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THE CURATE’S VALENTINE,
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CHAPTER I.

¢ A clerrcal prng P said the eldest Miss
Granly. .

¢« Something has vexed him,’ £aid the second.
¢ Ye locks worried.’

¢ 1 know what,? finished the thiru; €1t would
be great fun to send him one.’

The three Misses Grantly put their heads to-
getber, 10 _order probably to converse more in
private. They peed not have been frightened.

<Everybody was tired, and would have yawned,
bad such a luxury been admissible 1o the Grantly
drawiog-room.  Tea—parties are always slow ;
this one had been very slow indeed, as Mrs.
Grantly and the colonel, ler busband, would be
ready to testify, when tbey bad smiled their zood
pights to the young friends who were staying 1
their bouse. .

Phe wax candles were getting short, the tables
bad a dissipated look, with the htter of pruts,
and drawings, and photographs, about which so
many wise things had been said in the course of
the evening. The colonel slumbered zently,
with ooe eye open, io an easy chair, and zome-
body was playing an uncomfortable, sleepy sort
of Zebewohl on the graod plavo, which the
Misses Grantly averred to be a prece of old-
fasbianed lumber.

¢Oge ot Broadwood’s new patent would con-
tent me,’ said Miss Grantly—*and they are not
dear. But then papa sticks to anythiog old,
whether it’s good or bad. The older a thing is,
even it i’s ratten, the better it is.

Of course this was raok heresy oo the young
Jady?s part ; but then the old piano annoyed Ler;
and, besides, the colonel didn’t bear.

It was not the piaoo, however, which pow oc-
copied the atteotion of the Misses Grantly.~—
Amopg the few guests bad been the curate of
the parish, the Rev. Wilfrid Seltura, called by
his intimates, Whl! ; and he had beec this even-
ing what the youag ladies chuse to designate
sCrawley.” In a geseral way he was a pet
with them. He had notbing but bns curacy, and
be boasted sometimes of his own cleverness in
makiog both ends meet, so that he was nat a
dangerous man to koow ; and thea he was of
good family, and could talk well, and was alto-
Zether a very useful creature, since he never in-
terfered with more eligible indivicuals. But to.
day something bad evidently gone wrong with
the curate: he not only would not exert himself
to be eotertaimng, but, when he did speak, it
was to put astde, with considerable conterpt,
the subject on which the sisters were just thea
interested, namely, Valentines. He did go a little
learnedly into the matter of perverted and now
meaningless and foolish customs; but he had
broken off 1a this to attend to the ¢ Ioflammatus’
of Rossini, which was being performed by one
of the young friends staying with the Grantlys.

¢ In fact,’ said the eldest sister, ¢ be left off to
go and flirt with Bell Lindburst, Aay one could
see that.

¢ Are you sure 1t’s Bell ? said another. *1
thought it was Frances.’

¢ Ob, neither will do,” said the other, ‘since a
man with a curacy can only flrt. Bot it’s Bell
of cour-e. Well, be has spoilt our eveniog com-
pletely, and we owe him somethmng; [ wish T
could tkink of a real good trick.’

‘1 know of something,’ said the youngest Miss
Grantly, who was also the quietest, and had a
sad, plaintive way of speaking. °DBut then be
would mever open a Valentine.’

¢ Not if he knew 1t said the eldest ; but be
need not. 'What’s your plan 7

There was a good deal of whispering, a httle
laughing, and then a Tull.

*Yes, a large blue envelope—official-looking
—and I’ve got a seal with a Cupid cn 1t, holding
a letter on his arrow; but the poor stupid man
will never see that, and one must have the sign
manual of a Valentine about it. But then ke
koows all our bandwritig. I can managea dis-
guise for the letter itself, but my disguises are
cramped. If we bad ouly a free, bold, natural
address outaide, he would never suspect.’

! There’s Bel! and Frances,’ put in the plain-
tive little voice sadly, whereupon her sisters ap-
plauded. . ‘

¢ A pat on the shaulder for that,’ said they.—
¢No, be bas never seen Bell’s writing. Franky
WOn:t do 11, she 15 too starched ; but Beli~we'll
see, :

- The three young ladies moved forward simul-
taneously.

¢ Iso’t it bed-time ? I am sure you two poor
children are tired to deatb. 'Ob, papa, asleep.

ourude mpn,? | - T

- The colonel,, of course, declared he wasn’t,

and shouldn’t have thought of such a’thing, and:
then i_ngmuted a very wide-awake search after:

candles, during which Miss Graotly whispered
mto Bell Liodhursi’s ear softly, * I'll come to
your room a bit, dear. Fraoky s sleepy, so che
can go to bed.”

Probably Bell would have preferred goung to
bed too. The cousins—the kinship was in reality
of that remote degree which is caleulated broadiy
at forty-two removes, but Miss Granily rather
made a noint of it nevertheless—ihe cousins,
though good friends enough, were oot always
quite comfortable together, and did not exactly
smt each other. There was nothing for it,
however, but to pod acquiescence, in silent wen-
der as to what offence apainst fashion bad been
committed now,

¢ 1s my hair wrong ?’ said Bell, standing over
the fire, and pullng it down. ¢ Orare pearls and
velvet too old 7 What is it, Cis?’

¢ No, dear, nothing of that sort. We just
want you to direct an eavelope for us, that’s all.
A bit of fun ; 1 fact a Valentine, and our wnit-
ing is known.’

Bell Lindburst put out her band indifferently
for the pen, and waited, with one hand on the
official looking envelope.

¢The Rev. Wilfrid Selturn,’ dictated Miss
Grantly. ¢ Write it large, please. Your’ss
such a pice bold band, like a gentleman’s.’

Bat the pen never stirred. A shght access
of color came to Beli’s cheeks and she Lkept
them for 2 moment bent down over the letter,

¢ I think,’ she said, ¢that I would rather not
do tbie.?

¢ Oh, Bell, why  You'll spoil vur fun. He
has never seen ynur writing, or if he has, ke
won’t know it. Where is tbe harm in a bit of
fun.?

¢ Bits of fun,’ said Bell slowly, ¢ hurt some-
tumes, don’t they ¥

¢Hurt? Who ever heard of a Valeniine
hurting any one! You cau’t read 1it, because
1t% sealed, but lork at tte Cupid on the seal.—
Hourt, indeed ! But certaioly,’ said Miss Grantly,
sneering a httle, ¢1f you are so far gone asall
that, by all means don’t let us disturb his peace
of mind. [ woulda’ try to cut you eut f-r the
world, Bell,- Iknew there was a flirtation, but
if your heart 1s really and truly touched -’

Bell looked up steadily from one sister to
another, back again at the envelope, and wrote
the address. A volley of gratitude began to
descend upon her, but she drew back.

* No,> said she, ‘oo kisses. I have done
what you want because it 1s not the least con-
sequence to me about Mr. S:ltura’s peace ot
mind. Good night.

CHAPTER II

The curate looked through the wicdow of his
little patrlor, an1turned s hack unon 1t abruptly.
Of course the lourteeath of Februaiy onght to
have beeo all that 1s brightest and most full of
the promise of Spring ; but 1t wasn’t, acd pro-
bably be did vot even know that it was the
fourteenth. He turped away from the window
because it was snowing, and then he turoed from
the fire, because it sent a zreat puff of smoke
wto his face, and pearly choked him. When
this passed away, he sat down to the breakfast
table, and saw that there werz twao letters for
him. The first, to tell the truth, wasa bill;
and, moreover, 1t was # To bill delivered ;> which
is a very shocking seotence for a young feilow
who bas only his stipend, and bas boasted that
he can make that enough for bim.

Tbe curate’s face grew lopg as he put this
first mssive down ; and I believe he was think.
iog of certain wild fe!lows he bad know at St
Jotn’s, and what they used to do with such re.
minders, He was not, aod never had beee, an
extravagant man; bat this managing on his
curacy was new work to him, and he had a goed
many things to learo. At first he bad thought
t would be ratber fun, but occasionally circum-
stances seem to come lightly m the way of the
fun. Neither was he especially anxious for
wealth. He did not spend bis time 1w castle
building as to what he would do witb somebody
else’s money if he bad it ; nor in making sardonic
compliments to the fate that bad bound down a
Selturn to the suburban curacy of a provineial
town. He would have hked a living as well as
any man, and in time hoped Lo have one ; but as
loog s he had only bimself to keep, he did not
fret greatly in the matter. These bills, however,
had grown to be teasmg. He kept no debtor
and creditor account with-lumself, and somehow

| tis money went,and be couldn’t find out how. He

had to think apout means to settle the little ob-
trumve lhittle docuiment mm his hand, and he
thougbt about it for a jong time ; and when he
bad done thinkwng he sghed, and put out hs
band absently to open the second letter—a let-
ter with a big business like envelope, and di-
rected n'a free, large bendwriting.

When tbe curate bad thoroughly taken in the

.| contents of this letter, bis first )impulse was to

shake & fist of scorn.at-the- tittle bill ;" bis pext

to walk-up and down the room, “and say-to him-

self that Fortune was'good to him; ke bado’t de-

‘she knew and suspected.’

served f, &e.; and, after all, the spow was
-esonable, and made people enjoy the fire ; and
the smoke was not so very bad after the first fit
Wag over.

Then his landlady brought m hie coffee, which
be proceeded to pour 1ato the sugarbasin, and
discovering his mistake actually blushed, although
10 one was there to see, 2ad ejaculated, erther
to :le coffee.pot or himsell, ¢ Baby !’ for be had
looked in the glass above the mantelpiece and
seen therein the future rector of Greecbam—-um-
Oakes ; and bis first business after breakfast
would be to answer Sir Harry Lindburst’s gener-
ous letter.

He did just wonder what sort of place it was
and where, since he had never heard the nawme ;
and he wondered where Sir Harry had beard
the glowing account of his, Will Selturn’s, per-
sonal character, of which tbe baronet spoke.—
But what matter ? and what matter where in
civilized England s tent should be pitched, if
be had where withal to forsish 1t? Sir Harry’s
modest depreciation of the living as ¢ ooly four
bundred pounds per annum,’ made him smile, and
again shake is fist at the ¢ little bill.

] have said that be was not mercenary—acd
he was not ; but when a man, not used to punch-
ing, has been pinched ; when he has, so ¢o speak,
put on boots which he thioks wifl wear out his
feet in his efforts to stretch them, be cannot help
being glad at the prospect of exchanging them
for a good roomy pair.

¢ And won’t [ work the parish,) mused the
reverend Will, in his new energy. ¢ This bother
to make fwo ends meetl cramps ome. It takes
up one’s time and thovghts. A clergyman ought
ot o be so bampered. It’s a mistake, and
want’s improving.’

Tt is impossible te say how, but a little breath
of rumer did get abroad in Mr. Selturn’s parish
to the effect that he was gning tn leave it, that
lie bad been oftered something better, &ec.; and
even the name of Sir Harry Lindburst, was
mixed up with the airy rumor.

The curate perhaps bad been worried by some
of the faggrieved parishioners’ mto blurtiog out
that he should not be there long to aggrieve
them. Then the land-lady probably saw the
letter addressed to Sw Harry Landhurst, and put
tiwo and two together ; or the retrred baker next
door, who was a violent theologian, and opposed
to Sir Harry on political points, might bave as.
sisted her lo do so. At any rate, mysterious
iots of the matter did circulate, and even got
into the Grantly dining-room, where the colonel,
seated at his pretence of luncheon, lifted his

actly how you are looking, so 1 wont turomy
head. Iso’t it bad ?

¢ Very bad was the rep'y; ¢I wonder you
were not more cautious.’

¢ I havo’t your head on my shoulders, Frank,’
said Bell. ¢ And they said things which—but
vever mind. Tell me what to do, but don’t be
cross.?

¢ I’m nat cross, only vexed,” said Miss Lind-
burst. ¢I dono’t want to say anythiog agatnst
the Grantlys, especially mow we are in their
house ; and hesides, they are good natured to us
in taeirr way. But, Bell, they are fast, forward
girls, and this trick 13 ualadylike andia bad
taste ; I am sorry you should be mixed up 1t

Bell, however, was i her secret heart afraid
of something worse than bad taste : she was
afraid of possible credulity on DMr. Selturo’s
patt, and certain disappointment ; but somebow
she could oot speak of this,

¢ So am I sorry,’ she said, ¢ very sorry. But
you don’t tell mne what to do.

Miss Lindhurst considered a little.

¢ et dressed, Bell,’ she then sawd, ¢ I 1f were
you I should go down to the drawmg-room.—
They say Mr.-Selturo is always the fiest arrival :
1 would go, for the chance. Andif any otber
visitor is there, you conld still speak to him.—
Mind, if you had bad no haod in this affar, it
would be meddhog to undeceive bim; asats, T
tmnk you ought to doit, that the fun might be
stopped.’

¢ You wouldn’t— began Bell. ¢ You woulila’t,
I sappose—’

¢ Da it for you #* interrupted Miss Lindburst.
¢ No, you goose. That would be telliog of my
sister, Come, here 15 your dress, make baste.
If the girls see you, 1t will only be somethng
for them to be witty about, We don’t mind
that.’

Consequently, Mr, Selturn, baving been a few
minutes alone in the drawmg-room, was startled
irom a retrospective view of what be bad said to
Sir Harry, by the appearance of Sir Harry’s
niece from the conservatory door. She was
dressed in a way which her cousins pronounced
‘ bad style,! but which, whenever he thought
about it afterwards, appeared to the curat2 the
height of perfection. And if she wus nervous,
she only shawed t by a little extra pink io her
cbeeks, which was very becoming.

¢ Mr. Selturn,’ said the young lady, ¢ T want
to speak to you. I have — done a very bad
thing,’ sbe was going ‘o say, but checked herself.
i1 have leot my assistance to a practical joke, a
thing I detest as much as you can do. Will

eyebows, and said, ¢ What does Sir Harry know
about Selturn—eh, B."" ?*

Bell Lindhurst bad alsn opened ber eyes and
ears in astopishmert., There was no liviog in |
her uncle’s gift vacant just now—that she was
sure of ; and if there had been of all unlikely
things, the tnost unlikely was that be should give
it to a stranger, Lifting her head, howeves,
she caught a glcam of intease amusement on the
faces of the three Misses Grantly, and also a
telegraphic signal from one to the other for
silence and caution.

In that moment the whole thing flished upon
Bell, but she never betrayed that it did. She
finiched her bit of biscuit and drank her half-
glass of DBucellas before she answered the
colonel, who was stifl looking s question,

t3 doo’t thick there’s anything vacant in
Uacle Harry’s gilt,’ she said, very coolly.—
* Most probably it’s all a tale. We bad a curate
in Lindburst who was always having hvings
given 1o him by report. e used to laugh, and
say the real thing would come some time ; and
so it id.

¢ But 1f Mr. Selturn really had this offer,’ said
the colonel, *he would be obliged to write to
your uncle, either accepting or refusing ; then
you would know the truth, Bell.’

] don’t think Sir Harry a likely man to
speak of s private letters to any one,’ replied
Bell.

¢ Ab, 1 forgot,’ said ber uncle; ¢ you’re not
friends with him. e quarrelled with you be-
couse you woulda’t marry George. Why
wouldo’t you, Bell ! To be sure he’sa heavr
dragoon (very), but theu he’s the future baroget.’
To which the young lady vouchsafed no answer.
As 1o the colonel, Mr. Selturn’s affairs were of
very little importance to bim.so he merely added,
¢ False reports — most hkely,’ and forgot all
about it ¢ while his dauglters, koowing that the
curate was to dine with them, probably anticr-
pated a little fun, o

‘ Fanny,’ said Bell Lindburst, when they had
goze to dress, and she sat before the glass with
the brush o ber band, idle, ¢ ’m afraid ’ve done
a very bad thing.’ :

Mies Lindburst was less moved thao the con-
fession seemed to call’ for : she only went on
with ber arrangements, and said calmly, ¢ Have
you, Belt? Worse than usual P v

Then Bell threw down the brush, and told all

‘Now, Fan, spesk)’ 'si_ld “shie : ¢TI know ex-

you tell me if you had a letter from my uncle on
the fourteenth.’

¢ The fourteenth,’ said he, ¢ was that Tuesday ?
Yes, I bad.’

¢Is 1t too much te ask you toshow it me?
said Bell. ¢ The eavelope will do.

The curate hesitated—it was rather a queer
request : moreover, it is not exdctly a general
thing, perhaps, for gentlemen to carry big letters
1 their dress cozts when they go out to dioner ;
put the fact was, he had the letter mith hum, and
was a little self-conscious, and asbamed. He
produced it, however, at last, and sald—¢ You
can read it if you like; there are no secrets in
it. It is simply offering me the living of Green-
ham-cum-Oukes.

At another time Bell conld not have restrained
a amile at the smartness of her cousin’s nomen-
clature ; but now she was too vexed, She gave
him back the letter without reading it ; and put
her hands together, looking down at the carpet.

¢ Oh, Mr, Selturn,’ she said, * you should read
Oakes with an H before it. There is no such
place that 1 know of, and my uscle kas only two
hvings in his gift—Lindhurst Magna and Lind-
burst Parva. I directed that letter.’

¢ You !’ was all the curate could get out.

* Yes, replied Bell; ¢but indeed T kaew
nothing of the conteate, You pever looked at
the seal, or vou would bave koown that it was a
—Valentine P

She was gone as fast as she bad come. I
don’t know what were the curate’s thosghts in
the interval which he hud yet to pass, but the
other guests were of opinion that he was grow-
mg into a moody, taciturn sort of fellow. It fell
to his lot to take Bell Lindburst i to dinuer,
and, as she put her fingers on his arms, he con-
trived to touch them, and to say just two words,
¢ Thaok you.’

They were all he dud say to her, e was
very attentive to his neighbor, on the other
band, and he exerted himselt to talk, and talk
well —better than usual, if possidle.

¢ Selturn,’ said the colonel once, * what’s this
I bear about losing you 7 »

"¢« No such lueck,’” replied 'Whll, shaking bis
tead. ¢TI shall plague you for years,I'm afraid ;’
and then he added, looking across the-table—
¢ Miss Graotly, if you were writing a business

{ letter, what style of seal should yau choose "
*He said it very - quietly, but’ looked’ away.
from her directly, for he saw that she was crest-

fallen, and afraid Jest the colonel should take up

the subject, and iavestigate it; and Will 2id
oot bear malice. It was punishment enough for
her that ber trick had, so far as she koew, proved
a failure. On the whole, the triumph was all on
his side ; but then, his letter to Sir Harry, and
the ¢ little bill ;” and the boots that had pinched,
that ke had so nearly kicked off, and must pull
on agam,

There were limes in ihe eveniog whea he for-
got to talk ; a moment or two when his brows
would meet, and his hands press each other hard.
And Bell Lindhurst, seeing all this, was so sorry
for him, that she could almost have gone, as she
used to go to ber father years apo, and put her
soft fingers over his forehead to smoothe out the
wrinkles. She koew a little about poor curates,
and could understand the disappointment. It
would not have mattered if the offer had never
been made ; but to have the thing 10 his grasp,
ag it were to have reckoned on it securely—and
then to close his hand upon a myh!

‘I hope you will forgive me,’ she said, when
be wished her good-night. She could not help
it.

Will Selturn replied that he bad nothing to
forgive ; and then, on his way to the daor, he
turned and looked at her-——an odd look-—sech
as be might give to a picture which he was anx-
ious to fix in is mnd, and keep there. These
two bad liked each other before, now they
would think of each other. There had been o
secret which they shared, a sort of confideace
between them, and 2 confidence rather out of
the common way. It could never come to any-
thing, of course, smce ¢ a poor curate can only
flet 3> but I am mot sure that Will Selturn’s
thaughts were sall given to the lost living when
he got back to the littl: parlor, whica was din—
gy, after all, and did smoke, and would harbor
more ¢ little bills” he feared. I thiok, n the
midst of lis troubles, from time ta time, the:
darkness slipped away, and showed for a mo-.
ment a young girl coming towards kim with
clasped hands, and saying, * Mr. Selturn, 1 want
to speak to you.

At any rate, he took out the unhappy Valen-
tine, made 2 face at the seal, put the letter—the

cramp disguise of which be could detect wel)
enough now-—into the fire, and the envelope—
never mind where,

CHAPTER Iil,

It was February again, and the bliods were
down over the rectory windows of Lindburst
Magna. There was a lttle regret in the vil-
lage, not much. A good man goae to his rest,
but he had been feeble for years, and past his
work, so perbaps it was as well. Doubtless
some one more vigorous would step to his
place. We don’t think much of the worn-out
worker when he dies ; it is more natural to torp
to the young blood that shall rise mto the veirs
of his office, where his own had long flowed
sluggishly.

Up at the Hall, in the suzgest of snug morn-
ing rooms, there was a young gul in a riding-
habit, half-koeehng, half-crouching, beside an
old man, who sat io a big chair, grumbling, witk
a gouty foot. And the young girl looked very
well in her habit, with the color of exercise on
her cheek, and its light 1a her eye; and the
baronet, as he locked at her, thought so, and
felt his mouth twitch,

*You Gipsy!” be said; ¢ you think you cam
do anything with a childish old man.’

¢ No, uncle,’ she sawd; fand you know yow
are anythisg but childish., I have been vers

unbappy because you were aogry with me—7
have, indeed ; but now that George is married
¢« Ugh{ (It 1s imposstble

sent this sound on paper.)

¢ Aod married so well !

¢ Fuddlestick I” be exclaimed.

¢You qught mot to be angry with me anp
more,’ she continued ; *s0 I come to you.

* I see you are. Now you want something ?”

¢ Yes, [ do want sometbing,” said the young
girl ; ¢ I want it very much; but I shoald hive
come.to you all the same if I bad pot. You
koow very well that I shou'd.’ '

The old man looked at ber a n. went, and his
face grew soft. o

¢ My dear,’ said he, ¢ you will never know why
I made u pet of you; you mmply kaow that ¥ -
did do so. You woulda’t be nearer to me, and

probably to repre~

marry my son ; 80 I was augry—naturally aegry.

Geaorge has got a fine wile, with an ¢ honorable” : .
tacked to her neme, so all that is settled. T
don’t deny that I’m glad to see your sunny face:
again—there. And now you want' me to'gi
Lindburt Magoa to a fellow who ounce 'had |
impudence to write and thank me for—" - -
¢ T have explamed that, uncle,’ she said ;°
s0°did he, you say.’ s i
¢ Yes, he did, replied the baronet, latghing
¢ He did, indeed. - T shall not forget ‘the morn<
ing I'bad” the ' second letter. " But' this*fodt o
mme was troublesome just then, ind ' I’m afran

-_-I’m'rery much afraid, Gipsy, that 1.called
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