets from one another. But, remember, I do not ask to see this, dear child," said her aunt, putting on her glasses and unfolding the telegram. "It must be exactly as you like. Just pull up the blind a little, dear; it is so dark I can hardly see to read."
She perused the message, which was a long one.
"Shall he ask your Aunt Stephanie to make her home at Villetswood 1" she murmured. "Why telegraph to you about that, dear? Surely a letter would have done as well; indeed, it seems to me very soon to be thinking about that sort of arrangement at all. But I see the answer is prepaid."
"Yes," said Zella unwillingly. "I must send it this afternoon, but there is no hurry."
She was far from sure of her own wishes, and had no desire to hear Aunt Marianne's advice.
But she was not to escape.
"Well, dear, since poor papa has telegraphed like this, I think you must send back a nice affectionate answer to say how glad you will be. Of course he must have settled it already, but I dare say he thought a kind message from you would be a comfort just now. So often a little thing is a comfort, in grief. People don't always realize that. I think you could get quite a nice little message into a few words. Let us see. . . . The address takes up six words, so that only leaves us five, and one for your name at the end. How would it do:' Delighted to see dear Aunt Stephanie Villetswood '? Only, that's one word too many, and yet one doesn't quite like to take out the ' dear.'"
"Aunt Marianne," said Zella rather desperately, "I am not sure that I do want Tante Stephanie to live with us."
"Then, darling, it is very selfish of you. Besides, it is probably all settled."
I think papa really meant me to decide."
"No, dear; you are too young to decide such a thing," said her aunt with immutable firmness. "There is no question of deciding, but I feel sure that poor papa hopes you will send a cordial, affectionate message to poor Aunt Stephanie in her sorrow. One does not think of oneself at a time of mourning like this."
Zella, in spite of what she had supposed to be an iron resolution against impressionability, began to feel herself justly rebuked.
"Besides, Zella dear, it would really be just what you want at Villetswood. I have often felt that the want of a lady at the head of a household is such a terrible thing, and especially now that you are at home and beginning to grow up. You see, dear, Tante Stephanie will be able to look after the servants, arid order the meals, and see to the housekeeping, and all those things which you could not manage. And, then, there will be somebody to sit at the head of the table later on, if poor papa should wish to entertain a little, which he very likely will, now that you are come out."
Zella's conviction that she did not want Tante Stephanie to come and live at Villetswood increased by leaps and bounds, but she went on listening to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's gentle volubility in a sort of fascinated silence.
"I quite see that for the first moment or two the idea may seem rather strange, but you should overcome that, and only think of what is right, dear. Now, Aunt Marianne does not want to influence you in any way, so you shall make up your mind quite quietly and give me the telegram to take away when I go. Think over what I have been saying, dear, and remember that verse of poetry I am always so fond of:
"'He prayeth best who loveth best.'"
And Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, to mark the earnestness of her determination not to influence Zella, went to the window and gazed into the street below, having first placed the telegraph form and a pencil at her niece's elbow.
Zella sat wrestling with her own weakness and the old insidious dread of being disapproved of. She did not really want Tante Stephanie at Villetswood, and she felt certain that her father had, according to his wont, meant exactly what he said in asking her to telegraph her wishes. If she wrote, "Ask Tante Stephanie for a long visit," he would understand, and would not make the invitation a permanent one.
Aunt Marianne, from the window, sighed heavily, and shifted her weight patiently from one foot to the other.
How selfish it would seem not to want poor Tante Stephanie, who was all alone in the world, old and poor, Zella mentally phrased it, with more pathos than accuracy, to share her home at Villetswood! This was an opportunity for one of those sacrifices that only God would know about, reflected Zella with a distinct recollection of Reverend Mother, and an undercurrent of satisfaction at the thought that Aunt Marianne as well as God would thus be forced to recognize her unselfishness. She would yield to the generous impulse.
She did so.
Then, with a quiet that was artistic in its restraint, she put the telegram into Aunt Marianne's hand.
"I was selfish," she observed with a beautiful simplicity, "but that is all over now."
Aunt Marianne, largely responsible for having wrought Zella to this pitch, disconcertingly failed to rise to the occasion.
"You must have put more than twelve words, dear, which is very extravagant, especially with these foreign telegrams. Still, that is very nice."
"It cost me something, but I'm glad I did it," untruly observed Zella, determined to rouse Aunt Marianne to a fitting perception of her niece's virtue.
This time she did not miss her effect.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was recalled to more solemn issues.
"Yes, Zella dear, and I am very, very glad, too. Do you know that Aunt Marianne actually said a little prayer for you to decide rightly—just a few words, since I always think the best prayers are really those one makes up for oneself—asking that you should see how unkind it would be to disappoint poor Aunt Stephanie, and should make a little effort, and then write a really nicely worded welcoming telegram," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, in the carefully explanatory rhetoric reserved by her for directions issued to the Almighty and to any painstaking but obtuse official at the Army and Navy Stores.
"The prayer was answered, you see," said Zella, anxious to direct the conversation back into a more personal channel.
"Yes, dear; but Aunt Marianne always thinks that the best way to end up all prayers—give me the telegram, and I will put it in my little bag, so as not to forget it— the best way to end up a prayer, dear, is always 'Thy will be done.'"
ON this last pious truism Mrs. Lloyd-Evans took her leave, saying to Zella at the drawing-room door:
"No, dear, don't come downstairs with Aunt Marianne; you would rather keep quiet to-day, one knows." She appeared further to make herself clear in some subtle manner by adding: "I mean, one knows that you would rather keep quiet to-day."
Having thus elucidated her meaning, Mrs. LloydEvans went slowly downstairs, adjusted to her face the expression that the butler would consider suitable to one in grief, and was let out at the hall door.
"My dear Henry, how did you get here V she demanded in a tone of such astonishment that it almost sounded shocked, when at the corner of South Audley Street she encountered her husband.
"I lunched at the club, dear, and meant to walk back across the Park. Are you going home now?"
"Yes."
At the unwonted brevity of this reply, Henry suddenly bethought himself of his wife's recent errand, and the appropriate inquiry sprang almost automatically to his Hps:
"How did you find poor little Zella?"
"Poor little thing! I am very glad I went to her," which immediately impressed on Henry's mind a doleful conviction that his wife had found Zella inconsolable at the loss of the Baronne.
"Has she heard from Louis?"
"Yes, he telegraphed; although I cannot help feeling that it was a very extravagant thing to do, when a letter would have cost so much less and explained a great deal better. However, it was really to tell Zella that he has arranged for her Aunt Stephanie, as she calls herself, to come and live with them at Villetswood," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, believing herself to be stating the case accurately.
Henry Lloyd-Evans whistled softly.
"That's rather hard luck on Zella, isn't it?"
"No, dear, why should it be? That little dog is positively trying to follow us, Henry; I wish you would not whistle. You must remember we are in London. And why should it be hard luck on Zella? On the contrary, what one has always felt is that she needs someone to mother her, and to look after that great house at Villetswood and all those servants. That old housekeeper has always seemed to me both careless and artful. Besides, it will no doubt be a real blessing to the poor woman herself."
"I dare say," said Henry, rightly concluding that the poor woman referred to was Mdlle. de Kervoyou. "Will she be very badly off?"
"Practically penniless," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's inventive genius prompted her mournfully to reply. "These foreigners, poor things, very seldom save anything, and have not our safe investments, either, for what little money they may scrape together. I always think that system of francs and centimes is very fishy, to say the least of it."
"The decimal system is used practically all over the Continent, Marianne, and, in fact, it is only supposed to be a question of time before we take to it ourselves."
"You may call it by any grand name you please, dear," inexorably returned his wife, "but that does not make it any safer or more practical; and the result of it all is that poor Miss de Kervoyou, the moment her mother dies, has to go and live on her half-brother's charity, which is what it really amounts to."
Henry, well inured to the reasoning peculiar to Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, did not dispute the logic of her present conclusion, and merely inquired:
"Then, she is going, is she?"
"Oh yes; the whole thing is practically settled. I think poor little Zella was rather upset for the first moment or two at its having been arranged so quickly; but one was able to show her how selfish any objection would be, and she wrote quite a nice cordial answer. No, Henry, don't cross until that motor-bus is out of the way. The policeman will make us a sign. We must stop at a post-office, dear, though a telegram seems to me a foolish and unnecessary expense."
"Then, why send one, my dear? What do you want to telegraph about f"
"My dear Henry, you are not attending to a word I say. I have just told you that Louis sent Zella a prepaid telegram, and she begged me to send the answer for her. I have it in my little bag. We can stop in Sloane Street."
"I see. Well, I hope they'll hit it off. It seems a sensible arrangement enough."
Across the Park and down the length of Sloane Street Mrs. Lloyd-Evans demonstrated that it was, and only drew attention in the merest aside to the blackness of the London trees and the indisputable difference between the green of London and the green of the country. But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, like the majority of humanity, was to discover that there lies an unexpected difference between a sensible arrangement in theory and that same sensible arrangement carried into practice.
A week later Louis de Kervoyou brought his sister, in all the crepe-shrouded blackness prescribed by the laws of French mourning, to Villetswood.
Zella, in her inmost heart thinking it a gross injustice on the part of Providence that she should be plunged into an atmosphere of grief on the very threshold of her coming out, travelled with her father and aunt from London, and was relieved to find that both appeared perfectly capable of sustaining an ordinary conversation and of behaving very much as usual.
Tante Stephanie, indeed, almost scandalized her by the perfect calm with which she remarked, on establishing herself at Villetswood:
?ipj" Maman serait ravie de me voir avec une si belle chambre. Elle regrettait toujours ce vilain mur sur lequel je donnais dans l'appartement Rue des Ecoles. Esperons que le bon Dieu l'appelera vite au Paradis, d'ou elle pourra voir comme je suis bien logee."
Zella did not know what to reply, and felt awkward. Finally she said rather haltingly, "Grand'mere can see you from heaven, I am sure, dear Aunt Stephanie," and immediately felt as though she had impertinently tried to interfere with the judgments of the Almighty, the more especially when Mdlle. de Kervoyou returned calmly:
"Maman was very good, a saint if you will, but she anticipated her little bit of Purgatory like the rest of us, and we must pray for her, Zella, my dear child. But \ I need not ask it of you."
"No, indeed," said Zella, with a fervour in her tones entirely due to her ardent hope that Tante Stephanie would only indulge in these aspirations when they were alone.
But Mdlle. de Kervoyou, being a gentlewoman, and, moreover, one of more experience than her niece gave her credit for, did not shame Zella's youthful sensitiveness by any ill-timed allusion to her parent's probable sojourn in Purgatory.
The gentle French lady made herself beloved of the servants and of the village, but assumed none of the prerogatives of mistress of Villetswood, which position she apparently took for granted to belong to Zella.
Zella was pleased to find that she still sat at the head of her father's table, and, while holding in reserve a graceful tableau of unselfish sweetness rendering up the keys to a domineering intruder, was yet relieved to find that no such display was needed. But the keys, left in qer undisputed possession, gradually became more burdensome than gratifying, and Zella almost found herself wishing that Mdlle. de Kervoyou would realize more nearly Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's ideal of a resident aunt.
The absence of a dramatic element in her fife began to depress her, as it must all natures accustomed to feed upon artificial emotions, and Zella began to long for any incident, however disturbing, that should mar the peace of Villetswood.
Louis did not, like a father in a book, remain absorbed in melancholy reflection, locked in his study, for hours together. On the contrary, he rode with his daughter almost daily, read French aloud to her and to his sister in the evenings, and listened gladly to her music.
Tante Stephanie, not content. with a definite thought unspoken refusal to play the part of petty tyrant towards her niece, also gracefully avoided the r6le of intellectual wet-blanket that seemed so obviously assigned to her by all literary conventions, and proved herself the most cultivated of companions, with literary and artistic tastes and education that were not unnaturally considerably wider and deeper than those of her niece.
Finally, the unfortunate Zella was deprived of her last possible grievance, the monotony of life in the depths of the country, by the indulgence of her father, who took her to London on every possible excuse, and gave her carte blanche to invite anyone she pleased to Villetswood as soon as the first months of Tante Stephanie's deep mourning were over.
Zella felt that life had become uninteresting to an unbearable degree.
Her religious experiences had lost their novelty, and her intercourse with the Almighty was now confined to a tepid and unthinking formula uttered night and morning when she remembered, and a hasty, ejaculatory "Oh, please let it be all right " in any sudden crisis. This, in letters to the convent, was gratefully referred to as "the habit learnt at the dear convent, of raising my heart and mind to God at any difficult moment during the day."
The Catholic Church, whereof she had now been a member for nearly three years, had become an institution represented by the unwelcome appearance of plats maigres on days when she least expected or desired them, and the effort involved by an early drive on Sundays and holidays of obligation to the Catholic church, five miles away. Tante Stephanie, who might, Zella considered, have reasonably been expected to take an absorbing interest in the paths by which her niece had been led into the true fold, showed no disposition to encourage the recital of Zella's spiritual experiences. Her only recognition of any deeper bond between them took the form of frequent requests that Zella would mention the names of various defunct French relatives in her prayers, and a matter-of-course taking for granted that she would prefer to attend a Low Mass as well as a High one on Sundays.
Zella was bored.
She wrote verses about her impassioned and sorrowful soul, which she sent to Alison St. Craye with a wistful hopefulness. Alison replied on a postcard: "Little one, you do not know how to use words yet. To me, they always present themselves as splashes of yellow sunlight on a cold marble floor."
Zella felt as though the cold marble floor might serve as analogy in another capacity. Discouraged, she thought of writing a book. With one eye, as it were, on Alison's approbation, she decided that a prose idyll would be her best form of self-expression.
She would write of the blue sky, the whispering trees of the forest, God's innocent woodland creatures. Drawing a leather arm-chair close to the library fire, she did so.
Local colour abounded.
She skimmed two or three volumes of Richard Jefferies, and kept a copy of the " Pageant of Summer " on a small table beside her bed in company with the "Imitation of Christ" given her by Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, and a small edition de luxe of Omar Khayyam. But after a very little while the prose idyll languished, was half heartedly resumed at lengthening intervals, then ceased altogether. Zella sent the fragment to Alison St. Craye and wrote, with some subtlety:
"I do not feel certain that you will, (forgive me, Alison), altogether understand all that this incompleted fragment means to me. It has no literary merit, no attempt at completeness, even, but I hope that just its sincerity may make an appeal to those who know. You see, I was born in the country, and the love of Nature is in my blood. I sometimes wonder whether that love can ever be quite the same thing to those not born within sight and sound of the rustling forest."
Thus Zella, aware that Miss St. Craye's eyes had first opened to the glare of London lights. But if she had hoped by this subtle allusion to force the hand of Alison, she speedily discovered her fallacy. A Tcond postcard, even briefer than the first one had been, revealed to Zella with some bitterness that her literary offspring was ill-timed—had, in fact, launched itself upon Miss St. Craye's attention in one of her rare moods of rather ponderous humorousness.
She read in Alison's large square handwriting, that studiously sloped downhill in accordance with the general belief that this is characteristic of those who have known much trouble and suffering, the disconcerting message:
"ZELLA,—No, you are right; I do not understand your 'fragment.' Neither do you; for there is nothing to understand. Find yourself, little one, is my advice, and until you have done so do not write. Your well-wisher— do you know that quaint old term, I wonder ?—A. ST. C."
Zella, feeling bitterly disgusted at her well-wisher's laGk of insight, put Richard Jefferies into the bookcase again, and, after a month of desultory novel-reading of the lightest kind, discovered that she was a realist of the most passionate description.
She underlined several passages in "Anna Karenina," bought a cheap edition of Galsworthy's plays, and began to write another book. This time she really did achieve half a dozen chapters before the desire for an audience obsessed her too strongly to be resisted.
But Alison St. Craye should be given no further opportunity for unworthy facetiousness.
Zella read over her own production critically, thought that it was good, and wondered if Tante Stephanie would understand it. It did not occur to her to test her father.
"Tante Stephanie, I should rather like to read you something, when you have time, and if it wouldn't bore you."
"Something you have written V hazarded Stephanie, looking pleased.
"Yes. Just the beginning, you know. And I want you to tell me exactly what you think," said Zella eagerly and quite untruly.
"Very well, my dear. I shall like to hear it, and it is very nice of you to let me. I know that maman always said you would write one of these days."
"It's nothing very much, of course, and you must criticize hard. When would you like it? Any time will do, of course—there's naturally no hurry."
"I am in a hurry," smiled the tactful Stephanie; "there is no time like the present. Won't you fetch it now?"
"Oh, are you sure ?" said Zella, getting up and moving towards her writing-table. "Yes, indeed, if you will."
"Let me see . . ." said Zella, one hand on the drawer of the writing -table, " where is the thing V
Almost before she had finished speaking, the opened drawer revealed the manuscript, and she carried it to a corner of the sofa.
Mdlle. de Kervoyou possessed to the full the quality, as rare as it is undefinable, of believing absolutely in the sincerity of those with whom she came into contact.
Consequently Zella, abnormally sensitive to atmosphere, read aloud with perfect self-confidence the dreary philosophy in the midst of which moved her central figure, an aged Polish violinist, an exile in London.
"Oh, Zella ! it is very sad."
"Is it? I do not think I meant it to be, exactly— only true to life."
This was exactly what Mdlle. de Kervoyou did not think it, but she only said gently:
"You are very young to have such a sad idea of life."
Zella looked broodingly into the fire and felt delighted. This was exactly what she wanted Tante Stephanie to think. But her satisfaction was dashed a moment later.
"But, after all, it really is the young who see things so darkly. You will learn to look for the silver lining, Zella."
Zella hoped that she successfully masked her annoyance by deepening the intensity of her gaze as she replied quietly:
"Perhaps. It is not of a silver lining to my own clouds that I was thinking, but to those of the poor, the oppressed, the starving."
Mdlle. de Kervoyou laid down her work. She had given up her beautiful Church embroidery, and sewed instead for the mothers and babies in the village.
"Mon enfant cherie," she said very earnestly, "indeed I understand you, and it is very good that you should think of the poor. But you will be able to give much help later on. And you will certainly write books, to give people pleasure and help them. in that way."
"Do you think I shall V said Zella in quite a different tone, one of shy, eager pleasure and interest.
"But yes," exclaimed Tante Stephanie, delighted. "It is very clever to have thought of all that at your age, about that poor old Count Stanilas. I liked very much the part about his music, when the tunes seem to take him back to his own country again and his old home. It is most touching and beautiful."
"Oh, Tante Stephanie, I'm so glad! But tell me what you think of it as a whole; remember you promised to tell me truly," urged Zella unwisely.
Tante Stephanie hesitated.
"I think, perhaps, it is a little discouraging," she said at last, " when you say so much about the sordidness of life, and that there is no real happiness anywhere. And I don't think, somehow, he would have said to the little girl, when he was teaching her the violin, 'There is no God but Chance, and no Chance but God.'"
"Why,not?" said Zella, who had regarded the mot in question as a profound epigram.
Perhaps I do not quite see what it means," said her aunt diffidently, " but I am sure it was not quite the thing to say to a child. Besides, if she had repeated it to her parents, as she most likely would, they would not have liked it at all, and the poor Count might have lost his pupil."
Zella had no reply.
Mdlle. de Kervoyou looked at her rather wistfully. "But I love the part about his music," she repeated, "it is charming."
Zella revived.
"Of course anything about music appeals to me very deeply," she murmured.
"Of course," assented Mdlle. de Kervoyou, who happened to be absolutely unmusical.
But her ready acceptance of Zella's statement was perhaps indirectly responsible for Zella's next convictions as to her means of self-expression.
The Polish count was laid aside, after a final outburst of realism in which every item of his meagre supper had been described with a minuteness that extended from the glistening oil of silvery and crumbling sardines to the white irregularity of a lump of salt. At which stage Zella perceived that the book was on such a scale as to need a lifetime's work before she could hope to complete it, and thereupon characteristically decided to wait until she could give more time to it.
She played the piano.
All through the spring, Villetswood was haunted by fragments of Debussy, renderings of Tchaikowsky and minor passages from the works of Sibelius. Zella retained all her old facility for reading at sight, and there was little she did not attempt.
Louis, in the evening, sometimes asked her for his old favourite, Haydn, but for the most part smoked in silence during her performances, and said "Thank you, mignonne," without comment.
Stephanie looked at the music pages from time to time, and said admiringly:
"It looks terribly hard. You must be very musical indeed, Zella, to play such difficult things."
Zella, who had sometimes felt an unacknowledged doubt as to her being really so very musical, gradually became convinced that Tante Stephanie must be right.
She played more furiously than ever.
As the spring turned into summer and the evenings grew longer, Zella found much enjoyment in opening the window at twilight, rejecting any offer of lamp or candles, and straying into minor fragments of Bach or the first half-dozen bars of the " Moonlight Sonata." It gave her
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|V the music about. But this room does seem to me
7 airless. What can we do, Tante Stephanie?"
I can open this one wider, perhaps," placidly replied
le. de Kervoyou.
What about the door?" cried Zella brightly,
lould you feel that too much?"
No, dear, not at all."
'ella set it open, casting a quick side-glance at her it as she did so. Stephanie was counting the stitches a tiny sock, but Zella, who generally missed her effects m sheer nervous anxiety to secure them, felt compelled a final touch of over-acting.
"I hope they won't hear the piano from the diningm, with the door open," she said, laughing nervously. never thought of that." Upon which even the guileless Mdlle. de Kervoyou ddenly perceived from whence had arisen her niece's sire for fresh air.
But she only remarked, after an infinitesimal pause: "Your cousin is fond of music, is he not?" If so, it appeared that James preferred it at a distance, r neither Grieg nor Chopin brought him from the diningoom; and when at last Zella, oddly nervous and disoncerted, rushed with more impetus than discretion ^nto "L'Apres-midi d'un Faune," Louis and James night have been seen emerging from the French window f the dining-room, and pacing slowly towards the arther end of the terrace.
Zella did not perceive the two black shadows until vhey moved deliberately across the bar of light cast through the open window, and a few seconds later she rose from the piano and threw herself into an armchair.
"Thank you, Zella dear; that was very nice," said Tante Stephanie amiably.
"I really think I shall go to bed." "Yes, do, dear, if you are tired." The tall form of James Lloyd-Evans appeared at the window.
"Zella, are you game to mark the tennis-court with me to-morrow? It's high time to begin tennis, don't you think?"
"Perhaps it is," smiled Zella faintly. "Dear what a strain Debussy's chords are!"
She stretched her slender fingers wide.
"Do you still care for music, James?"
"Oh yes," answered her cousin vaguely, and frowTi at the carpet.
Zella felt with annoyance that he did not want to pui the subject with her.
"Zella plays to us a great deal now," observed Md de Kervoyou. "She is so fond of music."
"Are you?" demanded James abruptly, with effect of rudeness, but rather as one striving to solve] perplexing enigma.
Upon which Zella replied very seriously, in St. Craye's favourite catchword of the moment:
"It means a great deal to me."
James still continued to gaze at her with a frown' perplexity that oddly recalled the dogmatic sulky sch boy at Boscombe.
'Why do you play ?" he demanded suddenly.
Zella flushed scarlet, was angry with herself for flushin and could find no reply that would not betray eith mortification or fury.
At last she said feebly, with a feeling that she mus either speak or dissolve into scalding tears:
"Why not? Don't you play?"
James's face cleared abruptly, and Zella, with her od insight, guessed that he suddenly felt himself to be co~ forting and reassuring the hurt vanity of an angry morti fled child.
"Good gracious, no! I gave it up when I heard rea music. And my fingers aren't bits of quicksilver lik yours, either. I couldn't tackle all those runs and shakes and things, and I can't imgaine how you do it."
It was the small glittering toy held out to pacify the discomfited child.
"Then, you do not play at all?" murmured Mdlle. de Kervoyou, still intent on the nearly completed sock.
"I only play tennis," laughed James. "Will you have a single to-morrow, Zella?"
For the rest of her cousin's short visit, Zella was the bright, fresh, outdoor maiden of English fiction, and discovered half a dozen charming new poses in which to view herself, garbed in a short white skirt and cotton blouse and swinging a tennis racquet.
IN the course of that summer Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, thankfully relinquishing possession of the London flat which had served its purpose so well as regarded Muriel, decided that neither Providence nor her brother-in-law were j exerting themselves sufficiently on Zella's behalf.
To think, with Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, was to act.
"Henry," she said, "I have a good mind to spend a couple of nights at Villetswood on our way home."
"It isn't on our way, dear."
"You need not pick my words to pieces in that carping manner, Henry dear. I do not say that Devonshire is> on the direct line between London and Boscom.be; but one cannot say a duty is ever out of one's way, after all, and it does seem to me a most clear duty to see that' poor little Zella is given a chance."
"A chance of what?"
"Why insist on putting things into words, Henry? Surely you know the kind of thing I mean: whom does she ever meet at Villetswood, where there is not another house within miles? You may tell me Louis brings her to spend a week in London every now and then; but mark my words, Henry, a week here and there does not make things happen."
"I suppose not," said Henry doubtfully.
"What is Villetswood for, I should like to know," demanded his wife with increasing warmth, "if not to have people staying there, now that the child is growing up? I feel bound to speak to Louis about it sooner or later, and you know, Henry, what I always say is, Never put off till to-morrow what you can do to-day."
Henry made no reply to this electrifying axiom, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said with gentle reproachfulness:
"You are not very sympathetic, darling, but Zella has always looked upon me as a second mother, as you. know, and I cannot fail her now, just at the most crucial moment in a girl's life. If necessary, I will offer to go and act hostess myself at Villetswood, so that Louis can have a nice amusing little house-party there for Zella's birthday."
"It is very good of you, my dear, but you know how much you dislike entertaining, and, after all, there is that sister of his always there."
"My dear Henry! what are you thinking of? A Frenchwoman is not at all the sort of person whom one could have as hostess at a house-party for young people. You know how very lax foreign ideas always are, and one has heard some very strange stories indeed."
"Not of that old sheep, Marianne!"
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans smiled with a mixture of reproof and tolerance—reproof at Henry's unseemly analogy, and tolerance since it. was only applied to a foreigner.
"No, dear, not that I know of," she said darkly, with a veiled intimation that there might be much of which she did not, and had better not, know. "But you can see for yourself how unsuitable it would be, apart from the fact that the poor thing would probably be quitebewildered by a large party, since she cannot have seen anything of the sort in that tiny Paris flat—their drawingroom not more than half the size of this room, and most of it taken up with that huge embroidery frame of hers. It would be quite out of the question; and as to my disliking having to entertain, which I certainly do, that is not to be weighed in the balance for a moment, Henry, when it is a clear question of right and wrong, as you agree with me that this is."
"Well, my dear, it is very good of you," said Henry sincerely, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's eloquence having by this time succeeded in persuading them both that she was the victim of an unescapable duty.
Louis did not view the matter in the same light, when his sister-in-law, led, as she piously supposed, by the hand of Providence, unexpectedly encountered him that very afternoon in Piccadilly, and was enabled to cause the divergence of a considerable stream of pedestrians by earnestly expounding her views to him then and there.
"It is most remarkable, Louis, that you and I, of all people, should meet here and now. I can hardly believe it, though really what I always say is, that London is not such a very large place, after all, since one is constantly running up against someone."
"I am afraid several people are running up against us now, Marianne. Which way are you going?"
"I am going through the Park, because at any rate there are trees of a sort there, and it always makes one think of the country, though the poor things are black instead of green, and have no leaves to speak of. But I dare say you know what I mean."
Louis did.
"But it really is the most curious coincidence possible," pursued his sister-in-law, her active mind again springing to this remarkable aspect of the case. "Will you believe it, Louis, it was only this morning that Henry and I were talking of you, and wishing we could discuss these new plans with you!"
"That was very kind of you. But what new plans, unless you mean my being in London to-day, which was quite unexpected V
"No, Louis, certainly not. I never ask questions, as you know, and I should not dream of even wondering what on earth can have brought you all the way to London in this mysterious manner, without even letting us know you were coming, and asking us for lunch at the flat, which you could so easily have done."
"As a matter of fact, I thought you were leaving the flat for good this week."
"So we are, Louis," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with great rapidity; "but as this is only Tuesday, that leaves four whole days, even if you don't count Sunday, and we are not going home till Saturday afternoon, so that is no argument. But, as I say, one knows that gentlemen frequently have little matters of business about which one knows nothing, and I have not the least wish to pry or seem inquisitive. But all this is beside the point. Tell me about this question of dear little Zella."
"Zella is very well. She has been riding her new mare, which she enjoys."
"Louis, this is all very well," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with great earnestness, and once more stopping short in the middle of the way. "But what will riding a new mare lead to, I should like to know, with a girl of Zella's age, and no mother to see to these things?"
"Do you mean you think it is too much for her V asked the astounded Louis.
"On the contrary, I mean that it is not enough—in fact, it is of no use at all. Zella ought to meet other young people, make friends of her own age, and, in fact, see a little of the world. You would like to see her settled, after all, Louis."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans belonged to the class of women to whom "settled " is synonymous with "married."
Louis became conscious of this, and temporized feebly.
"I see what you mean."
"One knows that a happy marriage means everything to a girl, once she has really found her mate; and in Zella's case that ought to be done easily," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with a kind smile, and evidently under the impression that she was saying something complimentary.
"I disagree with you there. The higher the type, mentally and morally, the more restricted selection becomes, and in Zella's case the question of cosmopolitanism complicates matters. There is small chance of affinity between the complex Anglo-Gallic organism"
"My dear Louis!" interrupted his sister-in-law in a tone which admirably expressed her firmly unuttered "do not talk nonsense."
"Zella has been given a pretty face, and, what I always think is so much more important, is a good, nicely brought-up girl, and any man ought to be pleased and proud to win her. Besides which, it is nonsense to deny that money does smooth the way in many cases, and Zella's fortune"
"Zella has nothing but what I choose to give her," said Louis coolly.
"Of course not, at present. The heir, so long as he is a child, differeth in nothing from a servant, as I always say," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans hastily, and in her agitation attributing the Apostle's wisdom to herself.
"But you are not going to pretend, Louis, to me, dear Esmee's only sister, and whom you know so well, that Zella will not inherit Villetswood—at some far, far distant date, of course," she added, apparently with a sense that an emphasis on the remoteness of the date might serve to secure Zella's inheritance.
But Louis continued to remain unaccountably cryptic.
"Zella is, of course, my natural heiress, but Villetswood is entirely in my own hands, and I might sell it to-morrow. When she marries, or if she marries, a suitable provision will be made for her; but she is not to be looked upon as heiress to a property or anything else."
"Louis, you stagger me! said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, walking faster than ever. "For once I really do not understand you, and you sound to me most callous and unnatural. Not that I want to hurt your feelings or to seem unkind."
Louis wondered rather grimly what adjectives Mrs. Lloyd-Evans would have selected had her desire been to wound.
"But this is beside the point," she resumed with renewed briskness of utterance.
"Zella is not even engaged, nor likely to be at this rate, which is what I really wanted to speak to you about."
"She is very young," said Louis dreamily. "Of course, in time, some suitable arrangement"
He was sufficiently of a Frenchman to feel that some suitable arrangement might well prove to be for his daughter's ultimate happiness.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans disapprovingly formulated the thought into words.
"That is one of those very foreign ideas that one hoped was dying out," she observed rather severely. "A mariage de convenance can never be a success; and the idea of young people marrying without love is terrible. How can you even suggest it, Louis! The most important question any woman can ever be called upon to decide. . . ."
"To my mind that is a fallacy. The most important question differs for almost every one of us: why should it always be assumed that marriage must be the thing that really matters most? Only the privileged can say that marriage has been the one supreme fact in life; to most of us it is merely an incident."
The scandalized Mrs. Lloyd-Evans for once found herself positively deprived of utterance.
"The conventions forbid us to acknowledge it," observed Louis, apparently talking to the flowers in the Park, "but it is perfectly true."
"No one can be less conventional than I am, Louis, as you very well know; but when it comes to these terrible Continental ideas of Free Love and things, I—I have simply nothing to say."
She said it at considerable length, and concluded:
"And when all this is applied to an innocent child like Zella, one almost feels as though poor dear Esmee must rise from the grave, as it were."
The mention of Esm6e's name succeeded in silencing Louis at once, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with characteristic perseverance, returned to her original theme:
"Besides, one does want to see the child happily settled. Look at my Muriel—who could be happier? A devoted husband, a really thoroughly good man to take care of her, and a charming home of her very own."
Louis being a gentleman, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans refrained from mentioning Muriel's most recent cause for rejoicing, which would not for some months to come form part of that strictly limited multitude of things which may be freely talked about.
"I am glad she is so happy," said Louis gently.
"She is indeed, and I don't wonder it makes you wish Zella were the same. But she will enjoy a little gaiety this summer, and, after all, a girl must have her youth and a little fun before she settles down. But I do not advise a London season, Louis; indeed, it is almost too late to think of it this year. And, besides, that is not the thing."
Her mysterious emphasis almost hypnotized Louis.
"A country-house is really what one wants. Let a man see a girl in her own home, pouring out tea and doing little odd jobs in the house and garden—you know exactly the sort of thing I mean, and how one gets to know one another really well, staying in the same house, far better than just meeting at a dance or a dinner-party here and there."
"Yes, I suppose so," said the fascinated Louis, walking faster and faster to keep up with his sister-in-law'a excited pace.
"I am very, very glad that we see it all in the same light, dear Louis, but you and I always understand one another. And a little house-party at Villetswood just about the end of July will be delightful. I don't know what you think about dates?"
With a sense of fatality, Louis resigned himself.
"You had better settle it all with Zella—and my sister, of course—since you are so kind, Marianne. I should like James to come down, you know."
"Thank you, Louis; then I will bring him. That will be very nice. I think Zella might ask one or two of her own friends; and James shall bring a friend from Oxford, if he may."
"Oh, certainly."
"Louis, it is just as I said to Henry this morning. You only need rousing. Henry said to me that he knew just how it was. You shut yourself up in your study and forget all about everything, but the moment one puts it before you in the right light, there you are."
Louis wondered what conclusion she thought she had. reached.
"And here is Sloane Street," exclaimed Mrs. LloydEvans in an introductory tone. There indeed was Sloane Street.
"I hope I have my key safely in my little bag. I always think that in London one never knows, which is why I twist the strap round my wrist like that. Louis, I will write to you about plans. I have several—several," repeated Mrs. Lloyd-Evans abstractedly as she fumbled in her little bag.
Louis felt oddly dismayed.
"Yes, do write to me," he said; "and we shall be very glad to see you and Henry any time you can come— and James, of course."
"Thank you very much. It is so good of you to have listened to all my little schemes," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, who had carefully refrained from mentioning them.
"I am more than grateful to you for thinking so much of Zella's future," returned Louis with a Frenchman's almost mechanical courtesy.
"Then," exclaimed Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, with an air of suppressed triumph that irresistibly reminded Louis of a conjurer suddenly producing a hitherto concealed rabbit—"then I may ask poor Mr. Pontisbury?"
Louis very nearly exclaimed, "I knew it!" but demanded instead:
"And who, in the name of fortune, is poor Mr. Pontisbury, Marianne V
"I do not know why I call him poor, for he is very well off indeed, and a really nice man. He admired Zella very much at Muriel's wedding, and is most anxious to meet her again. I did tell him that I would try and arrange something," s id Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with an air of abstraction, and trying to look as though she did not remember having definitely assured Mr. Pontisbury that he should receive an invitation to Villetswood in the course of the summer.
"But who is he ?" gloomily demanded Louis.
"The eldest son of Sir Charles Pontisbury. Yorkshire people. They have a most delightful place near Harrogate, and this boy has only two sisters, both of them married. They are a most charming family."
"What sort of age is he V
"Between twenty-seven and thirty, I should say, which I always think is just the right age for a man."
On this cryptic assurance they arrived at the LloydEvans's flat.
"Good-bye, Louis; I won't ask you to come in, as the servants went down to Boscombe to-day, and it is all most uncomfortable. But I will write and tell you as soon as I hear from James as to what date he can get away—and from Stephen Pontisbury, too,". added Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with a playful smile, and skilfully interposing the swinging glass door of the entrance hall between this assumption of an invitation to Mr. Pontisbury and any possible protest on the part of his prospective host.
Waving her hand brightly, she disappeared into the lift.
"Marianne is too much for me. I cannot cope with such diplomacy," Louis said to himself as he walked away.
"Pontisbury! Ce nom-la ne me dit rien. That boy James was right: there is no romance left. If I had my time over again, and admired a pretty young lady, I should take steps of my own, and promptly too, towards meeting her; I should not be content to leave it to the manoeuvres of an ingenious aunt."
Thus Louis, talking to himself after the fashion of a lonely man, in a manner that to the penetrating Mrs. Lloyd-Evans would have denoted nothing less than insanity.
The final conclusion he attained to was that poor Marianne was always finding mare's-nests, and the possible intentions of Mr. Pontisbury need not be taken into consideration until he had given some tangible evidence of their existence.
While Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told her Henry, with some triumph, that she had a great many little schemes for dear Zella's happiness, all of which, under Providence, were now on the highroad to success; and, moreover, issued instructions to her Maker that same evening as to the further movements of Mr. Pontisbury. After which she was able to fall asleep in the comfortable security of having made assurance doubly sure.
Her triumph was not diminished when Mr. Pontisbury sent a civil if placid acceptance to the invitation which she eagerly despatched, with her brother-in-law's reluctant sanction, for the last week in July.
Zella viewed these schemes for her entertainment with an indifference that was mostly real until a few days before the arrival of the house-party, when it became almost entirely simulated. Not altogether, since she had arrived at the stage of discovering Robert Louis Stevenson, and was absorbed in the cultivation of a new attitude of mind, which necessitated much outward and visible expression of the peace and courage within, in the shape of a bright, free smile and gaily courteous demeanour towards her fellow-creatures.
"The little one is egayee at the prospect of her birthday party," said the guileless Stephanie to her brother, who replied that he rejoiced to hear that this was so, and would Stephanie see that Zella had any new frocks she might require?
"I want her to enjoy herself," he said rather wistfully, "and I suppose all these people will amuse her."
"But yes, Louis, and she likes her Cousin James," shrewdly remarked Mdlle. de Kervoyou; "of that I can assure you."
"Tant mieux! You know that he and I are friends, though I am elderly and he is young—at all events in years. James is of an unusual personality; I look forward to seeing what he will make of life."
"He is very different to the few specimens I have met of jeunesse anglais," agreed Stephanie.
She looked up with one of the quietly intuitive remarks that occasionally surprised Louis:
"He should have been your son, Louis."
"Yes, that is true," he said with a quick sigh.
Then suddenly he laughed a little.
"How would it be if some day"
"Zella and he?"
Louis shrugged his shoulders.
"I do not know that it would answer. They are first cousins," said Stephanie doubtfully.
"Yes; and, besides, think of Marianne as a mother-inlaw!"
They both laughed a little.
"It is, at all events, not to be thought of yet. Zella is not ready for marriage at all," said Mdlle. de Kervoyou with quiet conviction.
She so seldom uttered an opinion that Louis looked up in surprise.
"She must not be brought into contact with anything so real, I mean, until she has learnt a little more about reality. Is it not so V
"I think it is," replied Louis rather grimly. "She has the dramatic temperament to excess, poor I had hoped that experience would teach her a little about relative values, self-control, and such trifles."
"So it will," placidly said his sister. "But I do not think that your James—forgive me, Louis—is the man to teach her. It would need one with infinite tolerance, experience, and intuition. I do not see James tolerant— yet."
"Nor I," Louis admitted with a short laugh. "But that will come. And, after all, at the moment I do not think that he is at all interested in individuals. It is all ideals, theories, and passionate convictions, with James at present."
Ah, jeunesse!" smiled Stephanie, half wistfully and half admiringly.
N
ROBERT LOTTIS STEVENSON fell into abeyance. It was so abundantly clear that the cultivation of Robert Louis Stevenson was in no way necessary for the furthering of Mr. Pontisbury's admiration—nay, might not impossibly detract from it.
Robert Louis Stevenson, after all, stood for an idea— to be quite accurate, for an attitude—though Zella did not admit this to herself; whereas the homage of Mr. Pontisbury was a gratifying fact that coloured Zella's days, and brought her well into the limelight in full view of an admiring audience.
Zella's lack of perspective was never more apparent than in the brilliant summer days before her birthday, when she acted as triumphant hostess to half a dozen people.
James brought his Oxford friend, having selected, with characteristic perversity and to the indignation of his mother, a penniless young man who could gain scholarships with ease, but could not play tennis.
Alison St. Craye, who had accepted Zella's rather diffident invitation, determinedly sustained her character for unconventionality by demanding an invitation for her friend the Comte de St. Algers, and was accordingly followed by a small dark-eyed Frenchman who spoke half a dozen languages with equal facility, and sang French songs with incredible verve and admirable discrimination.
And Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, warmly as she disapproved of almost every guest in the house, could afford to patronize the Comte, repress Alison with gentle firmness, and put James's friend in his place—a socially ignominious one— with perfect politeness, in the triumphant success of her schemes for Zella's welfare.
Providence had ably seconded her efforts, and Stephen Pontisbury had definitely fallen in love with Zella,
From his height of six foot one, in a strange aloof way that was most oddly characteristic of the man, he had fallen in love with Zella's brown hair, her pretty, delicate face, and her ready adaptability, which he instantly and irrevocably mistook for an intellectual affinity with himself.
Zella admired his physique, which was magnificent, knew that he must be of those who Understand (with a capital U) when he told her that they had met one another in a former life, and enjoyed the outward and visible signs of his devotion the more for the half-dozen spectators to whom she was the central figure on her little stage.
Stephen told her a good deal about his boyhood, and so little about his manhood, and that little in tones of such skilfully indicated cynicism, that Zella knew instantly that he needed a woman in his life.
"Given that one is fearless and strong-willed, there is such a thing as influence," said Zella to herself.
The influence of a mother and two adoring sisters she naturally discounted.
"My relations, after the manner of relations, do not understand me," Stephen told her, sitting on the terrace one evening. "I was horribly lonely as a child; I remember talking to the moon, from the window of my nursery, when I was a small kid. More congenial than the people inside, I suppose." He gave a curt laugh, slightly bitter.
Zella looked up at him with expressive, sympathetic grey eyes.
"Tell me what you used to say to the moon when you were small," she said softly.
"Oh, a lonely child's fancies, I suppose." He threw away his unfinished cigarette with an abrupt gesture of dismissal, and accidentally caught his knuckles on the edge of the step where he sat.
"(Confound !) You can imagine the sort of thing, I dare say—needn't put it into words." He flapped his injured hand to and fro behind his back.
"One knows," Zella murmured gently; "I was very lonely too."
Perhaps the last words were so softly spoken that Mr. Pontisbury did not hear them. At all events, he began to recapitulate the thoughts of his solitary infancy in abrupt, almost saccades phrases for Zella's benefit.
"Wondering if anybody would ever care to understand a little chap of my sort, I suppose. The others were, somehow, so awfully different, don't you know; absolute dears, my sisters, both of them, but just thinking about their lessons, and dolls, and being good little girls, you know—just as now they think about their housekeeping and their babies . . . they've never grown up, I sometimes think. Why, I believe at ten years old I was older than they are now."
"Some children are like that."
"By Jove, it's wonderful how you understand! Why didn't you and I know each other sooner, I wonder— just so that we could have lent one another a hand at the bad bits—though, I expect, I've known more of those than you have," he added, looking tenderly at her drooping profile.
Zella, not altogether flattered by the implication that only sheltered ways had been hers, chose to ignore the latter part of his speech, but answered the former by a graceful, expressive French gesture, the merest hint of shrugged shoulders and extended palms.
"Fate, I suppose," she murmured.
"That's it," said Stephen with conviction. "Fate." He repeated the word thoughtfully, as though he had been searching for it. "Fate's always been against me, somehow. As a boy I used to think I'd make a fine thing of my life—fame and glory, don't you know, all that sort of romantic day-dream."
"I know," said Zella eagerly. "One plans splendid adventures, and always oneself as the hero or heroine. And I've always wondered if anybody else did that too."
"I expect so. Anyhow, I did. I expect that's one reason why we understand one another so well."
He looked at her, and Zella's subconscious self noted with satisfaction that her heart was beating a shade faster than usual.
"I believe in affinities, don't you 1 Not that I've met mine—yet," he added with a short laugh and a sideglance which Zella saw without raising her eyes.
"I once thought I had, for a little while, and lived in a fool's paradise."
"I know," gently said Zella, who didn't.
"It's beastly egotistical of me really, I expect, to go on jawing about my own concerns like this. Do forgive me. It's the worst of being born a reserved sort of chap, that sooner or later there's bound to be a reaction. Breakingpoint, I suppose."
Zella lifted sympathetic grey eyes to Stephen's cold steel-blue ones, which could only express two emotions— complacency or discontent. For the moment the latter was in the ascendant.
"Why don't you tell me about it ?" she inquired with a pleasing sense of daring. "I—I think, somehow, that I should understand."
"You'd always understand," uttered Stephen emotionally.
"Try." She smiled up at him.
Stephen began to pull up small tufts of grass all round him, and throw them aimlessly about.
"Oh, it's a stupid enough story, and not at all original." He gave a sufficiently realistic rendering of a mirthless laugh. "The only difference, I imagine, between my case and that of most of us was that I took things hard— damnably hard. I beg your pardon! You see, I cared about a woman. I was only a boy, as far as years went, and she was older than I was—ten years older. As a matter of fact, she was a married woman." He hesitated. "Am I shocking you?"
"No," said Zella steadily.
She was very much shocked indeed, and maintained her serious, pitying gaze only by an effort.
Stephen for a second looked all but imperceptibly disconcerted.
"You'd probably know who she was, if I told you her name—everybody knows her. She's a most beautiful woman. Good heavens, yes ! she is beautiful."
He paused a minute, gazing over the terrace with most unseeing eyes. Possibly something less sympathetic than before in the quality of his listener's silence recalled him; for he added with a suspicion of haste:
"Not everybody's type, you know—not mine, for the matter of that—but undeniably wonderful in her own way. She had brains, too, and understanding. (Even then I could never have loved a face without a soul behind it.) Everybody knew, more or less, that she wasn't happy. Her husband didn't understand her; he was a little Jewish bounder, colossally rich, which is why she married him, I suppose. Of course she had a lot of friends—she's one of the most popular women in London—and I was very much in her sort of set, I suppose. Anyhow, we saw a lot of one another during the whole of one summer, and in the autumn I went to stay at their place in Scotland for a week. I was madly in love with her, and I thought she knew it. I suppose I was a fool."
He stopped.
Zella wondered what to say, and decided that he needed a courageous champion against his own self-humiliation in the retrospect.
- " She must have behaved very badly," she exclaimed hotly. "You were younger than she was, and she had no business to take advantage of you."
He looked up, genuinely astonished, and Zella saw that she had struck the wrong note.
"Taken|advantage of me? She did more for me than anyone, and I'm eternally grateful to her," he said curtly. Then, with a relapse into his former tone: "Of course I gave her all I had to give, and she—well, she just didn't want it. It was natural enough, I dare say. But I've sometimes wondered whether she knew
"However," resumed Stephen more briskly, after a pause which effectually implied the words that had not concluded his sentence—" whether she knew all that she was throwing away "—" that's neither here nor there. You understand—I needn't tell you—what a boy's adoration is."
Zella tried to keep out of her face the gratification which she felt, and to look morely pensive and deeply understanding.
"I would have laid down my life for her a hundred times over. It was a—a chivalrous sort of feeling, I suppose. Well, one evening on the moors I lost my head a bit. It was a glorious sunset, I remember, that night. The sky was all red and gold over the purple moors— I can see it still. . . . Somehow, I never can see a sunset now without thinking of that one. I—I'm a remembering sort of chap, you know."
He laughed rather agitatedly.
Zella felt a thrill of sympathy and of a curious sort of envy. She would have liked a memory in her own life that should be roused at the sight of a sunset.
This time Stephen remained so long silent that she ventured gently:
"Tell me—at least if you care to."
"Care to! You're the only person in this world to whom I've ever spoken of it—the only one who would understand," exclaimed Stephen vehemently. "Only tell me I'm not asking too much in asking you to listen; you're not shocked, as other girls might be."
Zella's vanity was powerless against the subtle implication.
"I'm not like other girls," she answered softly.
"I know," said Stephen, looking at her.
Before the silence had time to become more fraught with weighty meanings than would have been convenient, he began to speak again:
"Of course it all came to an end. She stood amongst all that heather with the sunset light on her hair, and listened to me for a few minutes. I was on my knees, somehow, in front of her—and then—well, then"
He broke off abruptly, with a quick gesture of sudden finality.
After an instant he resumed in a flat, even voice:
"I thought I'd hitched my waggon to a star; I used to put it to myself that way sometimes, I remember. And then—well, the whole world was suddenly dark, and I'd foundered pretty badly on to the rocks."
Both were too much absorbed to notice that the waggon simile was being slightly overstrained.
"I went to pieces for a bit, I fancy. I don't know that I'd ever?been fool enough to believe that she actually cared for me, you know, but the whole thing hit me pretty hard. It was disillusion, too. She hadn't really ever understood. She just thought of it all as a boy's fancy, and wanted to laugh at me a little and play at being my friend. One couldn't stand that, of course. The only thing to do was to go away and fight it out alone. And I went.
"If there'd been anybody to give me a hand it would have been different; but I was intensely reserved even then, and somehow I just saw it through alone. And yet in a way it wasn't exactly alone, either. I don't know if you'll understand, or think me mad; but somehow the stars, and the dark sky, and the wind that blew up there on the moor, helped me in some extraordinary way. I can't explain, and it sounds insane enough."
His laugh simulated an awkwardness which he was far from feeling.
"Oh, I know," breathed Zella. "It's sometimes the only thing in the world that does help one; people don't understand, but the earth and the sky"
She broke off.
"That's about it," said Stephen. "1 don't suppose one person in a million would have known what I meant, but somehow you understand."
"I'm glad—oh, I'm glad!"
Their eyes met for a moment; then Zella's were veiled, and she bent her head.
"Tell me what happened," she added rather hurriedly. "Have you—have you got over it ?—I mean, as far as one ever does get over anything like that," she added hastily, for fear that he should think her unsympathetic.
"I came through somehow," said Stephen with rather a grim intonation. "I lost something on the moors up there, though, that I shall never find again—perhaps it was my youth. Something snapped in me, you know, and life has been—well, different ever since.
"But I've learned a good deal since those days, I fancy. There's the sun, and the wind, and the open road, you know—and other things as well. It's been a sort of key to music and poetry and things like that, in a way; there's a meaning in things now that was missing before. I suppose' it's just that one has to go down into the very depths before one can really see things in the daylight. It either makes one or mars one—I understand that now."
"And you—just didn't let go," said Zella, instinctively falling into his own phraseology. "I can't tell you how splendid I think it. Do you remember those lines:
'"I thank whatever gods there be
For my unconquerable soul'?"
"I know," sard Stephen briefly; "I mean, I know the quotation. Of course one held on, and somehow it was the only thing to do. And it's over now. One doesn't suffer like that twice. I sometimes wonder if she ever knew one-tenth of what I suffered, or of how much I cared; but of course she didn't." He laughed. "So that's that."
"Do you mean you don't care for her any longer V
"Not in the same sort of way. You see, it was never her real self that I loved—only my own ideal that I called by her name. She wasn't capable of being all that the woman of my imagination was. But I don't suppose I shall ever care for anyone else in that way. One's as one's made, and I'm somehow the sort that doesn't forget or change, I fancy."
'I know. So am I," said Zella firmly, furious that a pang of mortification should shoot through her.
"There's a thing I've applied to myself, in a way—I don't know if you know it," said Stephen, still absorbed in retrospect. "Lawrence Hope wrote it:
"' This passion is but an ember
Of a sun, of a fire long set.
I could not live and remember,
And so I love and forget. . . .'"
There was a silence, differing in quality from any of those which had preceded it. Stephen's voice had faltered on the last line of his quotation, as though it had occurred to him that the selection was hardly a happy one.
Not that it applies, you know," he remarked lamely; "but you understand what I mean. If you care for Lawrence Hope, I want you to let me give you a volume I have. It's one I care about a good deal."
"I should love it," said Zella softly and deliberately.
Voices on the terrace sounded above them.
"Here are the others, to tell us it is time to go and dress for dinner."
Stephen rose, squaring his broad shoulders.
"That's it. One may be in hell—or heaven—and the gong rings, and one—dresses for dinner."
He laughed a little.
"It's life, isn't it ?" said Zella, shrugging her shoulders.
She rose, obliged to look up at him even when she was poised on the steps of the terrace.
"Have I bored you ?" he asked softly.
"You know," answered Zella very low and rapidly, and then sprang up the steps to meet the advancing forms of James Lloyd-Evans and his inconspicuous friend, whose perfectly ordinary one-syllabled name no one could ever succeed in remembering.
"Lloyd-Evans, if you tell me that the dressing gong has sounded ten minutes ago, and that we're going to be late, I shall take you out in the punt to-morrow and drown you!" cried Stephen, forestalling with some presence of mind any possible allusion to the length of time during which he had monopolized his hostess.
"It would be a case of the pot calling the kettle black, wouldn't it ?" said James coolly.
"Very happily put. Miss de Kervoyou, I trust you have no objection to having the title of 'kettle ' thrust upon you?"
But Zella fled up the last flight of steps with a laughing gesture of dismay, crying that she should be late.
There was a pause, and after a suitable interval Stephen said carelessly, "Well, so long," and strolled towards the house.
"Good-looking beggar," said the friend, with simple envy in his tones.
"That man," said James instructively, "is the best walking dictionary of catchwords, cant phrases, and stock sentiments, that I've ever come across. It's all derivative—his whole ego. It's like a mirror lying on a table; it can't help reflecting all the things within range, on to its own perfectly hard, flat surface. Pick it up and smash it, and there's nothing left of the reflections, and nothing behind."
"Rather a good simile."
"It's got him all right," said James, with calm assurance.
XXVII
WITH the singular and unabashed fatuity of the adult Latin, Alison's friend St. Algers suggested that one evening they should all appear at dinner in fancy dress.
Alison might shrug her shoulders, but the idea appealed irresistibly to Zella's vanity, and St. Algers contrived to enlist Stephanie de Kervoyou's sympathy.
"There are costumes in plenty in one of the attics," she smilingly observed. "In the old days here, charades were played frequently."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans looked at her with sorrowful repression over a silk tie she was knitting.
"One would not like to awaken memories that would grieve poor Louis," she said in a low voice. "Dear Esmee used to be very fond of dressing up, I know, and I dare say some of the old stage costumes are still carefully put away in camphor, just as I left them myself when I went through her things afterwards."
"But perfect !" exclaimed the Comte de St. Algers, with what Mrs. Lloyd-Evans disgustedly, and not altogether unjustly, qualified in her own mind as a foreign caper. "Delightful! To have an assortment from which to select—what amusement! And what joy for an artist's eye! Miss St. Oraye as Iphigenia, for example! Perfect! The very type—majestic, tragic. Or Lucrezia Borgia—her hands are Italian. . . ."
He lost himself in a mental review of the characters fitted to Miss St. Craye.
"What of my niece as a Dresden china shepherdess?" asked Stephanie de Kervoyou, amused. He bowed politely.
"Exquisite indeed! Or as a Juliet or Marguerite, or the painted figure on a Watteau fan come to life." "And yourself, Comte?"
"Oh, I!" he shrugged himself away with a Frenchman's ineffable gesture of dismissal. "Pierrot—Pantaloon— what you will."
"It is much more difficult to find a good fancy dress for a man than for a woman," firmly enunciated Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, feeling that the conversation had ignored her quite long enough. "They are so much less easily suited."
"But why ?" demanded St. Algers, suddenly skipping round and facing her. "There are as many masculine types as feminine. Your son, for instance—the ideal medieval executioner! Perfect!"
"What would you make of Mr. Pontisbury?" said Stephanie, seeing that Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was offended, but was at the same time too much absorbed in a critical point of her knitting to give vent to her offence in words at the moment.
"Pontisbury—he is a shade more difficult. There is no—no—how shall I put it ?—no historical parallel to Pontisbury."
"Mr. Pontisbury would look well in any costume," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans told him resentfully. He is very good-looking, and what I always think so much more important for a man, so very big and tall."
"Precisely," replied, in a tone of almost childish pique, the Comte, who stood barely five foot six.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans did not diminish the bitter wrath in his eyes by adding in characteristically tactful tones:
"I mean, of course, for a young man."
The Comte bowed ironically.
Stephanie, with no hint in her tones of the distress she was feeling, interposed quietly:
"I see your point as to the difficulty of fitting any individual character to Mr. Pontisbury, I think. He would look well in various costumes, but"
"Exactly so," said the Comte as she paused. "He would make an admirable figure amongst a crowd of others: courtier,soldier—or flunkey," he added viciously. "But it is difficult to find any individuality for him."
"I cannot say that I agree with you," said Mrs. LloydEvans coldly, and she told Henry an hour later that it
was really quite odd to see how very jealous foreigners always were of an Englishman's good looks.
But even her strong disapproval of the undoubtedly foreign element that pervaded Villetswood could not dash the satisfaction with which Mrs. Lloyd-Evans viewed the progress of the affaire Pontisbury.
By the exercise of some self-control she refrained from mentioning the matter to Louis, knowing as she did that gentlemen very often rush in where the other and more tactful sex may fear to tread, and most characteristically conjecturing that Louis might precipitate a crisis by some ill-judged outburst of premature rejoicing. But she felt that the moment had come when Zella must indubitably feel the need of a mother's guidance.
She consequently repaired to her niece's room at the consecrated hour of eleven p.m.
Having determined to supply a mother's guidance on the subject of Zella's possible relations with Stephen Pontisbury, Mrs. Lloyd-Evans entered the room full of bright phrases about the projected fancy-dress dinner. "I should like you to look nice, dear," she said. '' Why
dress? One can so easily manipulate an evening dress a little."
The originality of this scheme failed to appeal to Zella. She answered vaguely and untruthfully:
"I'm afraid I haven't thought much about it, Aunt Marianne. It's sure to be amusing, though, isn't it? I might put on that blue shepherdess dress we found in the box upstairs; it ought to fit me."'
She was talking rather at random, conscious of the purpose for which Aunt Marianne had sought her, half anxious to avoid the subject that was in both their minds, and half eager for the gratification of her vanity by discussing it.
"I wonder what they'll all be," she said nervously.
"My only hope," declared Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, seating herself in an armchair, "is that that poor Frenchman won't try to be funny. It would be too painful."
By thus alluding to St. Algers she attained the double object of implying the slight contempt in which she held
not powder your hair and
link him as a foreigner, and of avoiding the pronunciation of his foreign and unpronounceable name.
"I don't suppose he will," abstractedly replied Zella, brushing out her soft thick hair, and subconsciously wondering what form of fancy dress would admit of her wearing it down her back.
"One can never tell, dear."
"Now, I should think that Mr. Pontisbury would look very well in almost any sort of poudre costume," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, feigning a passionate interest in the tassel of a cushion, and apparently under the impression that the word " now " would successfully bridge over any possible irrelevance in her remark.
"Oh, should you? That tassel is getting so ragged, it worries me every time I look at it."
She bent forward, also absorbed in the tassel.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans put her head on one side for the purpose of better contemplation.
"I should almost take it off altogether, if I were you; the cushion would really look better without it. Yes."
Her head resumed its normal position on her shoulders.
"What was I saying? Oh yes! Stephen Pontisbury. He's good-looking, isn't he?"
"Very."
"I'm so glad you like him, dear," said Mrs. LloydEvans, skilfully appearing to have deduced the information from the foregoing reply.
"I hoped you would, when I knew he was coming here. I said to myself, 'He's very good-looking, and just about the right age for a man; and he and Zella have a great deal in common, since he's fond of books and quite keen about all that sort of thing.' I know quite well that a man like Muriel's husband wouldn't have suited you, Zella dear, any more than you'd have satisfied him. He and Muriel have all the same tastes in common, and simply care about being out of doors and living in the country; and I'm sure they would never dream of discussing a book, either of them, as you or I might. Aunt Marianne, as you know, is very fond of reading, and in some ways it was a little disappointing that Muriel shouldn't care about it; but, after all, it's more natural at her age to care about riding and hunting and animals, and, as I always say, James has taken after me. And when you think how very happy Muriel is, I'm sure you've often wondered when your turn would come, dear. Of course one doesn't want to say anything indiscreet or premature in any way, but X thought perhaps, having no mother to advise you, you might like a little talk with Aunt Marianne."
"Yes," faltered Zella, her heart beating faster at the conviction that Stephen's admiration was evidently not only the work of her imagination.
"Well, darling," said Aunt Marianne more kindly than ever, and evidently enjoying herself, "I don't know, of course, whether you feel that you could really care about this man. Marriage is a most serious thing, and no one should be in a hurry to decide. But here is a good man, of a suitable age and family and everything, who evidently wishes to ask you to become his wife, and one can't help feeling you might be very happy together. After all, Zella dear," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with emotion, "marriage is the natural sphere of every woman."
"I think he was once in love with somebody else," said Zella, on whom the episode of the Scotch moors still weighed.
"He may have had boyish fancies, dear. All young men go through something of that sort," asserted her aunt sweepingly; "but it is all over long ago, you may depend upon it. Remember the line I am so fond of:
'-1 Let the dead Past bury its dead !'"
"Do you really think he cares for me, Aunt Marianne ?" asked Zella, looking out into the summer darkness. of the garden.
"Well, dear, you must judge for yourself. He certainly admires you a great deal, and you have spent hours talking together on the terrace. I'm sure he is much too honourable to be anything but in earnest, after paying such very obvious attention to an extremely young and inexperienced girl."
Both adjectives annoyed Zella considerably. One apparently on the verge of receiving a proposal of marriage could hardly be so very young and inexperienced as her aunt's tone implied.
"He and I have a great deal in common intellectually, of course," she observed haughtily. "He says I am the only person who has ever really understood him."
Well, dear, as his mother and father are still alive and particularly devoted to him, that is probably an exaggeration; but it was a natural enough thing to say, I dare say, if he thought it would please you. It shows I am right in feeling sure that he is very much in love with you. I am not very often mistaken about that sort of thing."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans smiled a pensively reminiscent smile, and Zella continued to gaze out of the open window, with her thoughts in a strange tumult
"I can't help thinking he means to propose to you, somehow. Of course, one doesn't want to advise you rashly, and, after all, it is your first proposal, and you are not twenty yet—though look at Muriel!"
Zella was again conscious of some vexation, and would have liked to hint at past conquests of which her aunt had heard nothing, but before anything of a convincing nature could be evolved Mrs. Lloyd-Evans began again.
"Of course there is the question of religion. I felt at the time, Zella, that it might be a great drawback to you later on, when the Sisters persuaded you into becoming a Roman Catholic, and it was very weak of poor papa to allow it. No, dear, I don't blame you in the least, and never did. As I said to Uncle Henry at the time, 'Zella is only an ignorant, impressionable child, and it is perfectly natural that she should be worked upon by all those priests and nuns; in fact, it was to be expected, especially with no mother to watch over her.' But all that is past and gone, and I don't want to speak about it. Only it does seem a pity, when husband and wife do not belong to the same Church, or, rather, when one of them belongs to the Church and the other does not. As I always say, How can two walk together unless they be agreed?"
"I don't think he would mind that a great deal. He is very broadminded, and quite sees that there may be good in every creed. He told me so the other day. And if / don't object," said Zella proudly, "I can't see why he should."
"The cases are not at all the same," said Mrs. LloydEvans warmly. "He is a member of the True Church, and the Church of this country. You, my poor child, have let yourself be inveigled into a foreign affair, that one can hardly call a Church at all, without even the excuse of having been born into it. But I don't want to say anything about that; what's done is done, and, after all, these things can always be arranged."
"It certainly won't be arranged by my changing my religion," said Zella, with some spirit.
"You are hardly in a position to talk like that, my dear child, since you have turned once already. And it would be much easier to come back into the Church than to go out of it, since you would have the approval of your own conscience, which I always think helps one more than anything. But it's no use talking about a thing that can't happen just yet."
"It will never happen," Zella interrupted, the more resolutely for the absence of any real feeling of indignation such as Reverend Mother would certainly have expected of her at the mere suggestion of ever renouncing the Catholic Faith.
"Even if it doesn't," pursued Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with perfect calm, "as I say, there are always ways of arranging these things. I don't suppose that the Pope of Rome himself would have the face to say that any chopping and changing of Churches on the part of a girl under age would count for anything."
"Then why do you want me to come back to the Church of England ?" shrewdly demanded Zella.
But Mrs. Lloyd-Evans was not to be defeated in an argument, least of all by her niece.
"That would be a very different matter. The Pope would have nothing to do with it then," she truly observed, " and you would have your own friends and relations to help you. Blood is thicker than water, as you will find out as life goes on."
Zella could see no logic in these arguments, but neither could she think of any adequate roply with which to defeat them, beyond repeating feebly:
"But I couldn't ever be anything but a Catholic now, whatever happens; besides, I'm sure he wouldn't want me to."
"Very well, dear, all the better," said her aunt, apparently unaware that she was flatly contradicting all her previous conclusions. "Only, I do not think that Stephen Pontisbury is at all the sort of man to stand any * nonsense from priests and people."
"There wouldn't be any."
"You are too young to understand that there are certain questions which may arise later on, where one has seen a great deal of unhappiness and perplexity from the parents belonging to different Churches."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans having accidentally betrayed the subject of her theme by the inadvertent introduction of the word " parents," there was nothing for it but to look slightly shocked, and continue in peculiarly hushed tones:
"Naturally, I shouldn't speak of these things, but that you have no mother, my poor child, and one longs to help you a little for your own sake and for that of dear Esmee. I feel that all these perplexities would not have arisen if she had been spared to us, since there would have been no question of that unfortunate business of your going to a convent. However, the ways of Providence are not our ways, and there may be some good purpose behind it all, odd though it seems," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans doubtfully.
Zella reflected rather amazedly that the purpose for which Providence had led her to the convent would have seemed obvious to the point of blatancy, in the eyes of Reverend Mother. She asked herself for the hundredth time, "Which is really true? What is real ?" and was aware that the very question would, to Catholic minds, have appeared as a temptation.
Her eyes grew introspective and unseeing, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans said firmly:
"Darling, it is very late, and I can see you are getting
sleepy. Go to bed, and don't worry about the question of religion. These things can always be arranged; a little something in the priest's pocket, and there will probably be no more question of coming between you and a happy marriage. Aunt Marianne can't help feeling that everything is going to come right."
The optimist rose from the armchair and went to the door.
"I'm very glad we've had a little talk, Zella dear, and you know Aunt Marianne is always there to help you when you want her."
Zella was too responsive not to say affectionately:
"Thank you, dear Aunt Marianne. I do know it, and I—I'm very glad you like him."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans kissed her.
"Good-night, dear, or rather good-morning, since I always feel that the next day has begun after it has struck midnight. You must go to sleep quickly."
"I do want to decide rightly, if I have to decide," spoke Zella wistfully, feeling that, after all, Aunt Marianne was leaving no very substantial help behind her.
"I should say a little prayer about it, dear, if I were you. Now I must go, or Uncle Henry will be wondering if I mean to keep you up all night. Good-night, Zella dear."
Aunt Marianne vanished, but reappeared next moment at the door in order to add, in a slightly Scriptural tone which she would not have employed had she been aware that she was quoting no more sacred authority than the poet Shakespeare:
"Remember, Zella, that one is expressly told to go down upon one's knees and thank Heaven fasting for a good man's love."
Upon which Zella heard her footsteps finally retreating down the passage.
She did not go down upon her knees, but went slowly to the window and seated herself upon the broad cushioned sill.
Zella wanted to think.
The habit of introspection was far too strong for her not to be aware that this was the appropriate frame of mind for the occasion, but she could tell herself with truth that uncertainty was amongst her predominant emotions.
She did not know if she loved Stephen. That he was in love with her she felt certain, and she wondered vaguely if the exultation raised in her at the thought was due to vanity or to a love that answered his.
The latter explanation was naturally the more gratifying of the two, and that both might be true did not enter into Zella's calculations.
She saw herself listening to Stephen's voice making love to her, heard herself replying, wisely, tenderly, yet with judgment, reserving her final decision until they should have known one another longer; no silly girl, blinded by the glamour of first love, but a thoughtful, self-controlled woman, whose surrender, when it came, should prove worth the waiting.
She lingered for some time over this fancy portrait. A formal troth-plighting between herself and Stephen. The interest, congratulations, excitement, that Muriel's engagement had provoked, multiplied a thousandfold. The engagement-ring—certainly a diamond marquise engagement-ring; a trousseau; a choice of bridesmaids. A wedding that even Aunt Marianne should see to be far prettier than Muriel's, although with a distinctive touch of unconventionality. A honeymoon in Egypt; or it would be slightly original to suggest Japan. And then
Zella abandoned side-issues, and suddenly found herself envisaging the endless series of tete-a-tetes with Stephen, of which she supposed marriage would consist.
"But we have all our interests in common," she told herself, and her own instinctive use of the qualifying "but " conveyed nothing to her. "Even Aunt Marianne says that he cares for my sort of things—books and poetry and—and Nature. And I'm not as young and childish as Aunt Marianne thinks me, or in the least romantic, and I know perfectly well that being in love doesn't last, whereas intellectual companionship does. That, and love, is the ideal foundation for marriage. And I think Stephen is in love with me."
The thought suddenly became overwhelming, and she hid her face in her hands.
Then the old feeling of distrust came over her:
"Would he love me if he really knew me—knew all about the times that I have told lies, and pretended to be nicer than I am? If I told him he probably wouldn't believe me; he'd think I was being humble, or exaggerating my faults to myself."
And the old conviction rushed upon her once more.
"No one could ever know me absolutely, and then love me just the same."
She did not dwell upon the conviction, which was, however, the most fundamental one that her undeveloped nature was to know.
She thought instead: "Stephen would trust me, and that would make me true. I should really become all that he thinks I am; it would-be the beginning of a new life. I could get away from everyone and everything, and start quite fresh. Up till nowT've always been in the wrong atmosphere—at Aunt Marianne's, and at the convent, and even here, where I am still looked upon as a child."
The words produced in her an unexpected and rather disconcerting phenomenon. The days of her childhood, which during the last four years had become infinitely more remote than they would ever be again, sprang into sudden life, and became the only reality in the world.
Stephen—love—marriage: all were words standing for shadowy fancies and remote possibilities, and the actualities of life took shape in the common everyday trivialities that she had always known. Early morning rides with her father; the small plot of earth where she and James and Muriel had dug a hole that was to reach through to Australia; the old Wedgwood blue vase that had stood in the hall ever since she could remember—these were the real things that made up life, after all.
Zella sat amazed.
"What is truth V she asked despairingly, and dropped on to her knees by the open window.
As though in answer to her question, there was a sudden sound on the terrace below, and she saw the red light of a cigar moving up the flight of stone steps.
With a violently beating heart, Zella bent forward and swiftly extinguished the candles burning on the dressingtable. Then, secure of being herself unseen, she gazed out into the moonlit garden.
Stephen came slowly up the steps and on to the terrace. His fair head was bent, and he was plainly visible in the streaming moonlight.
Zella drew back farther into the shadow of the curtains, her gaze still riveted on the tall figure of the man below.
Almost opposite her window he stopped, and she saw him throw away the unfinished cigar with the abrupt gesture of dismissal that already seemed to her characteristic of him.
"Why is he there, and what is he thinking about?" she wondered wildly, at the same time stifling the conjecture that had instantly occurred to her as to the reason for Stephen's presence and the subject of Stephen's thoughts.
But his next movement answered both questions almost as she asked them. Raising his head with a sudden gesture, Stephen looked straight up at the darkened window, and raised both his arms towards it, outstretched. He remained so for perhaps the space of a second, then let his arms drop to his sides, and turned slowly upon his heel.
Zella heard the sound of the gravel beneath his feet as he moved away.
"He does love me," she thought with triumphant, chaotic joy, and a violent excitement possessed her.
She lit the candles again, and moved rapidly and aimlessly about the room, finally halting before the lookingglass.
Her brown hair was tumbled over her shoulders, and her eyes were gleaming like stars.
"He does love me," she repeated to her own image in the glass, and then she suddenly turned and flung herself upon her knees by the bed, hiding her face against it.
For what seemed a long time she was conscious of nothing definite, but presently she found herself deliriously repeating again and again, "He does love me."
Gradually the chaos, into which the world seemed flung, abated. And she stammered the words of the old prayer that alone seemed to come to her: "Oh God, let it be all right. Stephen does love me. I don't deserve for anyone to love me. I will marry Stephen and begin again. Let it be all right."
Later on in the night, as she lay sleepless and wideeyed in the semi-darkness, Zella told herself that no words of Stephen's could ever prove more eloquent than that mute gesture when he had thought himself unseen.
"And to think I wasn't sure, and wondered if it was real!" she thought. "Love is the realest thing, and I know that I shall marry Stephen."
She remained unaware that her decision had been taken at the moment when Mrs. Lloyd-Evans had applied to her the adjectives "young " and "inexperienced."
XXVIII
IT was on the night of Zella's birthday that St. Algers was allowed to indulge his peculiar desire for a fancydress dinner. Hurried notes were sent to the houses within possible distance of a drive, and an impromptu dance organized.
"It is only for once in a way, after all, and one must amuse young people," Mrs. Lloyd-Evans felt impelled to observe apologetically to her brother-in-law, who replied candidly:
"I admit to you, Marianne, that it also amuses me, though I am not a young person. It will be most entertaining to devise these costumes."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans became slightly reserved in manner.
"I quite see what you mean, dear Louis. A little fun and nonsense is harmless from time to time, as I always say; and though it may seem silly enough to us, all this dressing-up amuses these boys and girls, I suppose."
It amuses me far more than it does them," said Louis briskly. "Amusement is not at all the predominant factor in James's feelings this morning, unless I am much mistaken. And Pontisbury is probably overwhelmed by the British fear that any sort of fancy dress must necessarily make a fool of him. Even Miss St. Craye is contemptuous, and declines to admit any interest in the subject."
"That is a mere pose, Louis, and great nonsense besides. But I am delighted," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans with sorrowful astonishment, "to hear that all this is amusing you. I suppose you do not intend to dress up yourself?"
"Why not? I have, on the contrary, every intention of doing so, and am now on my way to find out whether I am grown too corpulent for any of my old theatrical costumes!"
He was gone before Mrs. Lloyd-Evans could devise any allusion that should be at once tactful and pointed, as to the suitability or otherwise of middle-aged widowers making mountebanks of themselves. She retreated sombrely into the morning-room, and, finding Stephen Pontisbury there in earnest conversation with Zella, exclaimed with ready ease that one only had to come downstairs in order to find that one's knitting was upstairs, and made her exit with smiling naturalness through the French window into the garden.
Stephen had not, as Zella had half expected, sought her at eleven o'clock in the morning in order to ask her to marry him.
But he sat on the arm of the sofa, swinging one large foot gently to and fro, and looking at her with intent blue eyes.
"I wanted to give you a birthday present," he said slowly. "It isn't new, but—it's just something I care about a great deal."
She raised her eyes to his, and was wise enough to keep a silence which might be translated into the appropriate words which she was unable to find.
He was balancing a flat volume upon his palm.
"I've had this by me since I was a boy," he said deliberately. "It's been in camp, and in a hut out at 'Frisco, and other places, too, back o' beyond. . . ."
He paused.
Zella felt as though they were two people in a book. "The stain on the cover here has a story, though it's not one I could tell you." "Tell me."
He shook his head, with a half-smile.
"Not that—no. But it's been sort of mascot to me. It's only a Shakespeare, you know, but I wanted to give it to you instead of a new copy just because— well, you know."
Zella put out both hands with a gesture half timid, half eager, and wholly enchanting.
Stephen caught them and held. them. for a moment. Then he deliberately bent and kissed them before giving her the shabby book in its stained and faded morocco cover.
Zella had coloured deeply, and she bent her head over the gift in silence.
"Shakespeare is about the only fellow I've cared to read, many a time," Stephen observed musingly. "He gets at reality, somehow, and, then, there's so much of him. I believe I know most of that book by heart; it's helped me through so many sleepless nights. I—I'm glad you'll keep that."
"I haven't thanked you," faltered Zella, "but it's only because I can't." She fell back upon his own expression: "You know."
And Stephen replied with great gentleness and gravity:
"I know."
"I shall keep it always," she said.
There was an instant's pause, and it had hardly had time to become weighty before she added in a lighter tone, and half smiling:
"It will remind me of you."
Stephen followed her lead, and replied inevitably, but with much conviction in his voice:
"I don't want you to need anything to remind you. I don't want to be forgotten, please, as soon as I leave here to-morrow. You're coming to stay with us for a shoot in September, aren't you?"
"I haven't been asked yet."
"But of course you'll be asked. You know that," he said vehemently. "My mother is longing to see you. And I want you to know her and to see the place."
"I shall love it."
"I want to show you the old pony I hunted my first season, and the pond where I caught tadpoles when I was a kid, and the old yew-tree I used to shin up on Sundays because the branches were so thick I was never found there, and couldn't be hauled in to my Catechism. And I want you to see the nursery I used to play in, and all sorts of things."
"The nursery where you used to look out of the window and talk to the moon when you were lonely," said Zella, in order to show him that she had not forgotten,
"So you've remembered that 1"
"Of course," she answered softly, looking up at him.
Stephanie de Kervoyou opened the door, and, far from following the tactful Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's example, advanced into the room, observing calmly to her niece:
"Do you feel like tennis, Zella? They want to make xip a sett, but it is too hot for Miss St. Craye, and I thought that perhaps you would play instead of her."
"Of course," said Zella, unable to prevent herself from looking disconcerted.
"I'm sorry my partner of yesterday has deserted," said Stephen casually; "I wanted to have our revenge for the beating you and your cousin gave us last time. Let us see if she can't be persuaded."
The speech carried him easily to the door, and enabled him to follow his youthful hostess down to the tenniscourt.
They played tennis intermittently for the rest of the day.
"He will propose to me to-night," thought Zella, her heart beating fast as she ran into the house at seven o'clock to don the impromptu fancy dress which her maid had been busy fitting and finishing for the last three days.
"Is that you, mignonne V called Louis as she went past the open door of the study.
She came in and stood beside the writing-table at which he sat. He looked at her in silence for a moment, drumming his fingers absently upon the blotting-pad in front of him. There was a half-humorous, half-wistful expression in his eyes as they rested on the small dainty vision in her white frock. She somehow reminded him irresistibly of the child who had crept into his study after her mother's funeral, and told him that she would be a comfort to him.
"It's been a very nice birthday," smiled Zella, in order to break the silence, "and I love these." She touched the pearls he had given her.
"I'm glad of that. They look very well on you."
He paused again.
"So it's been a nice birthday."
In the silence that followed the absently spoken words lay the only question that Louis would ever put to his daughter on the subject that filled both their thoughts.
The breast of her white frock rose and fell rather more quickly than before, and she did not speak.
"Enfin /" he said at last. "You are happy, sweetheart r
"Yes, very," she whispered emphatically, and kissed him before turning to run upstairs.
In her fancy dress, she lit all the candles in her room, and gazed at herself in the mirror for a long time.
She wore a peasant costume, of the convenient variety which can be called Swiss, Italian, or Norwegian, with equal unreason, and she looked charming. Her soft pale brown hair hung in two thick plaits over her shoulders, and excitement had brought a brilliant flush to her deh'cately colourless complexion. Her radiant grey eyes were shining as she looked at her own reflection.
Alison St. Craye knocked at the door, and showed her disregard for conventionality by entering without pausing to receive the customary permission.
Zella faced her critical gaze confidently.
The value of Miss St. Craye's standards had diminished with strange rapidity in the last few days, and Zella's new sense of security was never more apparent to her than in the moment when, insensitive alike to Ab'son's praise or blame, she heard her murmured comment:
"Charming, no doubt. But why—why so conventional?"
"Is it ?" she retorted, with an indifference that was not assumed. "It was all I could find on the spur of the moment, and I adore blue."
"Crude," smiled Alison, raising her eyebrows. "However, subtle colours would be quite unsuited to you, and you look—charming."
Her slight pause before the adjective contrived to make it sound kindly contemptuous.
Zella noted, with an increasing sense of triumph, that she had no perceptible feelings of mortification.
In her turn she spoke kindly:
"Nothing could be lovelier than what you're wearing yourself. Do tell me the period."
Alison folded her long, early Italian hands before her, turned her head slightly over one shoulder, and smiled slowly, her eyes half shut.
Zella waited in vain for a reply.
"Isn't it Italian V she hazarded.
Alison still said nothing, but the smile perceptibly stiffened
"Anyhow, it is delightfully original," Zella felt it safe to remark.
Alison uncrossed her hands, and tapped Zella rather smartly on the shoulder.
"You have not the artist's eye," she said, with the light laugh of extreme annoyance.
The affair remained mysterious to Zella until St. Algers, waiting for them at the foot of the stairs, greeted Alison's appearance with the enthusiasm of a creator.
"Monna Lisa !" he exclaimed.
St. Algers himself, with an ingeniously contrived hump, represented Polichinel, and indulged in an amount of gesticulation that was a sore trial to the patience of Mrs. Lloyd-Evans. But St. Algers was not destined to be the greatest thorn in her side that evening.
James Lloyd-Evans had elected to garb himself in the skullcap and scarlet robes of a Cardinal.
His appearance was greeted with a burst of applause, in which the delighted St. Algers, who had himself devised the costume and superintended the manipulation of the old red curtains of which it was mainly composed, joined almost with ecstasy.
"Admirable! Perfect !" he cried rapturously. "You are the very type—only too young, a shade too young. But that nose and that forehead—you see what I mean V
He turned to Louis, and Mrs. Lloyd-Evans drew her son into a corner of the room by means of that grave magnetic look which he had spent so much of his boyhood in vainly endeavouring to ignore.
"My dear boy !" she said gently—" a Cardinal of the Church of Rome?"
"There are no Cardinals in any other Church, mother," urged James. "It had to be Rome or not at all."
"Then, why not not at all, James? One does not want to put you out of conceit with yourself, but surely you see that this is very unsuitable. We know very well that in the Middle Ages there were some very strange people about, but immorality is hardly a subject for jesting."
'' But, my dear mother, I am not jesting about immorality! I am merely representing a Cardinal in the abstract, not any one particular monster of iniquity."
"That does not make it any better, James, and I only hope that with Cardinal's clothes you are not putting on Cardinal's tricks of twisting the truth about. One knows what a name Jesuits have made for themselves, j and they are all tarred with the same brush," said Mrs. < Lloyd-Evans with melancholy impartiality.
"I will do my best not to push the impersonation to > those limits," replied James dryly.
"Very well, my boy. I quite understand, and young . people don't always quite think what they are about, I j know. I dare say you only thought of wearing a nice j bright colour, and didn't realize that it might seem in rather bad taste to recall intrigues and scandals that are better forgotten. Especially with so many more or less French people about."
She cast a disparaging glance round the room. ^
"St. Algers, who is quite ten times as French as the average Frenchman, originated the whole affair, and rigged up this costume himself, so I presume his feelings j will survive the strain."
"Very likely," said his mother, "expecially as he 1 i probably has no feelings at all. He is what I call a man\< milliner, and I cannot imagine how Louis can encourage . him as he does. But, as I always say, Jimmy, there are others, and if he has no shame, it does not follow that other people have none."
'Very well," said James resignedly, "I will tell them that I am not a French Cardinal. I will be an English one."
"That would be most tactless, dear, and very silly into the bargain, since there are no such things as English Cardinals, as you very well know. The Church has true priests, I am thankful to say, not dressed-up puppets in jewellery," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, looking disgustedly at the enormous glass stone on her son's finger. "However, I do not want to distress you, Jimmy dear; only, as your mother, one had to say a few words. Let us forget about it, and see what the others have done to themselves."
The things that the others had done to themselves were indeed strange and various. Louis was triumphant in a Beefeater's suit that had, after all, not proved too small for him; and St. Algers had himself personally converted Stephen Pontisbury into a very passable imitation of Sydney Carton.
He entered the room after everyone else had arrived, and even' when the evening was in full swing, with the twelve or fourteen guests who had driven over to dinner in various feeble attempts at Pierrot costumes, or with flour-sprinkled hair, he was incontestably the handsomest, as he was the tallest, man in the room.
Across the glittering space of the dinner-table Zella cast one or two rapid glances at him through lowered lashes, and felt strangely excited.
He asked her for the first dance, and a sudden suffocating shyness made her answer constrainedly:
"I believe I ought to look after people a little just at first. Miss Oliver is all by herself; do let me introducr you to her."
Stephen stood his ground.
"It is you I want to dance with," he said, looking full at her. How many will you give me?"
"I'll tell you later on. We'll dance No. 7, if you like."
Zella could not have told what instinctive desire was urging her to put off the moment she foresaw. She wanted Stephen to say that he loved her, and she told herself that she loved him; but she was glad when by a sudden request of St. Algers the seventh dance turned into the Lancers, and ended in a species of General Post.
"Give me the next one," said Stephen masterfully. "I can't. I haven't another one until No. 14. I will give you that one."
"Who has the next one?"
"My cousin James. I dare say he wouldn't mind," hesitated Zella, looking up at him.
"I should mind very much," said the voice of James unexpectedly, behind her.
Stephen turned away, looking very like Sydney Carton indeed.
James took Zella on to the terrace. Surprisingly, and uncharacteristically, he was an unusually good dancer, but he said in a dispassionate tone:
"If you don't very much mind, Zella, I want to talk. Let's come out."
She came obediently, surprised and rather flattered. At the back of her mind, the subconscious excitement induced by the thought of Stephen grew steadily.
She felt so much as though she were on the stage, that it was without any active feeling of astonishment that she heard James remark:
"I have made up my mind to thrust upon you a conversation in the very worst possible taste, Zella, to speak like a cad and a bounder, and if necessary to resort to the cowardly and unmanly expedient of brute force in order to compel you to listen to me. You are on the verge of making an appalling muddle, and if nobody else will try to stop you, I shall."
"What are you talking about?"
"I am talking about Pontisbury. He wants to marry you, and I believe you mean to accept him— though whether you'll ever marry him God only knows. I hope to Heaven you'll break it off before it's got to that."
Zella knew that she ought to feel far angrier than she did, and simulated violent indignation in her tones.
"Are you mad, James, to speak to me like this? Even if what you say is true, what right have you to say it V
"Don't talk about 'what right '; you're taking your stand upon false ground," said James vehemently. "No one has any right—I haven't the shadow of a right; I know that as well as you do. I loathe interference and officiousness, and I've never interfered with anyone before."
"Then, you are simply taking advantage of a near relationship."
"You knowthat isn't true, Zella," said James earnestly; "have you ever known me officious? If I see you out on a cold night without a wrap on, do I offer to fetch you one?"
He did not, indeed, reflected Zella, not without a touch of humour.
"I may know it's a cold night, but so do you; but you prefer to have no wrap. It's your own affair. But in this case you apparently don't know."
"What don't I know?"
"That Pontisbury would make you wretched or drive you mad. He's in love with you, of course, as far as he knows how, but what does he know of the real you? You're playing up to him all the time, being what he wants you to be and what he expects you to be, answering his endless catchwords with others as meaningless. You never get down to bedrock for one single instant. What do you suppose Pontisbury would do if you told him a lie, and he found it out?"
"James!"
Zella felt a pang that was physical in its intensity shoot through her.
"You want to think that I'm insulting you by the suggestion. Stephen Pontisbury would think I was insulting you. But I'm not; I'm speaking of the real things, the things that are at the back of us all, and most of all at the back of a temperament like yours. Because I understand you, though we're poles apart. But if you told Pontisbury a lie, he'd attitudinize, and say his star had fallen out of heaven; and he'd be heart-broken, and then he'd forgive you and say that his trust had risen stronger than ever through it all, and spend the rest of his life in trying to catch you out again."
"Why do you assume that I should deceive him 1"
"Because you would," he answered unhesitatingly. "You couldn't live with him and be absolutely sincere. He wouldn't understand it. You'd jar on his susceptibilities, and you haven't the moral courage to do that."
To Zella's absolute dismay, she began to weep uncontrollably. Something in her cousin's words, and in the violence of his unmistakable sincerity, hurt her unbearably.
"Thank God, you're crying," said James earnestly. "We may get to the back of it all now. Don't you see that he isn't any good to you, and never can be, nor you to him? He can never touch your reality, and what his may be, God only knows. I suppose it's there somewhere, smothered."
"James," said Zella, with the tears pouring down her face, "what is my reality? Nothing is real to me. I shall never, as long as I live, say this to anyone again, but nothing is real to me. I've only played at being unhappy, and at religion, and at every other emotion I've ever felt, and somewhere in the depths of me I've known all the time that I'm only pretending. Shall I never be sincere about anything? or only just as you said— being what the people with me expect and want me to be?"
"It's because you want to be liked, and because you want to be admired, and because you are naturally sympathetic; but it's most of all because you want to be loved. Don't you see, Zella? What good would Pontisbury's love do you when it wouldn't be for the real you at all, but only for the surface bit you showed him?"
"Nobody who knew me really would love me," said Zella, voicing for the first time in her life her deepest and most intimate conviction. "I am not true. I've always known it, ever since I was a little girl. I don't suppose there's a day," she said recklessly, "when I haven't spoken more or less insincerely, simply for the sake of effect."
"But it doesn't pay," said James with a curious simplicity. "You defeat your own ends. You try to be the same sort as other people, and you're miserable, and they aren't convinced; whereas, if you stick to being the kind of person you were created, your own sort find you out sooner or later, and then the other sort don't matter."
"It's been like that with me," said Zella. "I've tried to conform to the standards of all the people whom I've been with, until I have no standards of my own left."
"Yes, you have," he told her gently. "You know that it's been all humbug."
He looked at her compassionately, but with a curious detachment, in the moonlight.
"Oh," she wailed pitifully, "it will never come right. I'm what I've made myself, and Stephen does care for me. I want someone who will believe in me, who will tell me that I've not made a muddle of it all."
"No," said James; " that is the mistake you're making. You don't want someone who'll tell you you've not made a muddle of it all. You know you have, and that way lies salvation. You want someone who'll tell you that you have made a muddle of it all—and that it doesn't matter."
The music from the drawing-room stopped, and almost at once the sound of footsteps and voices drew near.
James took two steps forward, the ample Cardinal's robes completely shielding his cousin's tiny figure.
She raised an absurd lace handkerchief to her burning face.
"Where shall I take you ?" he asked in a low tone.
"We can walk up and down the lower terrace," she replied in a steadier voice; and went down the steps.
Along the broad alley, where only one or two paper lanterns had found their way, he paced slowly beside her.
"Zella, are you all right? I don't ask you to forgive me for having upset you, for it was the only thing to do. But can't I help you?"
"You have—in a way. I've seen myself, for once in my life, without being a pretty picture."
There was a very bitter note in her voice.
"But, all the same, I don't say that you've convinced me about Stephen. Supposing I cared for him?"
"If you tell me that you want to marry Pontisbury more than you want anything on earth, it's different. I shouldn't say 'You'll have changed your mind in a year's time,' and 'First love never lasts,' and all the rest of it. You want it, and you're willing to take your risks for the sake of having what you want. One must take one's risks. That's another thing. But you don't want it, Zella."
"I don't know," she said faintly.
"Not when you're down on bedrock, as you've been to-night."
There was a silence.
"James," said Zella suddenly, stopping and facing him.
They stood still in the moonlight.
The sweeping folds of the scarlet drapery lent a strange dignity to his stooping shoulders and thin aquiline face. Her heart was beating violently, and she was for a moment unable to speak, but he faced her unquestioningly.
It was almost impossible that Zella's vanity should not have put the obvious interpretation upon his interference.
She was wrought up to a pitch of intense excitement, and the semi-darkness, together with the sense of unreality always inspired by fancy dress, gave her daring. Even the heavy unaccustomed plaits of hair swinging against either shoulder added to her sense of recklessness.
"Why have you told me all this? What makes you try and stop me?"
James looked at her with his melancholy gaze.
"Because," he said slowly, "the most important thing to me, though it sounds very odd, is trying to avoid muddles. I hate seeing them, and there are so many. Also because we were small children together, and there's the tie of blood between us; and also "—he paused for a moment, and Zella knew that he had never before put into words what he was about to say—" I care ;a great deal for Uncle Louis."
The very naivete of the remark carried conviction home to her.
The strangest and sharpest pang of the strange evening went through her, and for a moment her wide, frightened eyes glimpsed a vista of hitherto undreamed-of possibilities that receded even as she gazed
She caught her breath in a long gasp.
Her courage, like that of most imaginative people, rose in exact proportion to the demand made upon it.
When she spoke again her voice was quite steady:
"I see. The only thing you can do for me now is to forget everything I've said, and never, never to remind me of it again."
"I will never remind you of it unless you ask me to," he answered.
"I shall never do that," she said with conviction. "But I shall never forget, either, James, it's what you said just now—you and I are the same sort au fond, though we are so opposite. In a way I trust you more than anyone—your view, I mean. Tell me one thing. It ought to be, 'Do you think I shall ever be sincere V but it isn't."
She paused.
"You have answered that question yourself, haven't you ?" he said. "Whatever you are going to ask, it is because you really want to know, and not because it is the right question. You are sincere with the people who understand, Zella. The rest is a matter of more courage."
She shook her head, but gave him no other reply.
He waited for her question, and it came at last:
"Do you think that I shall ever be happy? Will it always be like this, a sort of self-cheating, trying to win the approbation and affection of anyone I am with, and only succeeding—if I do succeed—at the cost of being more or less insincere all the time? I want to be happy more than I want anything on earth: do you think that I ever shall be V
"You know," he said slowly, "I can't really tell you that. I can't possibly know. But you want my opinion just for what it's worth, don't you?"
"Yes."
"Then, I don^t think you'll have a happy life. But I think you'll be happy—at least once, and perhaps often."
"If I marry Stephen, do yo.u think that will give mo pne of the happy times .?"
"No; you know I don't. Neither do you, really. If you'll only just look at it in an everyday light, Zella. Life is bound to include things like breakfast, and journeys, and colds in the head, all the time. And Stephen's no good to you for that sort of thing; he only does for making love, and telling you the sad story of his life, and keeping things at high tension generally. He would do all right as the man from whom you'd have to part for ever, and you could have half a dozen farewells and renunciations, and he'd make a magnificent exit and be a heart-rending memory for ever after; but for the ordinary things that go on all the time and every day, he's no good."
The girl who had thrilled the night before at the thought that she loved Stephen, and that he loved her, felt the momentary glamour fade from her vision, and knew that it had been brushed away by the naked hand of Truth.
She might rally her forces and leave James unanswered save by her silence and the defiant courage of her return to the lighted room where the music played on and Stephen waited for her; but James's truth would remain with her, in the oddly colloquial terms in which he had chosen to present it.
For the ordinary things that must go on all the time and every day—breakfasts, and journeyings, and colds in the head—Stephen was no good.
"GOD," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans solemnly, yet in tones that reminded Louis of a showman exhibiting the strange peculiarities of his charge—" God is not mocked. There is such a thing as flying in the face of Providence, and that is what Zella has done in my opinion."
"Then," said Louis, with unwonted irritability, "I do not agree with your opinion, Marianne. Zella did not care for Stephen Pontisbury, and very sensibly told him so, instead of foolishly drifting into an engagement that would have eventually been broken."
"And why should it have been broken, pray? He was very much in love with Zella, and told me himself, with tears in his eyes, that she had been his ideal, and he could never care for anyone else again in the same way. It is a fearful responsibility for Zella; one does not know where disillusion and despair may drive a young man."
"He had only known her ten days, after all, Marianne. His disillusion and despair cannot be so very profound."
"Louis, you do not know what this means to a nature like his. He told me himself that after this he could never believe in a woman again. And when, as the mother of a son myself, I could not help asking him where he was going, and what he was going to do, what do you think he replied V
Louis thought for a moment, and then said:
"I should think he flung himself out of the room, and said 'To Hell!' and slammed the door after him."
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans looked rather disconcerted. "I do not know why you should say that. As a matter of fact, he said, 'I am going to the Devil, for all I care.' One knows very well he would not have used such an expression to a lady, but that he hardly knew what he was saying. My heart aches for him, and I have no patience with Zella, throwing away such a chance."
"She would not have been happy with him."
"How could she have been anything but happy with a good man, who loved her with all his heart, and who could have given her every material advantage as well? She has no heart, or she could not have played fast and loose with him as she did."
Louis groaned.
"I dare say I've not looked after her properly. She is only a child, Marianne, and I let her alone, thinking it a boy and girl affair which would have adjusted itself. In my day, if a young man wished to ask a young lady in marriage, he would have approached her father and demanded a definite permission to pay his addresses to her."
"That is the terrible system of mariage de convenance, Louis, though, as I always say, inconvenance would be the better word, since we all know that the divorce court in France is made up of unhappily married couples," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, apparently under the impression that the Divorce Courts of other nations existed only for the exhibition of conjugal felicity. "It would have been terrible to expose poor little Zella, badly though she has behaved, to anything of that sort, and one can only be thankful that things are as they are in this country. But all this will do her no good, Louis, mark my words. A girl cannot lead a young man on and on as she did, and then suddenly turn round and refuse him, without getting herself talked about."
"I do not see who is to do the talking in this case. Pontisbury will naturally keep it to himself, and poor little Zella is too miserable ever to wish the affair mentioned again. Nobody else can say anything, since nobody else has been told."
"People see things without being told, Louis. Alison St. Craye is quite sharp in her own way, and is probably delighted at having the chance of telling a long story. And then there's that very fishy Frenchman who dangles about after her. The only person who noticed nothing is poor James, who really wouldn't have mattered, since he is a near relation, and naturally wouldn't have cared to spread the story. But then, as I always say, Jimmy goes about with his head in the clouds." Zella came into the room.
She was pale, and her eyes had dark circles round them from crying. Stephen's startled, almost incredulous reproaches when she had refused to marry him, finally his anger, had shaken her even while the conviction grew that marriage with him would have been an impossibility. Even Mrs. Lloyd-Evans's indignant amazement and argumentative disapproval had added incredibly to her despairing sense of utter failure and misery.
Louis had not reproached her, but neither had he commended her, and Zella craved passionately for someone to restore her shattered self-esteem.
Looking ahead with the infinitely far-seeing gaze of youth, life seemed to her unutterably dreary, bereft of the excitement which had coloured the horizon for so short a while, and left her blankly conscious of having failed to find reality on the very threshold of adventure.
Mrs. Lloyd-Evans looked at her with an expression of gloomy commiseration.
"One does not know what to say to you, my poor child !" she untruly observed, "but remember that Aunt Marianne is always there. If you would like to come and stay quietly at Boscombe until all this has blown over, you have only to say so. Uncle Henry and I are always ready for you, as you know, and we shall be quite alone."
Zella wondered miserably why she should be treated as though only seclusion could henceforth be her portion.
"Thank you, Aunt Marianne," she said apathetically; "I came in to tell you that the carriage is round."
Louis rose and went into the hall.
"Well, dear," said Mrs. Lloyd-Evans, adjusting her veil before the glass, "one wishes the visit had had a happier ending, but what's done cannot be undone. When you are older, I am afraid you will look back upon this time with pain and shame, and perhaps with bitter regret; but, as I always say, one learns by experience, and there is a silver lining to every cloud. Don't begin to cry again, my dear child. You have made poor papa very unhappy already, and it is selfish and cowardly to go on crying when it is too late to alter anything."
Zella was crying again, in a dreary, hopeless way. Her aunt kissed her with reserve.
"You had better not come into the hall, dear; one doesn't want the servants to see."
"Marianne!"
Henry Lloyd-Evans hovered uneasily at the drawingroom door, which he had just opened.
"Yes, dear; there is plenty of time. I am just saying my little good-bye to Zella," called out his wife with a sudden access of spurious cheerfulness designed to deceive the servants who might possibly be outside the door.
"Oh," said Zella, with an uncontrollable outburst of self-pity, "I am so miserable."
"Yes, my poor child," said her aunt, not without a tone of latent satisfaction in her voice. "The way of transgressors is—yes, yes, Henry, I am coming! Do leave the door alone, dear. Well, Zella, one is very sorry to leave you like this; but, as I always say, as the tree falls 14
"Marianne, you will miss your train," said Louis, in his turn appearing at the door.
"Gentlemen are always so impatient," ejaculated Mrs. Lloyd-Evans in a tone that boded ill for the peace of Henry's drive to the station.
"Good-bye, dear, and God bless you; but you have made your bed, and so must it lie."
Thus Aunt Marianne, hurried but still reproachful, was borne away from Villetswood.
Louis was driving to the station.
The house, in the heat of the midsummer afternoon, was very still and lonely.
Zella sank on to the floor and leant her head against the window-sill, still crying wearily, because it was easier to go on crying than to do anything else.
She did not wish that she had accepted Stephen, but she wished that her surroundings would admire her and think well of her for refusing him; and, instead of this, every one of those who made up her small world either pitied or blamed her. Except James. But James had gone away on the morning after the fancy-dress dance, and had not even written to her, as Zella had half expected him to do. Besides, the thought of James was too tiring just now. The high level of his uncompromising sincerity, his harsh truths and judgments, seemed to her ugly and uncomforting. She wanted to receive the relief of understanding, and yet the tenderness of pity and the blindness of love.
The door opened softly before Stephanie de Kervoyou.
Zella looked up, with her small pale face and great tear-stained eyes, but did not move.
Stephanie gave a little soft sound of pitying dismay, and came gently forward. Zella dreaded lest she should be implored, however kindly, to get up from the floor, or to stop crying, or told that she would make herself ill.
But Mdlle. de Kervoyou said nothing at all. She merely seated herself in the arm-chair nearest the window, and held out her hand half timidly, as though almost expecting to be rebuffed.
Something in the appealing gesture touched Zella, and she leant her brown head against the arm of the big chair, and felt Stephanie's hand softly stroking her hair.
There was a strange comfort in the unreasoning, unquestioning tenderness, and presently Zella stopped crying.
"Pauvre cherie!" murmured Stephanie. Her tone was almost mechanical, as though Zella would always be "pauvre cherie " whatever the cause of her tears.
Zella thought of Aunt Marianne's reproachful farewell, and of Alison's semi-contemptuous one:
"Good-bye, little Zella. Do not play with the big things of life; they are not for you."
Her self-confidence depended absolutely upon the good opinion of the people round her. The brilliant sense of security of two days before had fled, and Alison's tolerant patronage had given her a stab out of all proportion in its intensity.
At the remembrance of it, tears rose again to her eyes; but her head ached, and it seemed hardly worth while to begin crying again when there was no one to be sorry for her.
"Pauvre cherie!"
Tante Stephanie was sorry, after all.
Zella felt a sudden definite wish to talk about herself, and to put into words that point of view which must reinstate her in her own consciousness as the heroine of the hour.
"You know about it, don't you, Tante Stephanie?"
"Only that you have refused the offer of marriage of Mr. Pontisbury," said Stephanie mildly.
"And that he was very angry—and—hurt—and thought that he had every reason to expect a different answer. And Aunt Marianne and everyone blames me, and thinks that I have behaved very badly to him."
Stephanie stroked her hair in silence.
"Even papa has hardly said one word to me."
"He does not blame you, Zella."
"What did he say?"
"Hardly anything, my dear. He only told me that you were unhappy, and that he feared Mrs. Lloyd-Evans might have distressed you. He would prefer anything to seeing you rush into a marriage where you would not be happy."
"I have not behaved dishonourably," said Zella angrily, refuting an accusation which had not been made. "It's not even as though we had been engaged, and I had broken it off. He asked me to marry him, and I said that I did not care for him."
She waited for Stephanie to endorse the view she had held out, but Mdlle. de Kervoyou remained silent.
Zella's unwisdom urged her to press for the assent that she yet knew she would not receive.
"Did I behave so very wrongly, after all? Could I have done otherwise?"
"You could not have done otherwise than tell him that you did not care for him."
"But before that?"
"Before? It was perhaps a pity; that seems to me the most that one can say, Zella. I do not say you gave Mr. Pontisbury cause to expect such a reply from you; but I do not think, either, that the shock will have broken his heart."
Stephanie was even smiling a little over the tragedy.
Zella felt a transient pang of mortification, and yet a distinct and deeply rooted sense of relief, as though she were seeing the strange chaos of emotions that had constituted the episode of Stephen relegated to its true place in the scale of relative values.
"Tante Stephanie, you are very understanding," she said, with more surprise in her voice than she knew "Talk to me. I am so tired, and I am still muddled ahout it all."
"Poor child! But you are glad that you had courage, even a little late in the day, are you not? An engagement of marriage is a more serious thing to break than you realize; as maman said always, Qa ne se fait pas. She was very scrupulous in matters of honour, as you know. And, then, in her day things were so different. These situations did not arise."
"Things were simple then. Everything was settled for one. After all, it would be very restful," said Zella, now sufficiently restored to indulge in a moment of attitudinizing.
Stephanie de Kervoyou disconcerted her by replying gently:
"But no, Zella! do not deceive yourself. It would not suit you at all. You must have the situations, the dramatic crises, in your life. If they were not there, you would be almost tempted to manufacture them. I think les emotions are a necessity to you: is it not so?"
"Perhaps it is," Zella admitted, with a sense of candour, and inevitably absorbed in any discussion of her own character.
"These things, one outgrows them," said her aunt placidly, " but the process is sometimes painful. Monsieur Stephen is not the only desillusione, perhaps. For you also a glamour has disappeared, and it grieves you, although it was only of your own creation. But, Zella, though it does not seem so to you at present, it is but a little thing in reality. Had you married this man, indeed, things would have been different. But you have escaped, thank God."
Zella, struck suddenly by her tone, looked up.
"Why do you thank God? Do you think, too, that I should have been unhappy with Stephen V
Stephanie gazed at her with an almost fanatical horror in her pale eyes.
"That you can ask the question, even, poor child! I knew well that you realized in no way the peril encompassing you, but for that very reason it was the greater. Zella, three years ago you were admitted into the Church. Did it then mean nothing to you?"
Zella was confounded. It shot through her mind with an unescapable conviction that in those three years her Catholicism had become an element which counted for nothing in her life.
"But—mixed marriages are allowed," she faltered.
"Allowed! Yes; but would it have mattered to you had they been forbidden, child? I do not judge you— how can I ?—but how can I not have seen, during these months I have lived with you, that your faith is nothing to you? And yet, Zella, it is the only thing in this world that is real—the only thing that will matter to you when you come to die. God snowed His love for your soul when He called you into His Church: have you forgotten it already?"
"No—no," stammered Zella, hardly knowing what she said. "I know I am not very pious; but indeed—
indeed "Her voice died away, in the utter lack of
conviction that overwhelmed her.
Stephanie gazed at her with sorrowful eyes that grew tender.
"Poor little Zella! But it is never too late for le bon Dieu, and He understands you very well, even though no one else should do so. See all that He has done for you already, and now He has saved you from a marriage that might have risked the loss of your faith altogether! There can be no despair when He is there—always the same, always ready for you."
Zella heard without understanding. The words were present to her mind, but awoke no response in her. She gazed dumbly at Stephanie.
"Forgive me for speaking to you so," said Stephanie humbly. "There are others to advise or help you far better, should you wish it. What can I do but pray for you, dearest?"
The unwonted term of endearment suddenly touched Zella profoundly. She rose to her feet..
"Oh, pray for me, Tante Stephanie."
"I do—I do, daily and nightly."
Stephanie rose too, wiping a most unaccustomed moisture from her glasses.
"Maman would have reproached me for making you a scene when you are already tired and distressed," she remarked in tones that strove to be matter-of-fact. "I do not wish too vividly to recall your good Aunt Marianne, Zella, but would it not, in truth, be as well if you were now to rest for a little while V
"I think I am going out, perhaps," said Zella, gazing wistfully into the garden, where the afternoon shadows were already lengthening across the grass.
"Au revoir, then," said Stephanie, achieving the smile that proclaimed an end to all deeper significances between them.
But Zella still looked at her with young, despairing eyes.
"You are going on praying for me always V
"But always," said Stephanie, still smiling, but with gentle conviction in her tones. "See how I have always been answered. It was certainly my poor prayers," she added simply, "that helped to save you from a Protestant marriage."
Zella passed quietly through the open French window on to the terrace.
She went down the steps where she had sat with Stephen, and reached the shade of a great ilex-tree at the bottom of the lower terrace.
She leant against it, physically tired out, and closed her eyes. Slowly the remembrance came to her of days that seemed infinitely remote. Her childhood, when she and James and Muriel had played together under the ilextree, and she had often and often quarrelled with the others, and rushed away, angry and miserable, to cry by herself. She remembered vaguely that her mother had always taken her part and comforted her, and she refleeted dreamily, "Mother always understood. Would everything have been different if she had not died ?" and then told herself that the very question was part of a pose.
She remembered the days after her mother's death, days when she had learnt and despised the standard of values that ^stood for reality in the Lloyd-Evans household, and had yet held fast to them in a passionate desire to conform. Then the longing for escape had become too strong for her, and she had sought a refuge with her father, only to find that the gaze he turned upon her was as unseeing as it was loving. She was not, never had been, his reality. A memory stood for that, and a philosophy of which she knew nothing.
She had measured time, then, by her precocious sense of the dramatic and by indulgence in the crude emotionalism of the beginner.
Then had come her convent days. Alien standards again, and a passionate attempt to contort her vision to the level of her surroundings. It was not religion that she had craved, not the faith that was the whole solution to the riddle of life for those who held it; but the personal sympathy, and the human comfort of affection from those with whom her path had lain for such a very little way.
Had it been worth while?
She remembered the eagerness with which she had acclaimed a new point of view of which Alison St. Craye had been the herald, and sought for a means of selfexpression, playing with all those things which the world has agreed to call Art. But it was not Art that she had sought, after all, only the friendship of Alison St. Craye, which she had ceased to desire, and had derided herself for desiring, when Stephen Pontisbury had become a factor in her life.
But, even as she remembered, Zella knew that already Stephen had become unreal, and formed part of her living consciousness only as the vague gain of a new experience lying behind her.
"Will nothing ever be real to me f
She thought with a bewilderment that at least was wholly sincere, "What is Truth?"
She thought of James Lloyd-Evans, to whom Truth had become a mere question of relative values, until much that makes life endurable had been eliminated from his rigid philosophy. Strangely dispassionate and impersonal, he would watch with understanding eyes that, though they might not condemn, were as yet not awakened to the compassion that alone can draw the weak into the way of strength.
She thought of the old Baronne, with her curt "(Ja ne se fait pas "—the principle which had guided her through a life of seventy odd years, and which had been only the expression of the unfailing instinct left by the bravest and noblest blood of France in the generations behind her.
She thought of Stephanie, mild and colourless, yet awakened to a fanatical ardour at the touch of her childlike and incredibly narrow creed. God was Truth, and Truth was the Catholic Church, for Stephanie, and only the things of this world were unreal.
They had, one and all, Conviction at the back of them. Zella, afraid and alone, had none. The only equipment that could lend her courage for the encounter that was to come had been denied her.
For a moment she knew it, and a despairing tremor seized her.
What was it?
Again and again she had tampered with something real, and to her it had not been real.
Friendship, faith, work, love—the things that stood for Truth to others—seemed to have failed her.
Even as the thought formed, the first hint of a solution x that should surely crystallize itself into a solidity came to her.
Nothing of these things was known to her. She had seen only the outside forms, from a long way off.
In Time alone, whose other name is Perspective, might lie an answer, in some greater or lesser degree, to the appeal with which Zella, still on the threshold, echoed the question of ages:
"What is Truth?"
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