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BOOK 1

CHAPTER 1
ENTER LADY ESTHER

“AND now, my dear Esther,” said the Duchess,
throwing off her furs and sinking down into an easy
chair; “tell me exactly what sort of a man he is, and
whether you and Mamma like him. I’'m simply dying
to know; and so is Tammy, if he would only tell the
truth ; but being a man he pretends he isn’t, and sends
me to collect news for him, just as if we were lions
and jackals instead of husbands and wives.”

Lady Esther Wyvern paused for a moment. Un-
like her elder sister, she was one of those rare women
who always think before they speak. Then she replied
slowly : “Yes, I like him; I decidedly like him, and
I think Mamma does, too. But he isn’t a bit our sort,
you know.”

The Duchess nodded. “Probably not: but he’ll
be none the worse for that! Though Mamma will
think he is,” she added as an afterthought. “Now
proceed to describe him.”

“Well, in the first place he isn’t at all good-look-
ing,” Lady Esther began.

“Then he is our sort. None of the Wyverns ever
are good-looking. I always think we are a remarkably
plain family.”

“Oh, Eleanor! how can you say such things
Lady Esther looked distinctly hurt.
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HER LADYSHIP'S CONSCIENCE

‘“Because they are true; and you are such a stickler
for speaking the truth that I should have thought you
would have enjoyed them. If Wilfred had been good-
looking I could never have treated him as one of the
family. I should never have believed he was a real
Wyvern. The Wyvern blood may be pure, my dear,
but it doesn’t prevent the Wyvern faces from being
plain.”

““And he is decidedly clever,” continued Esther.

“Again a true Wyvern! I always have considered
us clever. Papa was quite clever in his own solid
mahogany, mid-Victorian fashion; you are clever in
your intelligent and rather governessy way; and I am
exceptionally clever for a duchess.”

“But Wilfred’s cleverness is of a different sort from
ours.”

“I don’t see how that can be, since our clevernesses
are all quite different from each other.”

Lady Esther’s brow was puckered with her effort
to convey to her sister’s mind a correct impression of
their cousin. “But he is different again. He isn’t
like Papa, because he is extremely modern and up
to date.”

“Then he must be like me. I'm tremendously
modern for a woman of my age and size. My one
effort in life is to march with the times. I often march
till I’'m quite out of breath. I'm always urging
Tammy to march by my side. It is the only hope
for an aristocracy in these socialistic times.”

Lady Esther’s lip curled with scorn. “There is no
hope for an aristocracy in these socialistic times.”

“Oh yes there is! if we only march: a hope of a
certain kind. I’'m not fussy, and I don’t mind being
disestablished, if only I'm not disendowed. But I
didn’t motor over here to talk politics with you, my
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ENTER LADY ESTHER 3

dear Esther : I came to hear all about Wilfred, and if
he is a big enough man for the place. So do go on
about him.”

“I'm trying to go on, but you keep interrupting me.
Well, Wilfred is modern and up to date in quite a
different way from yours. He is in earnest about it.
It isn’t just a pose with him as it is with you. You
see he is really young and fresh and enthusiastic, and
believes in things with all his heart.” Esther in-
variably sacrificed tact to truth.

The Duchess laughed her merry laugh. Nothing
disturbed her good temper. “Thank you, my dear
child. What a truly sisterly remark! But I hope you
don’t mean that our beloved cousin is actually social-
istic, and wishes to break up Papa’s estate into small
holdings, or something dreadful of that kind!”

“Oh dear no! He is very much in earnest, but it
is quite the right sort of earnestness. He fully realizes
the responsibilities of a great position, and is most
anxious to render himself equal to them. He talks
about being an earl just as you'd talk about being a
clergyman, if you know what I mean.”

“I see. That is certainly more like Papa than me.
I never feel that being a duchess is at all like being a
bishop! But if Wilfred is that sort of a person, I
don’t wonder that Mamma has taken to him. She
always loves carnestness, and a sense of responsibility,
and things like that.”

The subject of the two sisters’ conversation was their
distant kinsman, Wilfred Wyvern, who had succeeded,
some six months previously, to their father’s title and
estates. The late Earl of Westerham left no son;
and his only brother, Colonel Wyvern—heir pre-
sumptive to the peerage and a widower with one son—
died a year or two before the Earl, his son having
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predeceased him by a few months. The next in suc-
cession was a distant cousin—so distant that the head
of the family had never seen him; for the late Lord
Westerham was the last man to be on friendly terms
with a collateral who was hoping to step into his
august shoes as soon as he should vacate them. It was
a bitter disappointment to him that he had no son:
and a real grief when his brother’s son was killed in a
hunting accident; and at the bottom of his heart he
blamed his next heir for both these disappointments,
and hated him accordingly. The late Earl was one
of those fortunate men—men specially fitted to shine in
political life—who can successfully shut their eyes
to anything they do not wish to see. He did not
wish to see Wilfred Wyvern: it seriously annoyed
him that a branch of the family-tree, growing so far
apart from the parent stem that its leaves had trailed
in middle-class dust, should, owing to an unfortunate
accident in the hunting-field, aspire to become the
parent-stem itself : therefore for him that trailing
branch did not exist.

The fourth Earl of Westerham had other valuable
gifts in addition to his faculty for eye-closing ; and one
of the most valuable was absolute infallibility. He
had never been known—in all his seventy-eight years
—to own himself in the wrong, or even in error. That
in itself was a great source of strength. People who
are never in the wrong may be irritating to others, but
they are a wonderful support to themselves.

There is an expression much used (whatever it may
mean) that certain people are “Nature’s gentlemen.”
In a similar way Lord Westerham was one of
“Nature’s clergymen.” He was not an actual clergy-
man, any more than Nature’s gentlemen are actual
gentlemen : but he possessed all the typical and ideal
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ENTER LADY ESTHER 5

clerical attributes. He really was a good man accord-
ing to his lights : and if his lights were but few, and
those few carefully shaded by conventions and pre-
judices, it was not perhaps altogether his fault. Lord
Westerham was by profession a peer, but by preference
a lay-reader. He was never so happy as when presid-
ing at public functions, which, at his touch, were
speedily transformed into religious services. His
speeches at prize-givings were in themselves a theo-
logical training : and bazaars were, so to speak, his
oysters, which he opened with delight. He dropped
into preaching, as Silas Wegg dropped into poetry ;
and all his conversations finally ripened into sermons,
as surely as blossom ripens into fruit. True, an un-
timely frost might nip them in the bud, as blossoms
are sometimes nipped : but the living germ of a sermon
lay concealed in his shortest utterances : and—in Eng-
lish society as at present constituted—a wealthy peer
does not meet with more than his share of untimely
conversational frosts.

The fourth Lord Westerham had followed his
clerical inclinations even in the matter of his marriage ;
and had taken to wife Cecilia, eldest daughter of the
Right Reverend the Honourable Alured Henderson,
Lord Bishop of Merchester, third son of the fifth
Viscount Edmonton. As Countess of Westerham,
Cecilia developed into a most perfect and finished pro-
duct of the Victorian Age. She was a grande dame
of the old school : but a grande dame translated into
Evangelical English. The stateliness of the ancien
régime was hers, without its frivolity : she possessed
its grandeur without its gaiety.

With one notable exception, Lady Westerham per-
formed the part of a good wife and a great lady to per-
fection; but her one lack was a reprehensible one:
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she failed to provide an heir to her lord’s title and

estates. But his lordship was far too excellent a man

and too devoted a husband ever to reproach—even in
thought—his wife on this score : he divided the blame
of this regrettable omission equally between Pro-
vidence and the heir-presumptive ; and his attitude was
one of commendable leniency towards the former, and
of distinct annoyance towards the latter.

The only children of this union were two daughters,
who, unfortunately, inherited their father’s plainness;
as the son, who never came, would probably have
inherited his mother’s beauty.

Eleanor, the elder, however, so successfully atoned

for her want of beauty by her gaiety and common
sense, that she captured (and, what is more wonderful,
retained) the affections of the Marquis of Tamford;
and so became, when in due time her father-in-law was
gathered to his ducal fathers, Duchess of Mershire.
Though never a handsome woman, she was extremely
pleasant-looking, and understood the art of dressing
to perfection; an art of which her mother—though a
beauty in her time—had never mastered the rudiments.
Though the fairies had denied to Lady Eleanor
Wyvern the gift of beauty, they had endowed her
plentifully with two almost as excellent qualities,
namely, personality and charm: and that was the
reason why she became Marchioness of Tamford and
consequently Duchess of Mershire.

But the fairies who made up to Lady Eleanor for
her want of beauty by two almost as excellent gifts,
took no notice at all of her younger sister’s christen-
ing. Lady Esther was a plain likeness of Eleanor,
with none of Eleanor’s redeeming points.

In her

case, Eleanor’s merry blue eyes became a faded grey ;
Eleanor’s dark hair, a dull mouse-colour; Eleanor’s
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ENTER LADY ESTHER 7

bright complexion, a pasty white. In place of
Eleanor’s light heart, Esther had an overburdened
conscience ; and in place of Eleanor’s ready wit, a slow
and accurate tongue. Consequently while the elder
sister secured the strawberry-leaves, the younger was
left to wear the willow: and up to the time of her
father’s death—when she herself was forty years of age
—Lady Esther Wyvern had never had a lover.

But if Eleanor had still the more prepossessing face,
Esther surpassed her sister with regard to figure. In
accordance with an almost universal rule, the younger
sister was considerably taller than the elder; and while
the Duchess had acquired a certain matronliness of
form, Esther still retained her girlish slenderness.
Also, Eleanor’s hair being dark, it was beginning to
be shot with silver; while Esther’s mouse-coloured
locks—as is usual with hair of that hue—could not as
yet boast a single grey hair. Therefore, although
there was only five years’ difference in the sisters’
ages, there appeared to be more, since the Duchess
looked her forty-five years, while Lady Esther looked
decidedly less than her forty.

But the great difference between the late Lord Wes-
terham’s two daughters lay not in their outward
appearance, but in character. While the elder was an
ordinary, cheerful, good-tempered woman of the
world, the younger was the raw material out of which
saints are manufactured. Esther Wyvern hid behind
her somewhat uninteresting face a really beautiful
nature. In fact her spirit was of such inherent fineness
that her virtues hardly seemed virtues at all, but just
natural attributes. It appeared—to other people as
well as to herself—impossible for her to behave other-
wise than as an angel. And this, of course, was rather
hard on her, as it is on all persons who have the credit
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of unusual amiability : actions which in others are
lauded to the skies, in them are taken as mere matters
of course. How delighted we all are if a usually dis-
agreeable person happens to be pleasant to us; it is to
us as snow in summer : while the amiability of the
habitually urbane is no more to us than daisies in
springtime. In fact, we trample upon both equally.

Lady Esther possessed one of those abnormally
sensitive and exasperating consciences which ought by
rights to be supplied with blinkers : instead of which
her strict early training had fitted it with magnifying-
glasses. Hence the tragedy of her life. Had she,
in the days of her secluded youth, now and again
evaded the parental eye (as Eleanor did), she might
have had the excitement and delight (as Eleanor had)
of ineligible and surreptitious lovers. But she was
always scrupulously filial both in the spirit and in the
letter, and declined to indulge in any pastime which
had not, so to speak, been licensed by her father. In
fact she obeyed her parents as implicitly as Eleanor
(when Eleanor had the chance) disobeyed them. Yet
Eleanor had plenty of delightful and unsuitable love-
affairs when she was a girl, and secured a devoted and
ducal husband when she was a woman; while Esther
travelled her forty years in this mundane wilderness
without having any love-affair at all, and was regarded
by her parents with that half-tender, half-contemptu-
ous affection, which the children of men generally mete
out to their unwooed daughters.

Immediately after the late Lord Westerham’s death,
his widow and unmarried daughter went to the South
of France for the winter; and the new peer was estab-
lished at Wyvern’s End before they returned to Eng-
land in the early spring to take up their permanent
abode at the Dower House. Naturally, they had seen
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ENTER LADY ESTHER 9

a good deal of him during the first few days after their
return; and now the Duchess of Mershire—who had
returned with them from Mentone—had just motored
over to learn the result of their investigations.

“Now go on, Esther,” she urged; “tell me more
about Wilfred. 1 shall never dare to go back to
Tammy unless I can tell him every possible detail
about the new Westerham. He is positively athirst
with curiosity. Men really are inquisitive creatures,
and yet they pretend that we are.”

“But aren’t we?”

“Of course we are; but nothing like as inquisitive
as men. And we never pretend not to be, which is
where they are so trying.” The Duchess’s language
often was involved, though her meaning was generally
clear.

“I wonder you married a man, considering what a
poor opinion you have of them,” remarked her sister,
with gentle irony.

“But, my dear, what else was there for me to marry ?
And you know it would have been against my prin-
ciples to remain single. I always think singleness is
extremely bad for women, it makes them either fussy
or conscientious.”

But Esther had all the admiration of the spinster
for the opposite sex. “I never think you appreci. e
Tammy, Eleanor; he really is a most unselfish
husband.”

“My dear girl, an unselfish husband is one who in-
variably wants his own way, but always expects his
wife to pretend that it is hers. Tammy has been
most awfully kind all to-day saying he knows how
much I must want to see you and Mamma, and arrang-
ing for me to motor over and do so: and yet all the
time what he really means is that he wants to know all
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about Wilfred, and expects me to come and find it out
for him. I know my Tammy.”

“But after all you must remember who he is,
Eleanor; he has been accustomed always to have his
own way.”

“Of course, I remember he is a duke. If I hadn’t,
I shouldn’t have married him—or, at any rate, Papa
and Mamma wouldn’t have served him up for me so
tastily, and rammed him down my throat. But, all
the same, I’'m very fond of Tammy : make no mistake
about that. And when I'm not, it isn’t his dukiness
that irritates me—it is his ordinary manliness. And
he can’t help that, poor dear! He was born a man,
and he has got to go through with it.”

“I wish you wouldn’t say things like that about
Papa and Mamma,” remonstrated Esther; “I don’t
think it is dutiful.”

“Well, at any rate, it's true. Of course, Papa and
Mamma were always very religious people : but they
were always very worldly as well.”

“Oh, Eleanor, don’t!” Esther looked scandalized.

“Why not? I don’t think any the worse of them
for being worldly. In fact, all the better, as I'm the
one who has profited by their worldliness. I think as
people get older they ought to get a little more worldly,
just as they ought to get a little stouter. Unworld-
liness and thinness are all very well on what is called
the sunny side of thirty, though why it should be
considered sunnier than the other side I've never been
able to find out; but in middle age one has to put on
the world and the flesh to a certain extent.
becoming.”

Esther shook her head.
talk was sacrilege.
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ENTER LADY ESTHER

Duchess continued, “and put her foot down once and
for all, I should have probably married that nice-look-
ing curate I was so much in love with when I was
twenty : don’t you remember him? [ forget his name,
but he had bulging eyes and leanings towards spirit-
valism. He used to say he got messages from either
Cardinal Wolsey or John Wesley—I forget which, but
I know it was some great religious celebrity whose
name began with a W-—and I used to pretend to
myself that I believed it, but of course I never really
did.”

“Didn’t you? I think I should have liked to
believe it.”

“Oh, my dear Esther, what nonsense ! "

Lady Esther was so accustomed to have her thoughts
and words condemned as nonsense by her home circle,
that she never dreamed of rebelling : she merely tried
to explain. “I mean that it would be helpful to me
to believe that those who have gone before are still in
communication with us, and interesting themselves in
our affairs.”

“Well, I can tell you I didn’t want any Wolseys
or Wesleys interesting themselves in my affairs : it was
bad enough to have Papa and Mamma doing so, and
spoiling all my fun! Though, of course, I am glad
now that they did, or else I might be married to my
little curate, and buried with him in some awful country
parish.”

“He might have been a bishop by now if you’d have
married him,” suggested Esther.

“Not he! Too cranky and spiritualistic for a
bishop. He wouldn’t have been at all suitable to rule
over a see, though he was quite perfect for kissing over
a stile.”

“Oh, Eleanor! how can you say such things?”
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“Because I think them, and I can’t stand humbug.
I enjoyed making love to my little curate, and I’m not
ashamed to own it, even though I'm a duchess and
a mother and all the other respectable things. And I
enjoyed nothing more in the whole affair than thinking
my heart was broken when Mamma found it out, and
had him carted off to some other parish. I've never
enjoyed anything more than that broken heart:
though, of course, Mamma didn’t know that I enjoyed
it, but talked to me all the time as if I'd got a tooth-
ache or a bilious attack. I think it is a great mistake
that I haven’t any daughters, because I should have
understood them so much better than Mamma under-
stood us.”

“I don’t know about that. You’d have understood
them if they had been like you; but if they’d been like
me, you wouldn’t have understood them any better
than Mamma did.”

“But why should they have been like you?” the
Duchess rattled on. ‘“Family characteristics don’t
descend like the knight’s move in chess. No: where
the trouble would have come in, if I'd had any
daughters, is that they might have been like Tammy :
and though I adore him as a husband, I couldn’t have
stood him as a daughter. He’d have driven me wild !
Tammy is delightful as a duke, but would be detest-
able as a débutante.”

Lady Esther had not a keen sense of humour : but
the idea of her cheery and worldly-wise brother-in-law
as a débutante made her smile. “You understand the
boys all right,” she remarked by way of consolation,
“so why not be content with them?”

“lI am content with them: I think Tamford is a
duck, and Archie a perfect darling. And, of course, I
understand them, because 1 always understand men.”
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ENTER LADY ESTHER 13

“I’'m not sure about that. I don’t think you always
understood Papa.”

“Yes, I did. At least I knew when I didn’t under-
stand him, which comes to the same thing. The
women who really misunderstand men are those who
think they do understand them when they don’t.
Now, with regard to Tammy: the parts of his
character that I understand I mark with pink, like the
British possessions on a map of the world, don’t you
know? And those are the only parts I bother about.
The rest isn’t in my territory, and I don’t meddle
with it.”

Esther sighed. “If I had a husband, I think I
should like the whole of his character to be marked
with pink.”

“Then it would be a faked-up business : that’s all 1
can say : like those religious maps that have different
colours for different religions. I remember Papa had
one once to show the spread of Romanism, where the
perverted countries were all marked scarlet, after the
Scarlet Woman, and it looked for all the world as if
the red-ink bottle had been upset over it!”

There was a moment’s pause, and then Esther said
rather shyly: “I remember the name of that curate
who was in love with you: it was Whiteford.” It
was characteristic of the two sisters that, while it was
Eleanor whom the curate had loved, it was Esther who
remembered his name.

“Oh, Esther, how clever of you! And you were
still in the schoolroom at the time. He used to lend
me books all about spirits and things—I do remember
that—though I never read them at all carefully. Have
you ever noticed that people with fancy religions
always lend you books about them, but people with
ordinary religions never do? I hardly ever call upon
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people who belong to a fancy religion without their

lending me whole circulating libraries of books about

it: but it never occurred to me to lend any of my
callers the Thirty-nine Articles to take home with
them.”

Lady Esther looked thoughtful. “I suppose the
real reason is that people with what you call fancy
religions think things out for themselves; and there-
fore are much more vitally interested in the subject
than the people who take everything for granted and
don’t trouble their heads about it.”

“In the same way, people who are on the wrong side
are always so much more enthusiastic than people who
are on the right one. Little Whiteford was much
keener on his cranks than he was on his dogmas; but
he was a nice little creature all the same.”

“And he had very nice eyes, Eleanor,” Esther
pleaded ; “they weren’t at all bulging.”

“Yes, they were; they showed in his profile; and
all eyes that show in a profile must bulge. But his was
quite a nice sort of bulge, I admit.”

“I remember his sermons very well : I used to like
them,” continued Esther dreamily; “they were out of
the common, and made me think.”

“I don’t remember his sermons at all : I only remem-
ber his kisses, and they weren’t at all out of the
common.”

Esther looked shocked : such matters were still as
sacred to her as they were when she was a girl. “Oh,
Eleanor, how can you! I don’t think kisses are things
to talk about.”

The Duchess laughed merrily. “My dear child,
there is no harm in talking about kisses that are five-
and-twenty years old. It is only current kisses that
ought not to be mentioned. If anybody kissed me
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now I shouldn’t talk about it : but nobody ever does;
and my candid opinion is that nobody ever wants to! ”
And she laughed again. “By the way, I wish some-
body would want to : it would make Tammy sit up ! ”

“You asked me who Wilfred is like,” said Esther;
“and I couldn’t think of anybody at the time. But
now it has struck me that he is a little like Mr. White-
ford used to be.”

“Do you mean that he has bulging eyes, or that he
kisses over stiles? This is really interesting ! ”

Esther blushed to the roots of her faded hair. “Oh
no ! he isn’t like him in that sort of way. I only mean
he says things out of the common that make you
think : just as Mr. Whiteford used to.”

“Then I dare say it will go on to the stile business
in time : if people are alike in one thing, they generally
are in another; and if it does, mind that you are on
the other side of the stile, Esther. It would be a
capital arrangement for both of you.”

Esther’s pink blush became scarlet. ‘““Eleanor, how
dare you! Why, he is twelve years younger than I
am.”

“And little Whiteford was twelve years older than I
was, but it didn’t prevent our kissing at stiles. It was
Mamma who prevented it : and I'm sure she wouldn’t
prevent you from kissing Wilfred.”

“Eleanor, I hate to hear you say such things! 1
hate to have such things said to me! They are posi-
tively vulgar!”

“English is vulgar, if you come to that; the vulgar
tongue; but that doesn’t prevent me from talking it,
nor you from understanding it. It may be vulgar of
me; but I cannot help feeling that it would be the best
thing possible for Wilfred to marry you. You know
what a queer set he has been brought up in: all
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among actresses and authoresses and queer, fascinat-
ing people of that kind; and think how dreadful it
would be if he married one of them, and stuck her up
at Wyvern’s End in Mamma's place! I grant you
that actresses and authoresses and clever people like
that are much more attractive and entertaining than we
are, and it would be far greater fun to marry one of
them. But Wilfred’s duty to himself and to his family
and to the estate is to marry one of us, however dull
it may be: and here are you ready to hand, and a
Wyvern into the bargain!”

Poor Esther’s blush grew so violent that it brought
the tears to her eyes. ‘“Oh, Eleanor, please don’t!”
she pleaded. “Wilfred isn’t a bit your worldly-
wise sort. Love and everything connected with it
would be as sacred to him as it is to me.”

“ Another reason for marrying him : then you could
talk about such things together on winter evenings,
with your heads in the clouds and your feet on the
fender. You’d enjoy it awfully; and you’d neither
of you have an idea how funny you both were! Oh,
here is Mamma ! ” and the Duchess rose from her seat,
as a tall, white-haired, distinguished-looking woman
entered the room and proceeded to embrace her elder
daughter.
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CHAPTER II
WILFRED WYVERN

SoME three years before the conversation recorded
in the last chapter, a young man was sitting in his
lodgings in London. The room was comfortably but
plainly furnished : there were one or two good prints
upon the walls, which were, however, mainly covered
with books—poetry, novels, histories, essays, books of
reference, and a fair number of volumes dealing with
the most recent developments of speculative thought
in religion and philosophy. For books were the tools
of Wilfred Wyvern, who earned a modest but suffi-
cient income as a journalist. He was tall and broad,
with square shoulders and a fine physique. His hair
was dark, his eyes were grey, and his complexion was
inclined to be sallow. His face was undoubtedly plain,
with a square nose, deep-set eyes, and rather a severe
expression : but this plainness was redeemed from
actual ugliness by a beautiful mouth, and his smile-
when his face lighted up—was likewise beautiful. He
was clean-shaven, according to the fashion of his day :
and there was a curl in his thick hair which was dis-
tinctly attractive, as being a contrast—in its sugges-
tion of frivolity—to the sternness of his face.

It was late at night, and he had just finished an
article for The Infallible—a weekly journal whose
editor, in his own estimation at least, always held the
right views on every topic, political, religious or
social, and who was never known to acknowledge that

C 17
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he had made, or indeed could make, a mistake. To
this journal Wyvern contributed with fair regularity
an article on some literary or social topic: but what-
ever his opinion as to the general infallibility of The
Infallible, he had no illusion as to his own. Yet he
was young enough to believe in himself : he had his
views on current politics : he was abreast of the times :
was well read in modern books, and knew what men
were thinking and saying. He was thoroughly in
earnest, and enthusiastic in the propagation of his own
ideas. He had not yet reached the stage of under-
standing that new books do not necessarily contain
new ideas, or that new religions are merely old fallacies
with new faces; but he had thrown off the mantle of
dogma which clogged the feet and impeded the pro-
gress of the generation preceding him, and had
adopted the more fashionable and diaphanous mental
vestment which is described as “an open mind.” He
was still young enough to think that he himself was
right; but he was also modern enough not to think
that everybody else was wrong. With his whole heart
he believed the Truth as it had been revealed to him,
and was ready to die for it, should such an unlooked-
for contingency ever arise; but he was not prepared
to consign to prison or to perdition those of his fellow-
thinkers to whom another facet of the divinely cut
Jewel had been shown. He knew that the one perfect
chrysolite of Truth has many sides and many facets :
he also knew that the finite mind can only see one of
these at a time : therefore he did not doubt the correct-
ness of his own spiritual eyesight; but he allowed that
other spiritual eyesights, which saw something quite
different from what he saw, might nevertheless be as
correct in their perception as was he. He did not
attempt, however, to reconcile these seeming discrep-
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WILFRED WYVERN 19

ancies : he knew that such a task was far beyond his
finite powers; but he was content to leave that to the
Great Reconciler, and to possess his own soul in
patience meanwhile. His spirit was that of the In-
quirer, rather than that of the Inquisitor.

Wyvern filled a last pipe before turning in, and

picke d up the evening paper, which as yet he had been
too busy to read. He glanced over the
the paper in a perfunctory way, when
was fixed by seeing his own name.

columns of
his attention
The paragraph
was headed Fatal Accident in the Hunting Field. 1t
appeared that Algernon Wyvern, the (ml_\ son of
Colonel the Hon. William Wyvern, had been thrown
from his horse, and had died from the injuries
sustained.

Wyvern whistled softly to himself. “By Jove!”
he muttered, ‘““that makes a difference!” It did.

Wilfred Wyvern was a collateral of the old family
whose head was the Earl of Westerham. His father,
a very far-off cousin of the present holder of the title,
had been a m: ijor in the Indian Army, and was killed
in a frontier skirmish soon after Wilfred’s birth.

Major Wyvern was by no means a rich man, and a

uln\l'l(ldl)lt‘ portion of his income died with him.
As he had married a portionless girl for her beauty,
his widow was left with but slender means. She had
adored her husband, and her heart was broken

by
his death. She returned to England and devoted her-

self to the uphrm;mg' of her boy;

but she never re-
covered from the |

low, and it was in a cheerless home
and amid melancholy surroundings that Wilfred
passed his early days.

Mrs. Wyvern was too proud to seek assistance from
the head of her husband’s house; and as Lord Wester-
ham—though sonless—was amply provided with a
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brother and a nephew, it did not seem likely that Wil-
fred would even come within speaking distance of the
title. So there was not any communication—nor any
particular reason for such communication—between
Major Wyvern’s family and his far-off, titled cousins.

Mrs. Wyvern possessed distinct literary gifts. In
her girlhood she had frequently sought the bubble
reputation in the Poets’ Corner of the local paper;
after her marriage she contributed short stories—rich
with local colour—both to English and Indian maga-
zines: and in her widowhood she took to writing
novels about Anglo-Indian society, which deserved—
and earned—a considerable reputation. In this way
she found some distraction from sad memories, and
incidentally obtained a welcome addition to her small
income.

Fortunately there was an excellent preparatory
school in the seaside town where she settled on return-
ing to England. Wilfred proved to be not only a
healthy child, but also one gifted with brains. His
curiosity was remarkable even in a child, and his ques-
tions severely taxed his mother’s knowledge and
powers of invention. He wanted to know the reason
of everything—how this thing grew, how that machine
worked, how another article was made. His quick-
ness of perception and understanding were very great.
Like other boys of an inquiring turn of mind he was
sometimes a nuisance, the initials “R.S.V.P.” being
writ large all over him: nevertheless he acquired,
while still young, a considerable amount of miscel-
laneous knowledge; and, better still, the habit of
probing things, and not of meekly accepting their
existence.

At school he showed considerable power of applica-
tion, and made rapid progress. But he was by no
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WILFRED WYVERN

means a little plaster-saint in a niche. He got into a

reasonable number of scrapes—but they were only

scrapes. He was at times as mischievous as a monkey,
but he had a healthy mind and escaped the contamina-
tion of serious evil. He was as fond of games as he
was of lessons; and without attaining great excellence,
was reasonably proficient at cricket and football.

In due time his mother was gratified by his obtain-

ing a scholarship at a public school-—not in the first
rank, it is true, still a school of repute. Without this
monetary assistance such a school would have been an
impossibility for the widow’s son. As it was, with that
self-denial which is part of a woman’s nature and
which is the joy of a mother’s heart, she was able,
by the help of the scholarship, to provide the needful
money. What it cost her to part from her only child,
no one knew. But she steeled herself for the effort,
and dulled her pain by devoting more time and energy
to writing in order to enable her to give her boy extra
pocket-money, and to hoard up a sum for the time when

every penny would be wanted to send him to the
University. For on a University career she had set her

heart. Wilfred would have liked to follow in his

father’s footsteps by obtaining a commission in the
Army. But apart from the fact that her husband’s
death on the battle-field made Mrs. Wyvern’s heart
turn cold at the idea of a like fate befalling her son,
she literally could not afford to let him go into the
Army.

Wilfred passed through his school career with
credit. He worked his way into the Sixth and became
a prefect at an unusually early age. But fortunately
he didn’t develop into a prig. He managed to scrape
into the Eleven in his last year, and won the Mile

at the Sports. He was not a bad speaker at the
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Debating Society. He was at his best as editor of
the magazine. One of the masters had discovered that
the boy had a decided literary gift—inherited, doubt-
less, from his mother—and had taken him in hand.
The said master was an admirable writer himself, and
a merciless critic. Under his careful guidance Wilfred
became a really good writer : his verses were decidedly
above the average, and in his prose he showed that
he had a distinct feeling for style. While he was
editor the magazine had an excellence that is rare in
school journals.

In due course Wilfred won a scholarship at Oxford :
but his natural delight in his success was turned into
bitterness by the death of his mother. Mrs. Wyvern
lived long enough to know that her desire that her son
should go to the University would be fulfilled, but was
not fatedsto share the triumphs that she anticipated
for him there. Her death was a terrible blow to Wil-
fred : there had been no warning illness, no perceptible
failure in her powers; but her papers revealed the fact
that she herself knew well that she had serious heart
weakness, and might die at any moment. She had
carefully concealed the fact from her son, but had
made careful preparation for the event. The little
store of money she had accumulated, together with
the scholarship he had won, was sufficient for his
University career.

[t was a sad beginning for what should be one of
the happiest times in a man’s life. To be for the first
time more or less his own master; to live in his own
rooms ; to meet not only his old school-fellows but his
peers from other schools; to wander beneath the trees
where Addison loved to roam; to “walk the studious
cloisters pale”; to listen to the “pealing organ and
the full-voiced quire,” and “to have all heaven brought
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WILFRED WYVERN

before his eyes ”’—in short, to drink in all the magic
and the beauty of that sweet city with her dreaming
spires—what can a young man want better than
this ?

And to Wilfred this life began under the shadow
of a great sorrow. He mourned deeply for his mother;
but he did not allow his grief to interfere with his work,
and gradually he recovered from the blow. He re-
membered that his mother had looked forward with
pride to the success she anticipated for him at the
University, and he determined that he would do his
best to fulfil all that she expected of him, although it
was a bitter thought that she would not share in his
triumphs. Life would never be the same to him again;
he would miss her smile and her encouragement. But
her influence remained : her memory was not only an
inspiration, but a safeguard in the times of trial and
temptation that await a young man.

The four years at Oxford passed all too quickly.
Lectures, debates at the Union, delightful evenings at
the Musical Club, hard pulls to Iffley and Sandford
Lock filled up the days. Wyvern read sufficiently
hard to gain a creditable First in Classical Modera-
tions, followed by a First in History in the Final
Schools. But there his success ceased. He had en-

gaged in too many pursuits ; his reading had been wide
but too desultory, so that no Fellowship crowned his
Oxford career. He had, therefore, to give up any idea
of the Bar. But he had won a decided reputation by
contributions to the Oxford Magazine; so that when
the termination of his scholarship and the rapid
shrinking of the small store left to him by his mother
made the earning of his daily bread a matter of prac-
tical and pressing importance, it seemed clear that
he must go in for a literary career. And as the daily
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bread had to be earned, it was even more clear that
the literary career must begin by journalism. Wyvern
might indeed have sought a mastership in a school;
but somehow this idea was distasteful to him. So
he packed up his books and his papers, took a modest
lodging in London, and sought an engagement on the
staff of some paper.

This was by no means easy to obtain. In these
days few are the vacant posts and many are the appli-
cants. Wyvern had before him some months of hard
work and bitter disappointment.

To keep body and
soul together was no easy task.

Sometimes an article
was accepted—even then payment did not invariably
follow.

One night, however, an acquaintance he had made,
who had obtained some celebrity as a writer and was
in touch with the newspaper world, happened to look
in at his rooms. Wyvern was out, but his friend,
Smedley by name, thinking he might soon return, sat
down, lit his pipe, and picked up some manuscript
papers that were littering the floor. Perhaps he ought
not to have read them, but he did—with satisfactory
results so far as Wyvern was concerned. When the
latter returned some half-hour later, he was met with,
“I say, Wyvern, who wrote this stuff ? ”

“If you must know,” replied Wyvern, “I did. But
it may as well go into the waste-paper basket.”

“Confound the waste-paper basket !
know that this is really good copy ?”

“I thought so, certainly,” replied Wyvern modestly ;

“but those confounded editors don’t seem to agree with
me.”

Don’t you

“You may be pretty sure that no editor who is worth
his salt has seen this stuff ! ” replied Smedley. “It’s
never got past some understrapper or other.

Just let
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WILFRED WYVERN

me have some of this, and I'll see what can be done
with it.”

“You don’t mean to say that you think you can
get it printed?” cried Wyvern,

“Not only that, but the man I have in view will be
glad to have it. Yes, and, like Oliver Twist, he’ll be
asking for more.”

“No such luck ! ” replied \Wyvern, with a shrug and
a sigh. Fate had been hard on him lately, and he was
getting hopeless.

»

However, Smedley seized on the papers, and with a
good-natured nod went off with them.

He was as good as his word. Maxwell, the editor
of The West End Gasette, was a friend of his : more-
over, he was not a man who was content with work in
a groove. He had a keen eye for good writing, and
was ever on the look-out for new ideas and new men.
At Smedley’s instigation he read one of Wyvern’s
articles, and was much struck by it. Wyvern had
somehow hit upon a new vein. His articles had a
touch of originality and a certain quaintness and dis-
tinction of style which pleased the editor. He not
only agreed to publish a series of articles by Wilfred,
but also asked the latter to call upon him. The result
was that Wyvern was placed upon the regular staff
of The West End Gaszette. At first he, of course,
occupied a very subordinate position; but he had a
salary, small indeed, but regular. As time went on
his work pleased the chief, and Wyvern was given
more responsible work with better pay. He supple-
mented this, as his name became known in journalistic
circles, by writing for the monthly and weekly maga-
zines, and soon he became a more or less regular con-
tributor to The Infallible. He was now in a fairly
good position, and could live comfortably.
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During this time he had no communication with his
relations. The Earl of Westerham had been informed
of the death of Mrs. Wyvern, but had taken no notice
thereof.

Wyvern had not taken much interest in the family
pedigree. He knew that Lord Westerham had two
daughters, and that his lordship’s brother, Colonel
Wyvern, had one son: and he was vaguely aware
that his own father had been the next male representa-
tive of the family, and that therefore he himself was
in the line of succession. But, curiously enough, the
idea of inheritance had never occurred to him.

And perhaps this was not so curious after all, when
one considers the atmosphere in which he lived and
moved and had his being. We all of us measure
things and people according to the standard of the
world we live in, and of the dimension in which we
exist; and Wilfred lived in a world where the claims
of high rank and of great wealth were practically non-
existent, but where the possession of intellectual powers
and artistic gifts was rated at its highest value. The
question, “Where did he come from?” was never
asked in Wilfred’s circle : “ What has he done ? ” was
the only inquiry that needed any answer. The sacred
writings of his particular clique were not to be found
between the scarlet boards of Burke’s Peerage, but in
the more catholic and eclectic pages of Who’s Who.
Like the rest of the world he bowed his knee to an
aristocracy ; but it was an aristocracy of brains and
not of blood. And even the foundations of his own
pride and self-respect rested not upon the fact that he
was a possible earl, but upon the belief that he was
a probable editor.

But when he read of the death of his cousin Alger-
non, the facts of the case were brought home to him.
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1 his It was unlikely that Colonel Wyvern would ever have
m,"d another son: so that in the course of nature, unless
paoe anything happened to Wilfred, he was bound sooner
) or later to succeed to the title. Whether the estates
nily followed the title he did not know. But it certainly
two made a difference : yes, it certainly made a difference.
nel It is but fair to Wilfred to state that any joy that he
el might have felt in seeing so prosperous a future open-
R ing out before him, was completely swallowed up in
e regret for the untimely death of the young cousin
the whom he had never seen. Like most of us, Wilfred
had his faults; but, unlike many of us, there was
weh nothing small or petty in his nature. Both physic-
ind ally and mentally, he was built on big lines: and
e the fact that he himself would eventually profit by
the Algernon Wyvern’s fatal accident, in no way blinded
we his eyes to the tragedy of that accident, nor lessened
ms his sincere distress and sorrow over it. But all the
o same he could not disguise from himself that it
3 certainly made a difference. And the difference did ‘
he not stop there.
er Time passed on, and in less than a year Wilfred i
as saw in the newspapers the death of Colonel Wyvern,
ed the broken-hearted father having survived his son only
?‘J a few months.
n That made more difference still, as Wilfred was now
O heir-presumptive to the peerage.
\n But it did not make any difference in his relations
d with his noble relative ; for by that time Lord Wester-
n ham’s passive indifference to his many-times-removed
I cousin had changed into active dislike. Like Henry
1S the Fourth, he found it difficult to forgive the man who
was waiting to step into his shoes—which shoes, in his
e case, happened to take the form of a coronet instead of
ke a crown, the aspirant hcing a complete stranger and
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not his own son. But the principle was the same.
Wilfred had, it is true, no chance of trying on the
impending coronet ; nor was he the sort to avail himself
of such a chance had it been offered to him ; but Lord
Westerham felt as if he had found the ambitious youth
pranking in it before the looking-glass, and detested
him accordingly.

Time continued to pass on: and two years after
Colonel Wyvern’s death, the Earl himself was
gathered to his august fathers, and Wilfred was called
upon to reign in his stead.

And that made a very great difference indeed.
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CHAPTER 11l

ENTER LORD WESTERHAM

“I am very glad to see you, my dear,” said Lady
Westerham, embracing her elder daughter; “and how
are Tammy and the boys?"” The Duke of Mershire
was known as Tammy by his intimate friends.

“Very well, thank you, Mamma. At least the boys
were when last they wrote; and as Tammy has never
referred to his inside for at least five days, I conclude
there is no cause for anxiety. Men never make a secret
of their ailments.”

The Marquis of Tamford was now in the Guards,
and Lord Archibald Oldcastle still at Eton.

“Esther and I are settling down quite comfortably
here,” said Lady Westerham ; “it is really an excellent
house, and a delightful garden. The gardens at
Wyvern’s End were always on too large a scale for
me to feel that they were really my own; but here I
can put on my garden gloves and potter about to my
heart’s content.”

“I know : I feel the same about the gardens at Tam-
ford. I should as soon think of gardening myself
there as I should of gardening in Hyde Park; and I
no more dare plant a flower in my own garden than |
dare wash up a dish in my own kitchen. The depriva-
tions of the rich are really very hard to bear!”

“Still the present Government is doing all in its
power to lighten them,” remarked Lady Esther, with
her sweet smile; “I think you will admit that.”
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“Yes, the wretches!” replied the Duchess, sitting
down on a sofa beside her mother.

“But you ought to approve of them,” continued
Esther; “you said you were marching with the times.”

“So I am, but I never said that I liked marching :
I only prefer it to sitting down in the middle of the
road and being trampled to death. But I didn’t come
here to talk politics with you, Esther; I think it is the
most dreadful waste of time for women to talk politics
with one another. They have to talk politics with men
—just as they have to play games with children—
because men seem able to talk about so little else; but
to do it with each other seems as absurd as to bring
out a Noah’s Ark in the drawing-room after dinner,
and arrange the animals two and two.”

“But I thought you said you liked men better than
women,” persisted Esther, who, for all her sweetness,
was quite human enough to enjoy tripping up her
more lively sister.

“No, I didn’t. I said I understood them better,
which is quite a different thing. And I'm not sure that
even that was correct. I always know what a man will
do, but I haven’t a notion why he does it. When you
come to consider the matter, the only really interesting
subjects for conversation are dress and scandal : and
for them give me my fellow-women!”

Lady Westerham looked grieved. “My dear
Eleanor, I do not like to hear you say such things.
Suppose Perkins or one of the footmen heard you—and
they easily might, as they will be bringing tea in at
any minute now—it would have such a bad influence
upon them. I cannot bear foolish or frivolous con-
versations before servants, as I think one is responsible

for the moral welfare of all the dwellers under one’s
roof.”
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itting “But I wasn’t talking foolishly or frivolously before

the servants, or even before the tea-things, as neither
nued are in the room yet. And if Perkins and the footmen
nes.” never hear anything worse than my conversation, they
ing: won’t be led far astray.”
f the “And that reminds me,” continued Lady Wester-
come ham, “that Mrs. Brown told me this morning that some
s the of the younger servants go to the Free Library at
litics Severnashe and get novels from there to read. Did
men you ever hear of such a thing? 1 told her to put a
en— stop to it at once.”
: but “But they must read something, Mamma,” pleaded
ring Esther, “to rest and divert them after their work is
ner, done.”

“I fail to see the necessity,” replied Lady Westerham
than haughtily ; “but if it is so, I will give them permission
1ess, to borrow some of the books which came from the

her schoolroom at Wyvern’s End and which are now in
the workroom upstairs: Mainistering Children, and
tter, The Daisy Chain, and The Wide, Wide World, and
that many others, which you two had when you were little
will girls.”
you The Duchess began to laugh. “And there was
ing Nettie’s Mission, and The Golden Ladder, and Step-
and ping Heavenward. Oh, Mamma, how priceless you
are! Think of Perkins reading aloud Ministering
lear Children and The Golden Ladder to the footmen in
gs. the pantry after they’d washed up the dinner things!
ind You really are as good as a play—a regular dress-
| at piece, with a minuet in it, and wigs and swords.”
nce “You are mixing up your dates, Eleanor,” said
on- . Esther demurely ; “minuets and wigs and swordsaren’t
ble o; at all of the same period as Ministering Children and
e’s The Daisy Chain.”

The Duchessfairly groaned. *If you begin worrying
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about things being of the same period, you’ll be-
come insufferable! There is nothing so tiring! The
last time we were at Tamford an artist person came
over to see the gardens, and objected to something (I
forget what) because it wasn't of the same period as
something else (which I forget also), and I told him he
might just as well object to apple-trees and potatoes
being in the same kitchen-garden, because apple-trees
were in the Garden of Eden and potatoes were invented
by Sir Walter Raleigh. He’d no answer to that!”

‘“Hush, my dear ; they are just bringing the tea in,”
murmured Lady Westerham, who was always de-
voured by the dread of what her elder daughter might
say in the presence of her domestics.

But it was not the tea after all : instead of ushering in
the tea-tray the butler announced *“Lord Westerham.”

The man who entered the room, and was greeted by
two of the ladies present and presented to the third,
was the Wilfred Wyvern of the journalist’s office;
but Wilfred with a difference. He looked older than
he had looked then, and was infinitely better dressed;
and there was an assurance about him which had been
lacking in his earlier and less prosperous days. The
combined effects of the improved dress and the
acquired dignity contributed to a decided increase in
the good looks of the new peer; and prosperity sat
well upon his broad shoulders. His manners were—
as they always had been—admirable, being thoroughly
self-possessed, and yet free from the slightest taint
of self-consciousness—the typical manner of the born
artist. He was one of the few Wyverns—the Duchess
being another—endowed with the indefinable gift of
charm, and he possessed it in a marked degree.

By the time that Lord Westerham had been duly
welcomed, the tea followed in his wake; and Lady
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Esther began to pour it out, and at the same time to
pave the way for friendly relations between her sister
and her cousin. Esther Wyvern was one of those
absolutely unselfish people whose unselfishness is
never noticed until it is removed : and may Heaven
help those who are left to get on as well as they can
without it! Her quick sympathies and her social gifts
enabled her almost unconsciously to select a conversa-
tional platform whereon her companions for the time
being could meet as equals. Had she been born in the
eighteenth century instead of the nineteenth, she could
have held a Salon with the best, being endowed with
the sympathetic perceptions and the exquisite tact
which make for perfection in such holding. She was
not a great talker herself, but she could always make
other people talk, and—what is more—talk their best.

Almost instinctively she knew the points of con-
tact between her sister and Wilfred, and at once made
for them. *“Eleanor was just saying, when you came
in, that she had no patience with people who were so
artistic that they insisted on having their houses and
their gardens all modelled and furnished according to
the same period. What do you think ?”

Wilfred, who might have been shy at this first
meeting with his somewhat august and terribly out-
spoken relation, swallowed the bait at once: “I am
afraid I must disagree with the Duchess: I confess
[ like to see everything harmonious and in keeping.
I couldn’t be happy in a room that was furnished half
in Chippendale and half in carved oak.”

The Duchess sighed. *“Oh, dear, dear, how fussy
of you!”

“Not at all,” replied Westerham. “I’'m sure you
couldn’t be happy in an early-Victorian dress and a
Gainsborough hat.”

D
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“I couldn’t be happy in an early-Victorian dress
anyhow, because it is so unbecoming. But I could
be radiantly happy in the Gainsborough hat without
the dress—given, of course, that some other dress
were substituted for it.”

“Not if the dress were a modern Harris tweed, with
a shirt-blouse ? ”

“That might possibly dim my radiance, I admit.”

“Then you have proved my argument. Harmony
is the essence of beauty. That is the whole point of
having what are called regular features, features which
harmonize with one another.”

“Is it ?” replied the Duchess; “I can’t speak from
experience, as I never had any. Wyverns never do.”

“But that doesn’t prevent our admiring the regu-
larity of other people’s features,” replied Westerham,
with a twinkle in his eye.

“Oh! yes, it does; or, at any rate, it prevents our
admitting that we admire them.”

“Eleanor, you do yourself an injustice there,”
exclaimed Lady Westerham, who always took every-
thing au pied de la lettre; “1 have always said that I
never knew any girls so little jealous of other girls’

beauty as my daughters. Even when you and Esther
were quite young you were invariably generous about
other girls’ good looks.”

“It is always easy to be generous with what you
don’t possess,” retorted the Duchess; “I’'ve often
noticed it. The Vicar of Tamford is most frightfully
generous with our money : much more so than we are
ourselves. He sets us quite a good example.”

Lady Westerham looked distressed. ‘““My dear,
you are doing both yourself and your husband an in-
justice now. I always consider—and your father
thought the same—that vou and Tammy regard your
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wealth as a sacred trust, and treat it accordingly. It
would greatly distress me to think otherwise.”

Then Esther as usual came to the rescue. “Never
mind what Eleanor says, Mamma : she is only trying
to tease you and to shock Wilfred at the same time.
She doesn’t mean a word that she says.”

“Who does, when you come to that?” retorted the
maligned one.

Esther held her own. *“I thought that you generally
did ; and that it was your pose to say what you mean
and to mean what you say. You always say you hate
humbug, and it is just as much humbug to pretend you
are worse than you are as to pretend you are better.”

“Hear, hear!” exclaimed Westerham, glancing
with approbation at Esther. “I think Esther has got
you there, Duchess!”

“She has: I own the soft impeachment. That is
where I am no true Englishman; I always know when
[ am beaten. But though I am beaten by Esther, I
don’t admit that I am beaten by you as well; I still
stick up for the irregular Wyvern profile, and for the
mixture of Chippendale with carved oak. 1 can’t, for
the life of me, see why everything should be en suite:
it makes me feel that the world has been entirely
furnished by Maple’s in dining-room and drawing-
room suites.”

“I think,” replied Westerham, warming to his sub-
ject, “that the reason why a confusion of periods is
inartistic is that it isn’t true, and I suppose we may
take it as an axiom that beauty is truth and truth is
beauty. Different periods were not coexistent with
each other, and it is a sham to pretend that they were.”

“But I contend that they are coexistent, provided
that they are all past—just as part of a house that is
standing to-day may have been built in the fifteenth
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century and part in the eighteenth. Nobody objects
to living in houses of that kind ; we don’t, and Stone-
ham is one of them. I shouldn’t care to live in a
house of which part was built in the nineteenth century
and part in the twenty-second, I admit—at least not in
the twenty-second century wing : 1t would be too cold

for me, being at present unbuilt. [ maintain that it is

quite artistic to mix two pasts: it is only inartistic
to mix a past and a future, because it is impossible.”

“You are very ingenious, Duchess, and there is

certainly something in what you say.”

“Of course there is, because I am speaking the truth.

In a sense, all the past is present; or at any rate can
be fricasseed up for present consumption. Look how
proud people are of having a nose that came into their
family at the time of William the Conqueror, and
an instep that was imported from the Low Countries
in the reign of George the First; but I'll grant that they
might object nowadays to being born with wings,
which will be quite normal in the reign of Edward
the Twelfth, or with ears ready equipped for wireless
telegraphy of the time of George the Sixteenth.”

“I think Eleanor’s theory is rather nice,” remarked
Esther, “and that it is a comfort to feel that all the
past belongs to us equally.”

‘“Especially as only half the present does, and none
of the future will,” interpolated her sister; ‘“at least,
not to such of us as belong to the upper classes! Let
us cling to our Plantagenet noses and our Hanoverian
insteps, for they’ll soon be all that’s left to us of our
ancestral possessions—and I dare say we shall have to
pay death-duties upon them!”

“Eleanor,” said Lady Westerham, “I never like to

hear any one speak lightly of death. Pray do not do
so in my hearing.”

lll \
only ¢
far frc
think
partic
my fa

The
in Scc
Mersh

|
houset
for th
histori
shire
calm a

oy 1
my de

%0
ably le
differe

“.‘\S
interes

“Wi
the so1
shrines
makes
in Lon
your S
sort the
at once

“1 k
often h
the top
were cl
wood’s



objects
Stone-
e in a
entury
not in
0 cold
at it is
irtistic
ble.”

ere is

truth.
e can
. how
their
and
i1tries
they
ings,
ward
eless
rked
the

lone
rast,
Let
‘lan
our
2 to

| to
do

“I wasn’t speaking lightly of death, Mamma, I was
only speaking of death-duties, and not lightly at all :
far from it! And now, Westerham, tell me what you
think of Kent in general, and of Wyvern’s End in
particular. I adore Kent, and I believe Stoneham is
my favourite of all our houses.”

The Duke of Mershire had four homes: a fortress
in Scotland, a palace in London, Tamford Castle in
Mershire and Stoneham Abbey in Kent.

“I feel quite a different character in each of our
houses,” continued the Duchess, as usual not waiting
for the answer to her question; “I am fierce and
historical in Scotland, worldly and frivolous at Mer-
shire House, practical and sensible at Tamford, and
calm and religious at Stoneham.”

“I should hope you are religious at all your homes,
my dear,” said Lady Westerham.

“So I am, more or less: but in London consider-
ably less. And even the religion is different, at the
different places.”

“As how?” asked Wilfred. *“This is distinctly
interesting.”

“Well, I feel that the religion in the Highlands is
the sort of religion that makes you want to pray at
shrines, and the religion in Mershire is the sort that
makes you want to give at collections, and the religion
in London is the sort that makes you want to put on
your Sunday clothes, and the religion in Kent is the
sort that makes you long for the Millennium to begin
at once.”

“I know the Millennium feeling,” said Esther, “I
often have it when I look at that wonderful view from
the top of Grotham Hill. Do you remember when we
were children how we used to laugh at Mrs. Sher-
wood’s Henry Milner, because he once said, when
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asked what he would like to talk about, ‘ In such a
beautiful spot as this, how can we talk about anything
but the Millennium?’ Of course, it was an absurd
and unnatural remark for a child to make; and we, as
children, naturally laughed at it. But now I see what
the authoress had in her mind when she put such a
remark into the mouth of a little boy : the idea was
right, though the setting was wrong.”

“Ah, my dear!” exclaimed Lady Westerham, *“I
am so glad to be reminded of that book, Henry Milner;
it will be another excellent one to lend to the younger
servants. I believe it is still in the old schoolroom
bookcase that we brought from Wyvern’s End.”

“Mamma is full of a plan,” the Duchess explained
to Westerham, ‘““for Perkins and Mrs. Brown to read
aloud Ministering Children and The Golden Ladder
to the footmen and housemaids in the housekeeper’s
room in an evening after dinner. She thinks they
will all enjoy it.”

‘““At any rate, it will be better for them than reading
the trash out of the Severnashe Free Library,” said
Lady Westerham.

“Much better for them, Mamma: I never denied
that. It was their enthusiasm that [ doubted, not their
improvement. But now,” added the Duchess, turning
again to Westerham, “tell me if you, too, adore Kent,
and share the Millennium feeling when you look at the
view from the top of Grotham Hill.”

And then Wilfred proceeded to give her Grace as
much as she would let him of his impressions of his
new home and surroundings until it was time for her
motor to be ordered and for her to depart.

After the Duchess had gone, Westerham turned to
Esther : “Come out for a walk,” he begged, “it is such
a beautiful evening, and there is a touch of spring in
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the air; just that early touch which makes us all agog
with expectation of the summer that is coming.”

“I know it; it comes when the bare trees have turned
from black to a pinky brown, before they break out
into green. Shall you mind being left alone, Mamma,
while I go for a little walk with Wilfred ?"” asked
Esther, the dutiful daughter. Esther never spoke of
her cousin as Westerham in her mother’s presence,
for fear it might hurt the Countess’s feelings to hear
a comparative stranger called by her late husband’s
name. Such an idea had not occurred to Eleanor, and
never would: that was just the difference between
the sisters.

“Certainly not, my love,” replied Lady Wester-
ham, “you look a little pale, as if a walk would do
you good. Eleanor is very good company, but I
always think she is slightly fatiguing, she talks so
much and passes so rapidly from one subject to
another.” The mother might admire her elder
daughter most, but she loved the younger best : Esther
had so much more in common with her parents than
Eleanor ever had. ‘“But you must not let my idle
words give you a wrong impression, Wilfred,” added
Lady Westerham, fearing that she might be guilty of
injustice towards her female Esau; “Eleanor is a most
admirable wife and mother, and her kindness to all the
poor people on the Duke’s estate is beyond expression.
I often feel rebuked when I compare my conduct with
hers.”

But Esther would not allow this. ‘“Oh, Mamma,
that is nonsense ! Nobody could be kinder to the poor
on the place than you have always been and still are;
and whatever good there is in Eleanor has been in-
herited from and taught by you and dear Papa.”

Lady Westerham rose from her seat, and placed a
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caressing hand on her younger daughter’s shoulder.
“My little Esther is very good to me,” she said to
Wilfred ; “her dear father and I always found her a
child after our own hearts. I can truly say that from
the day she was born until now she has never given
us a moment’s pain or anxiety. Eleanor is a good
girl, but she is a little headstrong and wilful, and per-
haps rather too fond of her own way. But she is very
affectionate, and always so bright and cheerful.” And
the mother smiled fondly at the recollection of her
daughter’s high spirits. To Lady Westerham, the
brilliant Duchess of Mershire was still a lovable and
troublesome girl. Such are the delightful anachron-
isms of parents.

Having received her mother’s permission to go out
for a walk, Esther started with a light heart. It is
more than a little pathetic to see how certain unmarried
daughters of the risen generation never quite leave
their girlhood behind. The daughters of the rising
generation are not hampered in this way ; they leave it
—with all other forms of dependence—behind them as
snakes cast off their outer skins.

But Esther Wyvern belonged to the Victorian type
of maidenhood, which never really grew up until it
was married, and which—if it never married—never
really grew up at all. The shallow observer sees
something ridiculous in the spectacle of a middle-aged
woman still hampered by the limitations of a girl; but
to the understanding heart there is something infinitely
pathetic in the sight. For such a woman has lost her
youth, and has gained nothing in its place. The gar-
lands that bound her in her girlhood, bind her still;
but the flowgrs on them are faded, and only the dried

stalks and withered leaves remain. The dreams of
youth no longer enchant her, but she has not awakened
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to the realities of the morning ; she is still wandering in
a misty twilight, uncheered by the radiance of dream-
land or by the light of common day.

Of course neither Lady Westerham nor the Duchess
understood anything of all this. To her mother Esther
was still a girl, and to her sister she was an old maid,
and neither of them had an idea that the tragedy of
Esther’s life lay in the fact that she was both. But
Wilfred understood, and herein lay the secret of his
intense fascination for Esther. This distant kinsman,
whom she had never seen until a week or two ago,
knew her and appreciated her as her own people had
never known and appreciated her. And herein lay also
Esther’s attraction for him. He was conscious that his
hand, and his alone, held the clue to the bower where
the soul of Esther was concealed—that his eye, and
his alone, could read the cypher which laid bare the
secrets of Esther’s heart; and the mystery which no
one but ourselves has solved is dear to every one of us.

We are all conversant with the common—but always
strange—experience of meeting a stranger who sees
our views and thinks our thoughts and talks our lan-
guage as our own familiar friends have never been
able to do. Some think that this is a proof that the
stranger and we have known each other in a former
existence, and are only renewing old and prehistoric
ties; some think that it is merely a sign of mutual
affinities recognizing one another; but whatever be
the reason the fact remains that this sudden and in-
explicable sympathy does spring into being between
persons who meet each other for the first time, and
this rapid mutual understanding had established itself
in full force between Lady Esther Wyvern and the
new Lord Westerham.

In spite of the fact that she was surrounded by loving
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parents and an affectionate sister, Esther’s youth had
been a very lonely one. No one understood her, and
as none of her circle had any idea that they did not
understand her, no one attempted to do so. The
Victorian Age had many excellencies, but it was not
a subtle or a discriminating age. What was on the
surface it saw, and what was not on the surface it did
not believe existed. This limitation of vision saved
it from certain errors and led it into others. Now-
adays we have fled to the opposite extreme: we not
only see all there is to be seen, but a great deal that
there isn't. The Victorians did not perhaps pay
enough attention to the feelings of the young; but we
pay a great deal too much to their fads. The Vic-
torians certainly underrated the loneliness of a girl
who was misunderstood by her parents; but we just as
certainly overrate the loneliness of a wife who imagines
she is misunderstood by her husband.

But though Esther had lived so completely under
her parents’ sway that she had never yet developed an
opinion of her own, but had merely assimilated theirs,
she had, nevertheless, any amount of thoughts and
ideas and dreams which would have been utterly in-
comprehensible to the excellent and prosaic Earl and
Countess. She felt vague and formless yearnings
after Something which she had never known, and yet
which she had a subconscious certainty existed some-
where ; Something which had nothing to do with rank,
or wealth, or social distinction, but which haunted the
woods in springtime, and hovered over the horizon of
the distant hills; Something which dimly and intan-
gibly contradicted the stern and narrow theology in
which she had been reared, and which faintly hinted
at things too beautiful to be dreamed of in its
philosophy.
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She had been trained to worship a stern and jealous
God, Who put no trust in His servants, and charged
even His angels with folly; Who overturned the very
mountains in His anger, and laid burdens grievous to
be borne upon the shoulders of men; nevertheless,
unknown to herself (and greatly to her horror had she
known it) Esther had raised an altar, in the inmost
recesses of her heart, to an Unknown God—the God
of Beauty and Joy and of all the glories of Nature, the
God before Whom the moutains and the hills broke
forth into singing, and all the trees of the field clapped
their hands; the God Who stretched out the heavens
like a curtain, and called all the stars by their names.

And this God, Whom she had so long ignorantly
worshipped, Wilfred had been now sent to reveal unto
her; and she was just beginning to recognize the
message, and to realize the gospel which he brought.
But—alas for her |—she was not yet ready to accept it.

While the new peer was being sampled by the
quality in the drawing-room of Wyvern Dower House,
he was likewise being commented upon at the upper
servants’ tea-table in the housekeeper’s room, where
Mrs. Brown was pouring out tea for Perkins, and for
their two ladyships’ respective maids. Mrs. Brown had
been with Lady Westerham ever since her ladyship’s
marriage, with the exception of a couple of lurid years
when the good woman so far forgot herself and her
high calling as to enter into the holy estate of matri-
mony with Brown, the head coachman of that time.
Before that interval her name had been Cozens, her
condition single, and her calling that of first house-
maid ; after that short lapse, her condition had been
changed to that of widowhood, her name to that of
Brown, and her calling to that of housekeeper of
Wyvern's End.
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He was
According to Mrs. Brown’s own account, those two of Eur
years had been to her an undeserved and an unendur- State, @
able Purgatory, and the intervening decades had added much 2
to, rather than detracted from, her memories of misery. diately
What the departed Brown’s view of the matter was The 1
has not been recorded in history, so nobody ever knew Mrs. B1
whether Mrs. Brown gave a Purgatory as good as she and Cl
i i got. For the last five-and-thirty years Brown had somewh
L slept with his forefathers and his first wife in Wyvern and the
1] churchyard, and his widow had surrounded herself her ear
: with a sort of halo of bygone conjugal unhappiness. upon L
When the late Earl died, Mrs. Brown elected to accom- it their
@ pany his widow to the Dower House, as did also ing ash
Perkins, a retainer of equally long standing. They 4

nature

were both too old to tolerate the initiation of a new pains to

régime, or the regulations of a young master. So

: ; : : opportu
they stayed on with the widowed Countess, and carried Powers.
out at Wyvern Dower House the domestic traditions “Wel
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i of Wyvern’s End.
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Perkins was a bachelor, a condition of life which,
in its own way, carried with it almost as much social
: prestige as did Mrs. Brown’s unhappy marriage.
‘ He was, moreover, a man of means, and had saved
enough to retire whenever he liked ; but his devotion
to what he called “The Family” was so intrinsically
a part of his being, that to leave their service would
have been to him as the bitterness of death. His life

“I thi
i lile'rally was bound up in theirs. ‘ The fact that he was simperec
: a single man—and, moreover, a single man of means— “Not
greatly contributed to his popularity, and consequently Parker,
1 to his comfort, in the housekeeper’s room. By this shut by
iii time the women servants had reluctantly accepted and shoulder
g1 circulated the fact that “ Mr. Perkins was not a marry- taste, Mi
} | ing man,” and each had forgiven him for not marrying “Com
; herself as long as he did not marry one of the others.
i
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He was rather like the country of Belgium on the map
of Europe: as long as he remained an independent
State, all went well; but should any other country so
much as attempt to annex him, there would imme-
diately be war among the Great Powers.

The two maids who completed the partie carrée at
Mrs. Brown'’s tea-table were respectively named Parker
and Clark: the former being Lady Westerham’s
somewhat sour-faced tirewoman of uncertain age,
and the latter a girlish and sentimental creature in
her early thirties, whose vocation it was to attend
upon Lady Esther. Mrs. Brown and Parker made
it their combined duty to quench the smoulder-
ing ashes of youth which still lingered in the sweet
nature of the gentle Clark, and Perkins took equal
pains to fan those dying embers whenever he found an
opportunity of so doing unbeknown to the Allied
Powers.

“Well, for my part, I like the new lord,” remarked
the hostess, as she put a pinch of bi-carbonate of soda
into the teapot in order to correct the hardness of the
Kent water; “and in spite of him having written books
and newspapers and goodness knows what, I consider
him quite the gentleman.”

“Not to be compared to the Captain,” sighed Per-
kins, who, like his late lordship, had never quite for-
given Wilfred for Algy Wyvern’s death.

“I think his present lordship is very handsome,”
simpered Clark, “such fine, expressive eyes.’

“Not at all handsome, decidedly plain,” retorted
Parker, whose thin lips always seemed to open and
shut by means of a spring; “and too broad in the
shoulders. I can only say I am surprised at your
taste, Miss Clark, if that is what you admire.”

“Come, come,” said Perkins, endeavouring to throw
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oil on the troubled waters, as was his wont; “surely
personal beauty is, to a great extent, what we might
call a question of taste, What one thinks handsome
another thinks plain, and vice versa, and there’s no
blame attached to either side—none whatsoever.”
Then, seeing the cloud still hovering on Parker’s
wrinkled brow, he hastily added, “For my part, I
always admired Master Algy’s looks, he was so gay
and soldier-like, and had such a way with him. But
though his present lordship isn’t altogether what you
might call my style, I cannot deny that there is some-
thing rather chick and distangay about him.” Per-
: kins had a charming habit, which never failed to
’ impress his fellow-servants, of interlarding his con-
versations with phrases from the French, but he
always pronounced them—as phiiologists tell us that
the Norman nobles did during the Middle Ages—
according to the English form of pronunciation.
“Too broad in the shoulders,” repeated Parker, in
whose ethical code thinness came next to godliness.
“Surely not for a gentleman,” argued Clark. “I
do like to see gentlemen broad in the shoulders, I
think it looks so noble and manly.” And the artless
damsel gave an admiring glance at the butler’s portly
E form, which sent a thrill through the spot at which
it was aimed. True, it was not in the shoulders that
Perkins’ chief breadth lay; but that was a mere
matter of detail. He took the speech in the spirit in
which it was uttered, and smiled benignly upon the
speaker.
“Is your tea to your taste, Mr. Perkins?” the
hostess inquired politely. *“I trust it isn’t too strong.”
“Not at all, Mrs. Brown, thank you. Chicken a
song goul, as the French have it, and I must confess
that I fancy a bit of body in my liquor.”
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“And is yours to your taste, Miss Parker?”

“Quite so, thank you, Mrs. Brown.”

“And yours too, Miss Clark?”

“Well, Mrs. Brown, if I might have just a teeny
weeny bit more sugar; perhaps Mr. Perkins wouldn’t
mind the trouble of passing it.”

“Sweets to the sweet,” cried the gallant butler,
gracefully handing the sugar-basin to Clark, who
helped herself with a becoming blush.

But this was too much for the Allied Powers.

“You take too much sugar, Miss Clark, to my think-
ing; it will make you stout,” snapped Parker, who
considered that the whole duty of women lay in the
successful preserving of \outhful slimness far into
middle age.

Perkins was not generally brave enough to take
Miss Clark’s part when either of her elder rivals was
present; but in the present instance the admiring
glance which the young lady had cast at his waistcoat
some minutes previously had roused all the latent
manliness which that waistcoat covered. *“I do not
think that Miss Clark need have any anxiety on that
score for many years to come,” he genially remarked;
‘“and even if she had, I must confess that a certain
amount of embongpoint is not unbecoming in a lady.
I admire a fine figure of a woman myself.” Brave as
this was, Perkins’ valour was not unallied to discre-
tion ; for whilst a carping critic might have considered
Parker too thin, the most catholic taste could not have
denied that Mrs. Brown erred on the other side, so
that there were still two to one in favour of Mr. Perkins
—a good working majority.

“I'm always sorry when titles and estates have
to go out of the direct line,” said Mrs. Brown; ‘it
often upsets establishments something terrible, and is
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dreadfully inconvenient to the older servants. But
since it was to happen, I don’t know but what his
present lordship isn’t a good deal better than he might
have been, all things considering.” This was hand-
some praise from one who was soaked and saturated
with the customs and traditions of the late rulers of
Wyvern’s End.

‘“It was a great pity that his late lordship never had
a son,” sighed Perkins, who had adored his master.

“That’s all over and done with,” replied Mrs.
Brown, with some asperity and more truth, “and I
don’t see what call you have to pass a remark upon
the subject, Mr. Perkins, even if it wasn’t. Surely
Providence knows what is best, even for the great
families, and wants no advice either from you or me.”
She adored her mistress as much as Perkins had
adored his master, and the mere shadow of any
criticism on what Lady Westerham had either done or
left undone always brought Mrs. Brown on to the
warpath at once.

Perkins at once succumbed to her righteous anger,
and handsomely expressed his confidence in the ability
of Providence to carry on the house of Wyvern un-
assisted by any interference from the pantry. Then
he added, “For my part, I always wish that the
Colonel had married again and had another family;
he was a widower for a great number of years. And
that would have kept up what you might call the
ancient re-gime.” Perkins laid the accent of this last
word on the first syllable, and made the second to
rhyme with time.

“That is as may be,” said the housekeeper darkly.

Fearing that he had again blundered, Perkins hast-
ened to retrace his steps. “But I forgot that you do
not approve of second marriages, Mrs. Brown,” he
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But remarked, as if that consideration satisfactorily ex-
t his plained why the late Colonel Wyvern had never made
right a second entry into the holy estate.
and- “I didn’t approve of Brown’s second marriage, if
rated that is what you mean,” retorted Mr. Brown’s widow ;
s of “but I've no objection to any man marrying again

as long as he doesn’t marry me.”

had “Some second marriages turn out very well,” the
ter. romantic Clark ventured to remark.

Mrs. “And some don’t,” snapped out Parker with

d 1 asperity.
ipon Clark could not refute this statement, so she con-
rely tinued amiably : “I wish that Lady Esther could find

reat a nice husband, some splendid, manly gentleman, with
ne.” a title for choice, for I'm sure a sweeter lady never

had

drew breath.”
any “You’re right there, Miss Clark,” said Perkins;

e or “I’ve known her ladyship as child and woman for
the five-and-thirty years, and never once have I heard a
sharp word from her—not even when we’ve had foot-
Jer, men whose waiting-at-table was enough to upset an
lity angel from heaven. 1 daresay you recall Charles,
un- Mrs. Brown, the second footman who used to be
1en always bowling for Master Algy instead of washing-
the up, and whose mind was more set upon cricket than
ly; upon the sauces and gravies that it was his duty to
nd hand round?
the Mrs. Brown nodded a sorrowful acquiescence; the
ast shortcomings of the aforesaid Charles had been as
to thorns in the side of herself and Perkins.

“Times without continued the butler,
ly. “have I seen that y()ung nincompoop stand idly think-
St- ing about runs and the sauces and
do gravies cooling on the sndcboar(l and fairly crying out
he

to be handed round and me and the first footman
E
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trying in vain to catch his eye. His lordship and her
ladyship used to look round a little impatient, as you
might say, and no wonder; but Lady Esther would
say, ‘ Bread sauce, please,” as sweet and gentle as if
it had come round at the right moment, and hadn’t
had time to stiffen into a cold poultice. Do what you
could, nothing seemed to put Lady Esther out, and
she is the same to this day.”

“So she is,” agreed Clark warmly; “never all the
years I've been with her have I ever had a cross word
from her ladyship. And I'm sure to hear her giving
orders is more like hearing her ask for favours. It is
‘ Please, Clark, will you do this?’ and * Please, Clark,
would you mind altering that?’ for all the world as if
she was one of ourselves instead of an earl’s daughter
born.”

“Her ladyship brought up both her daughters
beautifully,” said Mrs. Brown. “I always said that
though there might be handsomer young ladies in the
county, there were none with such elegant manners as
ours.”

“Nor with better figures,” added Parker. *‘Her
Grace has grown too stout now for my thinking, but
she still pays for dressing, and knows how to carry
off her gowns. But Lady Esther’s back view even now
isn’t a day over five-and-twenty ; I'm sure I often envy
Miss Clark the dressing of her, so long-waisted, and
such a refined and aristocratic back.”

“Il cannot agree with you, Miss Parker, that her
Grace is too stout,” demurred the faithful Perkins, to
whom “The Family ” was a religion, and any word
spoken against it rank blasphemy; “as I said before,
I admire a fine figure in a lady, and in a lady of her
Grace’s exalted position one looks for a certain amount
of what I may call presence. Duchesses are not made
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to slip through crevices, like chimney-sweeps, Miss

Parker : grand dames they are, and grand dames they

ought to look.”

“And her Grace does look it—every inch of her,”
agreed Mrs. Brown, who evidently measured her
inches in two dimensions, including breadth as well
as height; “and do you remember what a merry little
girl she was, Mr. Perkins, and what a high-spirited
young lady, and how the young gentlemen used to
come after her, like flies round a honey-pot? And
how proud his lordship used to be of her? And how
he hid his pride for fear it should be sinful, and some-
thing dreadful happen to her to punish him for it?”
Mrs. Brown had received the pure milk of the Word
as prepared by the late Lord Westerham, and had
never dreamed of refusing to assimilate any portion
of it. His lordship had always looked well to the
religious training of his household, and had led them
in those thorny paths that he trod himself.

““And did her Grace have many admirers before she
was married ?” asked the sentimental Clark, always
agog to hear of matters connected with the romantic
side of life.

“My word, she did ! ” exclaimed Perkins; “rich and
poor and some of all sorts. And she smiled on 'em all
when the others weren't looking, and laughed at 'em
all behind their backs. Oh! but she was a caution
was the Duchess when she was young; I never knew
her equal in affairs do cure.”

“Well, I wish Lady Esther would pick up a young
man ! ” remarked Clark, with a sigh.

Mrs. Brown was not slow to reprove her. ‘“‘Excuse
me, Miss Clark, but I do not think that is a proper way
to speak of the quality. Lady Esther may be so sweet
and nice-spoken that she never seems to remember

.
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the difference between her position and ours; but it is
not for us to forget it.”

“I beg your pardon, Mrs. Brown,” replied the culprit
with becoming meekness, “I spoke without thinking.
I’'m sure nothing could be farther from my thoughts
than to speak disrespectfully of my dear lady.”

“Granted, Miss Clark ; pray don’t say another word
about it,” was the housekeeper’s gracious response.
“I felt sure that no disrespect was intended; but in
these terrible days of Socialism and goodness knows
what—and all this stuff of pretending that we are as
good as our betters, which I call nothing short of
blasphemy, and a direct flying in the face of the Bible
and the Church Catechisms—I think it behoves us all
to show our reverence and respect for the Upper
Classes, and to say nothing that could be mistook
for anarchy or dynamite. I am sure Mr. Perkins will
agree with me.”

“I do, Mrs. Brown : oh peed de la letter. And per-
mit me to add that I think your sentiments do you
credit.”

But the housekeeper was superior to such blandish-
ments. ‘““Not at all, Mr. Perkins; there is no credit
in doing one’s duty in the state of life to which we
have been called : it is simply what is expected of us :
unprofitable servants are we all.”

“There’s thedrawing-room bell,” exclaimed Perkins,
rising from the table. “I must go and help these
young fellows to take the tea-things away.” Whereat
he hastened to collect his satellites from their tea in
the servants’ hall, saying “Oriver” to the ladies as
he departed.
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CHAPTER IV
KINDRED SPIRITS

As Lord Westerham and his cousin passed through
the gardens of the Dower House into Wyvern Park,
and then ascended the sloping ground which led to one
of the finest views in Kent, there was silence for a
time between them—the restful silence which can only
exist between persons who perfectly understand and
are thoroughly at home with each other. It was per-
haps strange that a young man, full of joy and hope
and the pride of life, should so completely understand
and enter into the feelings of a middle-aged and dis-
appointed woman; but then Wilfred had a touch of
literary genius, and had spent most of his life in that
literary wonderland where a man can look at happiness
through another man’s eyes, and can intermeddle with
the bitterness of a woman’s heart—that magic country
the inhabitants whereof live in glass houses, and learn,
by means of the clue of imagination, to walk in the
narrow way of truth.

And then between the two there was the tie of kin-
ship—that mysterious bond which nothing can break,
and which is sometimes so extremely helpful in un-
ravelling the secrets of another’s soul.

Suddenly Westerham broke the silence: “I am so
glad to have met the Duchess.
woman she is!”

Esther smiled. “Yes, Eleanor is very clever in her
way; so clever, in fact, that I often wonder she isn’t
53

What an amusing
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| i
E a bit cleverer. In places one sometimes comes sud- fupny
:l denly to the end of her cleverness—so suddenly that thing:
¥ one is in danger of falling over the edge.” That is coura
N another of the delights of kinship: relations can talk Wi
to one another about one another without a shadow of the s\
disloyalty. COnw
“I'know : like the coast of Norfolk.” the D
“To a certain extent she is so wonderfully shrewd s
_ and sharp,” Esther continued, “and, as the country ) W
people say, so quick at the uptake; and then suddenly his fat
1k you say something that she doesn’t understand in the short.
lﬂ i least.” mll}m;
f | i Westerham looked tenderly at his companion. *I “l -
R g can quite understand that she doesn’t understand you. W
5‘ : [t would immensely surprise me if she did.” By
il i “Well, she does in some things and not in others.” and th
A “Precisely ; she does in the little things and not in (h‘:";’f'
1 the big ones.” “ f?'fl
i " Esther smiled again. *“How clever of you to see all -
; that! But it is quite true.” 1 F‘““
i ¢ “I can see more. I can see that she is such a past “\m‘l("n
t g mistress in dealing with little things that she some- lus}h
i i times makes the big things seem little.” I‘h(']’w‘
» “Yes, yes, she did so this very afternoon. She :hu(ld{
hy | was so funny about her early love-affairs that she blm 'sv
! made me feel that all early love-affairs are more or less “tl{t\\
e funny.” «B )X
f? f l “But they are not! Believe me, Esther, they are “
g among the most serious things in the world.” before
1 ‘ “I know they are. But you could never feel it t»‘"? ':ul.
when you were talking to Eleanor. When you are bplﬂl’g‘](
1t talking to Eleanor, you feel that love-affairs are funny ; e .
| i just as when you are talking to Mamma, you feel that ::l)::)\,rl:
488 they are wrong. And yet all the time, in your inmost n'ltt%ral
§ i heart, you know that they are neither wrong nor )
j
|
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funny, but are among the most solemn and beautiful
things in the whole world; but you never have the
courage to say so. At least I never have.”

Wilfred’s heart contracted with a spasm of pity for
the sweet, crushed spirit that betrayed itself so un-
consciously ; but all he said was : “Why does she call
the Duke Tammy? It doesn’t strike me as a ducal
name.”

“When we first knew him his name was Tamford:
his father was still alive, so we called him Tammy for
short. And we have never got out of the habit of
calling him Tammy.”

“I see. And what do you call his eldest son?”

“We call him Jocko.”

By this time they had reached the top of the hill,
and the glorious Weald of Kent was spread out before
their feet.

“By Jove!isn’t it a sight ?” Westerham exclaimed.
“I feel like Moses looking upon the Promised Land!
I don’t wonder this view makes you think about the
Millennium.”

Esther gave a sign of rapture. “Isn’t it glorious?
I believe I love it more every time I see it! And yet,”
she added, the light dying out of her face, “I some-
times feel that it is wrong of me to enjoy mere natural
beauty so much.”

“Wrong, my dear girl? How could it be wrong ? "

“Because it is always wrong to put the creature
before the Creator; or to lavish upon natural beauty
the adoration that we ought only to bestow upon
spiritual perfection.”

“Oh, Esther, Esther! How often must I try to
convince you that your hard, Puritanical views are
altogether false? Can’t you understand that all
natural beauty is an expression of Divine Beauty, and
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‘ f] that we ought to love and revere the creature for the hersel
o | sake of the Creator. Why put the two in opposition anythi
i to one another?” princi]
‘ ‘{7 “Because to me they seem in opposition. This “Oh,
il wonderful world of Nature is, after all, of the earth intrins
I} ‘. i earthy, and so is at warfare with the spiritual and thing
: heavenly. Therefore 1 feel it is wicked of me to love “I ¢
RN it as passionately as I do.” see tha
\; Wilfred fairly groaned in spirit as he saw what 50f_“‘~‘b(
1; g ?Ef havoc the stern creed of her forefathers had wrought going
;j; upon this tender, beauty-loving soul. *“Esther, I withou
“1:’3‘ ' verily believe you think it is intrinsically better to per- “Oh
i " i form a disagreeable duty than an agreeable one, and to hi}"“‘,
wi to gaze at an unpleasing sight rather than at a has it.
:‘ "t pleasing one!” “My
Bl Esther looked surprised. ‘“Of course I do. How admit t
i could I think otherwise? A duty that is agreeable some or
B almost ceases to be a duty and becomes a pleasure.” by putt
"{ | “Il admit that duty has to be done whether it is selfish :
ij@; L agreeable or whether it isn’t; but I cannot see that shn_rl an
§‘ E; f’; its disagreeableness adds to its merit.” guilty ¢
ik “But of course it does, Wilfred; I should have either G
i ‘\ { thought anybody could see that.” But ]
o “Now supposing,” persisted Westerham, “that you are wro
. 1: 1 were in doubt as to which of two courses of conduct ally spe
1 were the right one, and one course was pleasant to you from its
\‘ { i and the other was unpleasant: do you mean to tell “It se
i me that you would argue that the unpleasant course JOu, SW
Al was the one you ought to follow ?” foolish 1
: i “Certainly I should. Otherwise where do self- “Don
1 ; denial and self-sacrifice come in?" \mrl(‘i to
B ¥ \ “I don’t believe they come in at all on their own “Certz
| ? ‘| merits ; they only come in with regard to other people.” UUQm to
1 0B Esther looked grieved. She hated anything ap- of qo”‘g
i i ] proaching a disagreement between her cousin and of it our
i '
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herself, and would gladly have given way to him in
anything except in what she considered a matter of
principle. On such points she was as adamant.
“Oh, Wilfred! self-denial and self-sacrifice are of
intrinsic virtue in themselves, quite apart from any-
thing or anybody else.”

“I can’t see it,” Wilfred retorted hotly. “I can
see that it is good to go without a thing in order that
somebody else may have it; but I can see no good in
going without anything just for the sake of going
without it.”

“Oh, I can! 1 can see that it is good for me not
to have a thing I particularly want, even if no one else
has it.”

“My dear Esther, what a horrible idea! 1 will
admit that if by wearing a hair shirt I could enable
some one else to put on a linen one, all well and good :
by putting on the hair shirt I am performing an un-
selfish and righteous act. But if I put on the hair
shirt and leave the linen one in the wardrobe, I am
guilty of an act of folly which is of no advantage to
either God or man.”

But Esther shook her head. “No, Wilfred, you
are wrong : the wearing of a hair shirt—metaphoric-
ally speaking—is a good thing in itself, quite apart
from its indirect effects.”

“It seems to me that motley is the only wear for
you, sweet coz—not hair shirting—if you have such
foolish ideas as these.”

“Don’t you see, Wilfred, we were sent into this
world to do our duty, not just to be happy ?”

“Certainly we were; but I maintain that the two
ought to be synonymous, and that the real importance
of doing our duty consists in the fact that in the doing
of it our only true and lasting happiness lies.”

KINDRED SPIRITS 57
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Esther sighed. “I am afraid yours is rather a selfish
doctrine, Wilfred.”

Lord Westerham blushed with the shyness that
always seizes a young Englishman when he tries to
speak about the things that lie nearest to his heart.
“Indeed it isn’t; and I must have expressed myself
badly to make you think so. Hang it all, Esther!
it is jolly hard to put things into words, but what I
mean is this : we are sent into the world to do the Will
of God—and to like doing it : I don’t believe He wants
us to do His Way against our own; if He did, He
could soon make us do it, whether we would or not.
What He wishes is for us to want the same things as
He wants, and so to be one with Him. He doesn’t
want us to do the right while all the time we are
hankering after the wrong, but to do the right because
the right is the only thing we care for.”

Poor Esther’s face was troubled as Wilfred preached
these new and (to her) attractive doctrines. She felt
sure they must be dangerous, simply because they
were attractive, her passion for the unpalatable being
insatiable. Since they appealed to her natural in-
clinations and instincts, she argued they must be
wrong, and therefore ought to be withstood and
trampled under foot.

“It seems to me,” Wilfred went on, his face still red
with the effort of trying to express his inmost thoughts,
“that God doesn’t care about our ways apart from our
wills : He wants our wills to be in harmony with His,
and then our ways can take care of themselves; for if
our wills are right, our ways will soon follow suit.
But your idea seems to be that there is some virtue
in our wills going in one direction and our ways in
another, and that the further apart these two directions
are the more pleased God will be with us.”
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Esther longed to accept her cousin’s teaching, and
therefore struggled all the more fiercely against it.
“Yes, I do believe something like that,” she persisted.
“I think that our natural inclinations ought to be
thwarted and trampled upon.”

“No, no; they ought to be taught and trained, which
is quite a different thing. Of course I agree with you
that the fact of our not loving the thing that is right
in no way absolves us from the necessity of doing it;
but I also maintain that our doing the thing that is
right in no way absolves us from the necessity of
loving it.”

“For my part, I do not see that our own personal
inclination comes into the matter at all,”” Esther
remarked rather haughtily.

But to Wilfred this was rank heresy. *“Good
gracious, Esther, what an awful thing to say! What
you call ‘our own personal inclination’ is the crux
of the whole business, and matters more than any-
thing! The sole object of our life here is to make
“our own inclination’ in perfect harmony with the
Will of God; when that is done, our spiritual educa-
tion will be complete.”

Esther’s heart was heavy within her, as she felt that
there was a traitor in her own inmost mind only too
ready to admit the persuasive and (as she imagined)
pernicious foe. It must be glorious to believe, as
Wilfred did, that the delights of Art and the beauties
of Nature were no dangerous sirens luring souls to
destruction, but rather the angels of the Lord leading
man upwards from earth to heaven: how she longed
to embrace his faith, and so to end the long and weary
conflict between the @stheticism of her mind and the
asceticism of her spirit—that warfare which had been
going on within her ever since she was a little child !
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60 HER LADYSHIP'S CONSCIENCE

Suddenly there came into her mind the recollection of
a Sunday, more than thirty years ago, when the door
"of Wyvern Church had been left open during the
sermon and she had looked at the lovely view, framed
by the old stone porch, instead of at the preacher pre-
siding in the pulpit; and she remembered how severely
she had been reprimanded afterwards, and how terrible
her remorse had been. In her fear lest her childish
sin should be repeated, she hastily put away from her
all leaning towards the charms of Art and of Nature,
and fortified her faltering spirit by inwardly denounc-
ing them as the lust of the eye and the pride of life.

“I have always been interested,” Westerham con-
tinued, “in the difference between Hebraism and Hel-
lenism—a difference which, in other forms and under
other names, has been present in every phase of the
world’s history, and which is, in short, the difference
between you and me at the present moment. 1 stand
for the Greek, with his love of joy and beauty, and you
for the Jew, with his passion for duty.”

Esther corrected him. *“With his passion for
righteousness, I think you mean : that was the ruling
passion of the Jew.”

“Yes, perhaps you are right. 1 accept your amend-
ment.”

“Well then, Wilfred, can’t you see that if you
accept my amendment you admit that the Hebraistic
ideal is the right one? Righteousness is—must be—
a higher thing than joy and beauty.”

“Certainly I admit that under what we call the Old
Dispensation the Jew’s ideal was higher than the
Greek’s. But I go further than that. I maintain that
under the New Dispensation the two ideals are com-
bined. The Jew sought righteousness rather than
happiness—the Greek strove for happiness rather than
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righteousness; now there is neither Jew nor Greek,
but we are all one in Christ. It is no longer a question

of our either being good or being happy, but of being

good because we are happy, and happy because we are
good. I think the fine old verse pretty well expresses
my creed in this matter—
¢ “ Live while you live,” the epicure will say,

“ And give to pleasure every fleeting day ” :

“ Live while you live,” the zealous preacher cries,

“ And give to God each moment as it flies.”

Lord, in my life the two combined shall be ;

”

I live to pleasure while I live to Thee.’

Early training dies hard, especially in these imma-
ture minds who have never ventured far afield from
the parental track. And so it was with Lady Esther.
“Your views are very beautiful,” she said with a wist-
ful note in her voice, “and I should love to be able to
think as you do, but I can’t. The whole of religion
seems to me to be bound up with self-denial and self-
sacrifice, and I do not think we were sent into this
world to be happy or to enjoy ourselves.”

“Well then, I do: but to be happy and to enjoy
ourselves in our perfect fulfilment of the Divine Law.
We are sent into the world to be happy, dear Esther,
but to be happy with the highest kind of happiness.”

And then the conversation drifted away from con-
troversial matters into those many regions where the
two cousins saw eye to eye. Although they did not
always agree with one another, they invariably under-
stood one another; and perfect comprehension—far
more than complete acquiescence—is the truest basis
for friendship.

It may have been because of his artistic faculty of
putting himself in another person’s place, or it may
have been because of the bond of kinship hetween
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them, but anyhow, Wilfred, though he did not agree
with Esther, completely understood her point of view.
He did not think as she did : but he knew exactly why
she thought so.

As they were strolling homewards, Esther said :
“You are a most wonderfully understanding person,
Wilfred. I wonder what makes you so clever at
getting inside other people’s minds.”

“I don’t know. Probably it is a question of tem-
perament rather than of cleverness: a sign that I
possess the dramatic instinct, and so am an adept at
playing different parts.”

A nice little smile played round Esther's mouth.
“Probably it 1s, but you yourself don’t think so.”

“How did you find that out? I must return the
compliment as to the wonderful understanding now.”
| “Tell me what you really think,” Esther persisted.

“Well, if you will have it, my own theory—for which
[ have not the slightest thread of authority, mind you
—is that we have all lived on this earth before, and
so we understand the people who are the sort of people
itk that we ourselves used once to be.”
| 18 Esther gave a little gasp. Such flagrant un-

y | orthodoxy undoubtedly shocked her, but she felt,
F! nevertheless, a certain amount of sinful pleasure in
the shock. Wilfred was perfectly conscious both of
b the shock and of the pleasure derived from it, so he
il continued the process. “To my mind the idea of
41 former incarnations is a tenable—though an absolutely
unproved—theory, and does away with so much of the
apparent injustice of this life.”

“How ? " asked Esther, her innocent face alive with
guilty interest.

“Well, it seems awfully unfair—if this is absolutely
our first appearance—that you should be born Lady
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Esther Wyvern, and I the heir to a peerage, while
thousands of equally deserving infants inherit the
slums and the starvation of the dark places of the
earth; but if our positions were reversed in former
lives, and they were then wicked and bloated aristo-
crats, and we humble and devout slaves, the thing isn’t
so unjust after all, don’t you see? We have all
deserved as good as we have got.”

Again there was a trace of her mother’s haughtiness
in Lady Esther’s manner. “I think that it is the duty
of everybody to submit to the lot ordained for them.”

“But it’s a jolly sight easier to submit to a thing
when you can see the sense of it than when you can’t,”
was her cousin’s pertinent reply.

“And I don’t think that men and women have the
right to reason about the path which God has chosen
for them to tread,” she continued as if he had not
spoken.

“It mayn’t be their right, but it is most certainly
their habit,” retorted Wilfred, with a laugh. Esther’s
occasional little haughtinesses—so foreign to her usual
almost deprecating gentleness—always amused and
attracted him. He had been accustomed to the society
of far handsomer and cleverer women than she, but
the perfect high-breeding of these new-found relations
of his—with its delicate flavour of unassuming pride
and unconscious stupidity—had a wonderful fascina-
tion for him. He had lived so long in an atmosphere
of brilliant egotism and self-conscious charm, that this
experience of a pride too great to try to be clever and
too sublimely self-assured to trouble to be attractive,
was to him a most restful and delightful change. In
the aristocracy of intellect there must, in the very
nature of things, always be a certain amount of rivalry,
because the places have yet to be gained and the prizes
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to be won ; but in the aristocracy of birth there can be
no such spirit of competition, <ince the prizes were
awarded before the birth of the prize-winners, and
their places already assigned to them in the Table of
Precedence. Strawberry-leaves come by nature, and
laurels by grace; and it is still an open question which
form the more creditable coronet.

“But never mind inequalities of position,” continued
Westerham, “think of inconsistencies of character;
they are also explained by my reincarnation theory.
Look at yourself, for instance; you are partly a pan-
theistic nymph and partly a devout nun—by no means
suitable spirits to be packed into the same envelope.
But explain it by the idea that you have been both a
nymph and a nun, and some of the attributes of each
still survive in your character.”

“Oh, Wilfred, how interesting and how true! And
they not only survive, they fight with each other.”

“Precisely ; I've often watched them at it. I expect
that when you were a nymph you were a bit too pagan
and beauty-loving, and so had to live again as a nun
in order to balance yourself ; and when you were a nun
you overdid it in the opposite direction, so now you
are having a third chance to try to get the right hang
of the thing at last; but as the nun was the later in-
carnation, her influence is the stronger.”

For the moment, Esther was so carried away by the
fascination of Wilfred's theory—to her, in her limited
mental atmosphere, an entirely new one—that she did
not realize how far afield she was wandering in By-
path Meadow. “That would explain,” she said, “why
one so often feels as if one were two different people.
I frequently do, and it makes life so difficult. I shall
never forget the nymph and the nun, Wilfred; they
seem to solve so many problems that have often
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puzzled me. And do you think everybody has lived
before? ”

“Personally I do; but, as I have already told yofl,
I have not the slightest warrant for my belief, except
its reasonableness.”

“But everybody doesn’t have that dual nature which
makes me find life so hard sometimes; at least they
don’t seem to,” said Esther.

““My explanation of that is that the people who are
consistent rather than complex—the people, in short,
who find life comparatively easy—have always been
more or less the same sort of people in their previous
incarnations. Now if, in your pagan days, you had
been a vestal virgin instead of a nymph, things would
have been pretty easy for you, because the vestal and
the nun would have got on all right together, and
would soon have fallen into line, so that by now—in
your third incarnation—you would be pretty well, so
to speak, of a piece.”

Esther laughed softly : Wilfred’s whimsical ideas
exactly suited what he would have called the nymph-
side of her. “And there was really nothing in com-
mon between the nymph and the nun.”

“Oh! yes, there was—one very important thing :
both the nymph and the nun belonged to the aristo-
cracy of their respective times: the nymph was
descended from gods and goddesses, and the nun
from paladins and Plantagenets, and they had neither
of them anything in common with the plebeian popu-
lace. Now, as for your sister ” And here
Westerham’s grey eyes twinkled with amusement.

“Yes, what about Eleanor? I am sure she is
never worried with dual natures and complexities of
character. Eleanor must always have been the same
sort of person.” '

F
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Westerham nodded. “She must, but not always of
the same rank. I say it with all reverence "—and here
his eyes twinkled again—'as parsons always remark
before their most irreverent utterances, but I feel sure
that in some bygone and remote existence the Duchess
belonged to the People with a capital P. Otherwise
she would never have all that common sense and
adaptability. Aristocracies do not adapt, they com-
mand.”

Esther drew herself up. ‘Eleanor can command
when she likes. 1 assure you she can be trés grande
dame when she chooses.”

“But she knows when to exercise her rights and
when to waive them, and no true aristocracy ever
knows that. If they did, the world would still be inno-
cent of such bughears as republics and revolutions.”

“However, I feel sure she was always a cheerful,
sensible person, in whatever age she lived, don’t you?”

“Certainly,” replied Westerham; “but I cannot
imagine her flitting through primaval forests, or float-
ing on the clouds in Olympus, or even eating her heart
out in a medieval convent. I can rather picture her
as one of the white-footed, laughing girls whose sires
had marched to Rome; or, later, as a merry wife of
Windsor.”

Here Esther again demurred. “I think she might
very well have been a great abbess, one of those who
1 led over vast territories, don’t you know ?”

“If so, it was one of those lay sort of abbesses who
got married and visited about among their friends.
She never, never could have been a demure and devout
nun, as you were.”

“Then you think,” continued Esther, after a slight
pause, while the fresh breeze coloured her cheek and
ruffled her hair until she looked almost young again,
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“that the reason why the first time we meet some
people and yet feel that we have known them all our
lives, is that we really did know them in a previous
existence ? "’
“Of course I do. I always love those lines of
Kipling’s
Or ever the stately years had gone,
To the world beyond the grave,

I was a king in Babylon
And you were a Christian slave.’

I feel sure that you and I have met before, Esther,
because we understood each other so well from the
very beginning. 1 wonder if I played shepherd to
your nymph, or father-confessor to your nunj; or if
you filled in an interval by taking the part of a gently
born Puritan maiden while I was rollicking as a jolly
Cavalier.”

Esther was silent for a minute, drinking in the
beauty of the scene as they passed from the park into
the woods, where the ground was covered with daffo-
dils dancing in the merry March wind. Then she
said: “I like your theory, Wilfred, it makes life so
much more interesting and so much less hard. I mean
if one feels one’s life slipping away, and there has
been nothing in it but dull routine, one is inclined to
murmur, though, of course, I know that murmuring
is wrong ; we ought to accept our fate, whatever it is.
But if we feel that there are other lives before and
behind us—Ilives on this earth, under the same con-
ditions as this one, and filled with all the common,
earthly blessings that this present one has lacked—
it puts quite a different face on things. One doesn’t
mind being a dull old maid in the intervals between
dancing as a dryad and serving as a Christian slave,”
she added, with a wistful smile; “sitting out a dance
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now and then, you know, is quite different from going
partnerless through the whole evening.”

Wilfred looked down on her very tenderly, and
something stirred in his heart which was neither
friendship nor cousinly affection. Perhaps the spring
in the air was responsible for it, with its magic message
of a new heaven and a new earth—or perhaps the
fairy-like beauty of the wood through which they were
passing, which looked like some fair temple with its
pavements of gold and its rafters of fir—or perhaps
there was something in his theory after all that they
two had known and loved each other in some previous
existence ; but, whatever the reason, the fact remained
that, as Lord \Westerham looked at the tall and
graceful figure at his side, and realized how tragic is
the fate of any woman who feels age coming upon
her before she has tasted the full flavour of youth, he
experienced an almost passionate pity, and something
else which, though not exactly pity, is supposed to be
near akin to it.
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CHAPTER V
AN AWAKENING

THaT spring was a wonderful time for Lady Esther
Wyvern. For forty years she had wandered in the
wilderness of childhood’s dreams and girlhood’s
mirages; but now at last she had climbed the moun-
tain peak, and had seen the promised land of woman-
hood spread out before her eyes. And she fairly
trembled at the glory of the vision.

As yet she could not believe that to her had been
given the command, “Enter ye in and possess it.”
That seemed too impossibly good to be true. At
present she felt more like him who saw that good land
afar off and yet was not permitted to pass over into
its borders, than like him who was appointed to lead
the people into the country for which they had yearned
so long. She had become so accustomed to standing
on one side and seeing others pass by and leave her
behind, that she could not realize that at last her turn
had come to take her normal share of human love and
human happiness.

At first she did not know what had happened to her.
She was not at all the type of woman that is given to
self-analysis : she had always been far too proud to be
egotistical. All she was conscious of was that a
strange sense of completeness and fulfilment had some-
how flooded her being : the same feeling that is pro-
duced by the solution of a puzzle or the correct answer
to a sum. That elusive Something, which had
69
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haunted her all her life, seemed suddenly to have
materialized itself, and to have become a moving factor
instead of a tantalizing mystery. She had ceased to
experience that indefinable ache of the soul which
hitherto beauty of any kind—whether of Art or
Thought or Nature—had awakened in her. The view
from Grotham Hill no longer spoke to her of an
apocalyptical Millennium, but of an actual and present
happiness : it now seemed rather a specimen of earth
than a suggestion of heaven. In short, the note of
interrogation had been suddenly wiped off the slate
of life, and she had not yet read what had been written
in its place.

She possessed so little curiosity either about herself
or about other people that she did not strive to find a
reason for this exquisite content. She merely basked
in it as she basked in the sunshine, with regard to the
hygienic properties of which she was absolutely
ignorant. She had no idea that sunlight was a power-
ful disinfectant, as she would have had if she had been
born in a lower grade or a later decade. She only
knew that it was sunshine and that she loved it; and
she regarded her happiness in very much the same
simple and unscientific way.

Then gradually the mists of her blissfulness
wreathed themselves into shape, and the shape assumed
the form of her cousin, LLord Westerham. It took
weeks—almost months—for Esther to understand the
meaning of the change that had come o'er the spirit
of her dream : but slowly it dawned upon her that the
miracle which had been wrought in her was that
miracle common to all humanity, known as falling
in love.

It is hard to understand the point of view of those
people who find an insuperable difficulty in accepting
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AN AWAKENING 71

the belief in miracles: the only real wonder is that
miracles do not happen oftener. It is not true to say
that miracles do not happen : they happen every day
and every hour, and the people who say that they do
not believe in miracles merely mean that they only
believe in the miracles to which they are accustomed—
that they are so much the slaves of custom that their
minds cannot accept the unusual. The quality in
which they are lacking is not really faith, but imagina-
tion. After all, when one comes to analyse it, the
sun standing still upon Ajalon was no more (and no
less) of a miracle than the sun rising morning by
morning out of the marshes of Essex and Kent, and
going down at evening-time behind the towers of
Westminster ; the changing of water into wine at the
marriage-feast of Cana was no more (and no less) of
a miracle than the gathering together of the waters that
run among the hills, and the transforming of them into
showers to water the earth. If we accept (as we are
bound to do) the visible miracle which we call Nature,
how can we hesitate to accept the invisible miracle
which we call Grace : since the difference between the
two is really in degree and not in kind? The sun can
neither stand still nor go on of himself : the water can
neither turn into wine nor into dew by its own power.
Given that we accept (as again we are bound to accept)
the greatest miracle of all, the miracle of life, then
where is the difficulty in accepting its logical sequence,
the miracle of immortality ? It would be a far greater
stretch of credulity to believe that life once existent
could ever become extinct, than that it should continue
for ever. Nothing is impossible; but some things are
usual and some are unusual; and we have got into a
stupid and misleading habit of calling the unusual
things miracles. And this habit has led some of us
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into the error of thinking that the usual things do
themselves, while the unusual things are done by God,
and therefore (so the most misguided maintain) are
not done at all! Which is manifestly absurd. We
walk, as a matter of course, almost every May of our
lives through woods carpeted with wild hyacinths
which make us almost faint with the exquisiteness of
their beauty; yet the idea of a pavement of sapphire
turns us cold with doubt. We wander each March
across fields of Lent lilies which fill us with a gladness
beyond words; yet we relegate streets of gold to the
regions of symbolical apocalypse. But why should
the Hand Which has fashioned the glory that we have
seen, find it difficult to fashion the glory that we have
not seen, and that is vet in store for us?

With God all things are possible: without Him
nothing was made that is made; so that we ourselves
are standing witnesses to His power, and also to the
truth that miracles do happen, since we ourselves are
the supremest miracles of all. And so we go on to
the blessed assurance that all things are ours—whether
principalities or powers or things present or things to
come—Dbecause we are His.

Among the many, many miracles of this miracle-
filled universe, there are few more wonderful than that
known as falling in love. In this respect it is akin
to the miracle that we call spring, since men and
women never become really used to these two things
however often they may happen ; and these two things
never lose their mystery and their magic and their
bewitching glamour. No spring is quite like any
otherspring : every year there seems tobe a new heaven
and a new earth, when the land breaks forth into sing-
ing and the trees of the field clap their hands. And,
in the same way, no love-story is quite like any other
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love-story ; and every time that a man and a woman
really fall in love with each other the old things pass
away and all things become new.

There is a custom, current among the baser sort of
men and women, to treat as a joke the falling in love
of a woman no longer young : and this is one of the
points wherein life is so much harder upon women
than upon men. Should a middle-aged man desire
to enter the garden of Eden, the gates are flung open
to receive him, while the youngest and fairest of Eves
stands ready in the midst to bid him welcome. He
may have been there often before—he may hope to
re-enter the magic portals many times again : and he
is right in assuming that they never are, and never will
be, closed to him. The mere fact of his manhood gives
him the right to a private key into the garden of Eden,
as surely as the fact of his taking a house in Grosvenor
Square will entitle him to a private key into the Square
gardens.

But with a woman it is different. Should she
when once her youth is over—tap timidly at Eden’s
gate, she will always find the armed cherubim upon
duty, and nine times out of ten there will be smiles
upon their angelic faces which will cut deeper than
their fiery swords. If she be endowed with excep-
tional beauty or grace or charm, she may eventually
win through, and enter the magic portals; and then
the mirth of her friends will be turned into hardly
more complimentary amazement, and they will one
and all exclaim, “ How wonderful, at her age ! ”

[t is in matters such as this that men have such an
unfair advantage over women : not only in the exten-
ston of their franchise, but still more so in the exten-
sion of their youth. But an end is coming to this
unfair advantage. What women really want—and
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what they are gradually gaining if only they would
understand it—is the world’s realization of the fact that
age cannot wither nor custom stale the true woman’s
infinite variety : that the years give more to her than
they take away, and that the longer she lives the more
competent she is to warn, to comfort and command.
Slowly and surely the world is learning to understand
this: every generation pushes the age-limit of a
woman’s reign further on. Juliet’s balcony-scene
occurred at fourteen: Jane Austen’s unmarried hero-
ines were on the shelf at twenty. But we are changing
all this. The women of to-day are eligible for bal-
conies in their thirties, and ineligible for shelves until
their seventies—and even then the shelves are quite
prominent and comfortable resting-places. Neverthe-
less, to a certain conventional class of mind, the paths
of real romance are closed to all except youthful feet.
The twentieth century is so far in advance of its pre-
decessors that it cheerfully permits middle-aged
women to flirt and to marry, and even applauds them
for so doing : but it cannot as yet understand that ideal
romance—the romance that is too pure for passion and
too exquisite for comradeship—finds its home in the
heart of the fading spinster rather than in that of the
budding girl. For a true woman'’s love is of the soul

not of the body ; and souls cannot age, they can only,
mature and develop.

There was much that was extremely attractive to
Lady Esther in Lord Westerham’s character. In the
first place, he was so utterly different from all the
people with whom hitherto she had been brought into
contact. He was full of new ideas and fresh interests,
and he stimulated her mind as it had never been stimu-
lated before. Yet underneath this difference there was
the bond of class and of kinship. However daring
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and refreshing and surprising he might be, the fact
that he was a Wyvern was always present to her sub-
conscious mind. Had he been equally clever and in-
teresting and yet not well-born, it is doubtful whether
Esther—being what she was—would ever have fallen
in love with him. Eleanor might have done so, but
not Esther.

And then he was obviously attracted by her; and
that is a charm which never fails to rouse the interest
of the normal woman. No woman ever dislikes a man
who admires her quite as much as she would dislike
him if he did not : and if she likes him to begin with,
his admiration greatly intensifies this liking. Esther
had received so little admiration :n her life that when
it did come it was doubly precious to her. Moreover
Westerham was very comforting and cheering in his
ways and conversation, and Esther was by nature
prone to look on the gloomy side of things. For
instance, he gladdened her heart one day—that tender
heart which stood dismayed at the thought that she
was growing old before she had ever been young—by
remarking

“It is ridiculous how people talk about growing old !
There is no such thing as age really. Our bodies
grow old, I admit, and so do our clothes, but we our-
selves don’t. It is just as absurd to call a man old
because his body is infirm, as it would be to call
him old because his coat is shabby. Bodies are
just as much mere garments as clothes are: and
in the same way we shall wear them out and get new
ones.”

“But people do get old and infirm,” Esther
argued, always slow to receive any gospel of good
tidings; “I mean their minds do, as well as their
bodies.”
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“No, no, no, they don’t—not really. Their minds
for the time being may be affected by their bodies, but
only temporarily and superficially. The people them-
selves—the actual real people, who are dressed for the
time in clothes and bodies—grow old no more than do
the angels who excel in strength : continued existence
means to them, as to the angels, increase of knowledge
and breadth of experience. There is no such thing as
age in the spirit world. Can your imagination picture
such a thing as an old angel ?

Esther could not forbear a smile. ‘“Hardly,” she
said.

“Yet the same angels, who shouted for joy at the
dawn of creation, sang the first Christmas carol to
the shepherds at Bethlehem, and will likewise raise
the chant of *‘ Blessing and honour and glory and
power’ after the final defeat of death and of time.
But they have not grown old during the march of
the centuries : they go on from strength to strength,
as we shall do when we have put off these tiresome
bodies that sometimes hamper us so much, and when
we have put on the spiritual bodies that know neither
death nor decay.”

These theories of Westerham’s were very soothing
to Esther, brought up as she had been in the shadow
of the mid-Victorian horror of age and death. True,
she herself had not lived in mid-Victorian times; but
her parents had been saturated with the spirit of that
age, and had trained up their children in it as far as
they were able. Eleanor, as she expressed it, had
marched with the times; but Esther, like the obedient

child that she was, had sat still where her parents had
placed her,

[t was therefore not altogether strange that Lady
Esther should fall in love with Lord Westerham ; but
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what really was remarkable was that Lord Wester-
ham should fall in love with her. Nevertheless, it

happened.
With him, as with Esther, the che ¢ novelty
worked : she was as great a change to iw.. he was

to her. Although he belonged to an old and noble
family, he had spent the whole of his life—until he
succeeded to the peerage—in a totally different world,
a world where brains counted for more than blood, and
wit for more than wealth : the delightful world of litera-
ture and art, which—for want of a better name—men
call Bohemia. He was not prepared to say that this
new world, into which he had suddenly been trans-
planted, was better than the old one, in which he had
been brought up: it was altogether different, and he
was sufficiently clear-sighted to perceive that differ-
ence does not necessarily spell superiority or inferior-
ity, but that it always spells experience and education,
and frequently fascination as well.

And this fascination overpowered him when he was
brought into intimate companionship with his many-
times-removed cousin, Lady Esther Wyvern.

He could see that she was by no means handsome,
and that her charm, such as it was, was of what in his
unregenerate days he would have called the “stodgy ”
order, and he had been accustomed to the society of
both brilliant and beautiful women. But what he had
not been accustomed to was the absolute assurance of
the real patrician: an assurance which was untainted
by any trace of self-assertion, because it needed none;
which was never put into words, because it was always
there in fact; which was absolutely innocent of any
touch of egotism, because it belonged not to an in-
dividual but to an order; and which was profoundly
indifferent to adverse opinion or remark, because for




78 HER LADYSHIP'S CONSCIENCE
centuries it had been placed above criticism. Wester-
ham was quick to recognize this assurance as a very
fine thing in itself ; fine as certain things in Nature—
such as the stillness of mountains and the silence of
forests—are fine, and also restful, as mountains and
forests are restful. He felt like a Londoner, who,
when he first comes into the country, listens to the
silence after the roar of the city traffic : so Westerham
listened to the silence, and found it very good.

Some persons are endowed with the gift of X-rays
in their spiritual eyes : they can see below the surface
to the underlying structure of character. It is
doubtful whether the possession of this gift makes
for happiness, though as a rule it makes for wisdom.
Those who possess it do not make so many mistakes
as other people : but, on the other hand, mistakes are
often as great a source of pleasure as of pain. A
Fool’s Paradise is still a Paradise, though only a
jerry-built affair; but even a jerry-built Paradise is a
more agreeable place of residence than a solid and sub-
stantial Purgatory, designed by the Society of Archi-
tects and approved by the London County Council.
However—be this particular gift a blessing or a bane
—Lord Westerham happened to possess it, and its
possession enabled him clearly to perceive what an
exquisite jewel of a soul was hidden in the somewhat
plain casket of his cousin Esther’s outward appear-
ance. And seeing the intrinsic beauty of an almost
flawless character, the artist in him fell down before
it and worshipped.

The present generation thinks that it has outgrown
the mid-Victorian tenet formulated by the greatest
of the Victorian poets that “We needs must love the
highest when we see it.” It is now the fashion—and
a morbid fashion, too—to find beauty in what is
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diseased and decadent, and most particularly in what
is sinful. 1In the literature of to-day—be it fiction or
journalism—we are bidden to look at whatsoever is
impure and unlovely and of bad report, and to think
on these things. We do it—our natural curiosity
compels us to do it—and the national character suffers
in consequence. But we do it for the sake of curiosity,
and not for the sake of enjoyment; and therefore the
national character will not suffer permanently, since
curiosity is, after all, only a surface thing. Under-
neath the modern affectation of decking our swine
with pearls and rejecting that which is holy as unfit
for the dogs, there still exists, deep down in the heart
of man, man’s instinctive homage before Truth and
Righteousness. ‘“We needs must love the highest
when we see it,”” as did our fathers before us; but just
now there is a passing cloud before the sun, and we do
not see as clearly as they did. But the cloud will pass
as do all other clouds, and the days of open vision
will come back to us again. Let us remember, however,
that by looking at and thinking about that which is
unlovely and of evil report, we are blinding our eyes
still further; since it is only the pure in heart who
shall see God. And they shall not only see Him but
shall grow like Him, for they shall see Him as He is.

Thus it came to pass that Westerham and Esther
stood on the threshold of the gate that leads into the
garden of Eden, and it seemed for the time being as if
the cherubic sentinels had sheathed their fiery swords,
and left the magic portals unguarded, so that at a
word the gates would fly open, and the lovers would
enter in and possess that good land. But that word
had not yet been spoken.

As the Dower House was situated at the edge of
Wyvern Park, it was easy for the inhabitants of the
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large house and the small one to meet every day, and compe

Wilfred and Esther availed themselves to the full of valley

this facility. By this time Lady Westerham had in the

grown very fond of Wilfred, and frequently expressed Lad

to her elder daughter her approval of the goal towards f am |

which her younger was advancing. But she never g

mentioned the subject to Esther herself; slie would \\'iéhin

have considered it indelicate to do so. méro :

One Sunday afternoon in the early summer, the four seriolu*

were sitting—as now they so often sat—in the garden ‘Bul‘

of the Dower House, the Duchess having motored over know

from Stoneham Abbey to see her mother. whai 1

“I really think it is too hot for you to motor in this adivnt

weather, Eleanor,” remonstrated that parent with true sionar

maternal anxiety; “it is the greatest pleasure to me islan(l-t

to see you, my dear, as you know; but I would on no okl

account derive pleasure at the cost of your pain.” sotors

“Oh no, Mamma, it isn’t at all hot motoring, it Pr()\r'igl

is the coolest thing you can do in this weather,” sbiente

replied the Duchess. “I motored up to London Geatis:

¢ yesterday, and didn’t find even that too hot.” you m:
B Here maternal anxiety roused itself over another “«Gi]
'. L count. “But, my dear, surely you don’t motor to al vy
i it London—through all that dreadfu.l traffic! It seems “Tt
i I to me a most terribly dangerous thing to do. For my of reve
HER part, I never liked the traffic in town, even before »oorly
e motors were invented : in those days I always trained ¥1rc il
'? my coachman to keep to back streets and quiet ways. :15 if it
! But now the danger is tenfold.” sorrowl
1 “I know it is, Mamma, and that’s just the point. 1 ‘ “No,
i .;' £ used to be frightened in the old days, and to put my | the img
i { ’ i trust in a steady coachman and back streets. But after all con
: ')’ '1 : I began to motor, I realized that it was no good put- sacred {
?;‘g;} 1 ting my trust in zmythmi.: bl.lt Provxdﬁence; nothmg The
i} i ‘ less was adequate; and Providence, of course, is as fashion
’ "hl f ¥
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competent on the Old Kent Road as in an Alpine
valley. Therefore I am now able to go up to town
in the car without turning a hair.”

Lady Westerham looked happier. “Well, Eleanor,
I am thankful to know that you look for help where
the only true help is to be found, though I cannot help
wishing that you would express yourself a little
more reverently. In my young days people talked of
serious things in a serious manner.”

But the Duchess was not so easily set down. “I
know they did, and it was a great mistake. [t made
what you call ‘serious things’ seem forced and un-
natural, and not fitted for everyday use. If a mis-
sionary goes to preach the Gospel to the South Sea
Islanders because he believes that Providence will take
care of him, nobody takes any notice ; but if a Duchess
motors along the Old Kent Road because she believes
Providence will take care of her, people begin to think
there’s something in Providence after all. It is by
treating serious things as if they were not serious that
you make people believe in their seriousness.”

“Still I cannot countenance anything that savours
of irreverence,” persisted Lady Westerham.

“It isn’t irreverence, Mamma; it’s the highest sort
of reverence. You always talk about religion in your
poorly voice—I mean the voice you use to people who
are ill or in deep mourning—and that makes it seem
as if it were only something useful for the sick or the
sorrowful, like medicine or crape.”

“No, Eleanor, I should indeed be grieved to give
the impression that religion is not for all classes and
all conditions; but I own I treat with due reverence
sacred things, and am reticent about them.”

The Duchess nodded: “Exactly; that was the

fashion of your day; you dressed up your souls in
G
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spiritual crinolines, so as to keep everybody at a dis-
tance from them. But we are different; and I think
it is a mistake so to cover up what you call serious
things that they finally get buried out of sight. I
am sure Westerham agrees with me,” she added,
appealing to Wilfred.

“Of course I do,” replied Wilfred; “it is by strip-
ping things of their conventional trappings that you
show they are truths instead of traditions.”

“I fear that this isn’t an age of tradition,” said
Esther; “I only wish it were.”

“It is,” retorted Westerham; “only nowadays we
call it claptrap. But it’s really the same thing—
fiction masquerading as fact. All the modern non-
sense about the opposing interests of the classes and
the masses—and the aristocracy and the democracy—
and the employer and the employed—is pure clap-
trap. There are no opposing interests: all those
interests are one and the same if the people would
only be sensible and believe it.”

Esther caught her breath. These conversational
bombshells of Wilfred's never failed to thrill her.
“But surely, Wilfred, there is a horrible spirit abroad
of hatred of class for class.”

“I know there is, but it is a lying spirit. Each class
is necessary to the happiness and well-being of the
others. This modern idea of class-antagonism is
merely a fresh staging of that fine old comedy accord-
ing to S. Paul, where the foot said, ‘ Because I am
not the hand, I am not of the body ’; and the ear said,
‘ Because I am not the eye, I am not of the body’
and all the members of the body quarrelled until they
found they were indispensable to each other, and that
the eye could not get on without the hand any more
than the head could get on without the feet.”
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“But, my dear Wilfred,” remarked Lady Wester-
ham, “S. Paul was speaking then of the Church and
not of the world. Unfortunately these divisions do
exist nowadays among persons in different ranks of
life.”

“So they do, and in the Church, too, for the matter
of that, Lady Westerham. I am not saying that class
antagonism does not exist, but that it need not exist :
that it is a fictitious structure raised upon a false
foundation—not a necessary evil evolved out of an
effete civilization. To carry on S. Paul’s metaphor,
the hand might cut off the ear, or the foot kick out
the eye in their passion for independence; but I fail
to see that either hand or foot would benefit in the
long run by the transaction.”

“I am so glad to hear you speak against independ-
ence,” exclaimed the Duchess; “it is a word that
rouses my worst passions because it means nothing
Nobody really is independent.”

“It is a thing which rouses my worst passions,
Duchess, because it is undermining so much of what
is good and strong and efficient in our national life.
A class cannot stand alone any more than a man can
stand alone. There is no such thing in the universe
as standing alone. It simply isn’t done.”

“And even trying to do it,” added the Duchess, “is
as absurd as trying to build card houses by standing
the separate cards upright in a row.”

“It is quite as absurd and much more dangerous,”
continued Westerham, “because the spirit of inde-
pendence is slowly and surely blinding men’s eyes to
the importance of corporate life and corporate duties.
In these days of strong party politics the common weal
is fading out of the picture. We have still crusted
old Tories and violent young Radicals, but I doubt if
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we have any good citizens left among us. I think we
are as ready as we ever were to fulfil our duty to our
own particular party or our own particular class; but
I doubt if we are as anxious as our forefathers were
to fulfil our duty to the State; at least we have broken
the State up into its component parts and try to do
our duty to those parts separately, which is manifestly
absurd.”

“I wish the lower classes were not so bitter against
their superiors,” remarked Lady Westerham; ‘it
appears to lead to so much unpleasantness. And I
am sure we have always done our best to be kind to
them,” she added, with a sigh.

Westerham could not forbear a smile, and the
Duchess laughed outright. *“Qh, Mamma, how price-
less !

“Well, my love, it is quite true. As you know,
your dear father was always most generous to all the
tenants and labourers on his estate, and so was his
father before him. They felt it part of their Christian
duty to show kindness to the poor.”

Wilfred foolishly tried to explain the case. “But
you see, Lady Westerham, the consciousness of being
part of a corporate body means something infinitely
more than just showing kindness to one another now
and then. You cannot imagine S. Paul’s suggesting
that the eye should be kind to the ear, or the head
to the feet. That would in no wise have met the
case.”

Lady Westerham drew herself up in her most stately
manner. ‘“But he never did just suggest such a thing,
Wilfred : never even hinted at it. And I cannot say
that I approve of young people putting words into the
mouths of the Apostles which are not recorded in
Holy Scripture. To my mind it savours of irrever-
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AN AWAKENING
ence. Besides, we have been warned against the
dreadful sin of either adding to or taking from the
contents of the Bible.”

Esther looked unhappy: she was always terrified
lest Wilfred’s unconventional way of expressing him-
self should shock her mother’s sensibilities. But the
Duchess was in ecstasies of suppressed mirth. She
was more subtle intellectually than she appeared to
be, and the humour of two people talking to each other
in what they supposed to be the vulgar tongue when
they were really expressing themselves in two abso-
lutely different languages, or going along parallel
lines in the vain expectation of eventually meeting,
never failed to appeal to her.

Wilfred succumbed immediately. “I am sorry,
Lady Westerham; I didn’t mean to be irreverent.”

Her ladyship forgave him at once. “I am sure you
did not intend any irreverence, Wilfred ; but the tone
of the present day is so utterly opposed to the spirit
of reverence that, as I have said before, young people
are apt to fall into this fault unwittingly. In fact I
think it is the irreverence of the present day that leads
to the bitterness between the classes that we have just
heen deploring. The lower orders have ceased to
revere and respect their betters; and hence all this
trouble and mischief.”

But Wilfred was on his hobby-horse again, vainly
endeavouring to teach Lady Westerham to keep pace
with him. He, as well as the Duchess, kept a sense
of humour: but she had kept one for nearly twenty
years longer than he had; and humour is one of the
things that vastly improve with keeping. “I rather
should say,” ke argued, “tha. the mischief arose from
both classes having forgotten that they are members
one of another, and that in an ideal state they ought
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to be too closely welded together for either kindness
or enmity to be possible between them.”

“Ah, no, Wilfred! kindness is never impossible in
any circumstances. | cannot agree with such a hard-
hearted doctrine as that,” replied Lady Westerham,
graciously continuing along her parallel line, and
thereby affording her elder daughter fresh ecstasies of
amusemeut.

But Wilfred was too much in earnest to be amused.
“You don’t see my point, Lady Westerham. It is
not a hard-hearted doctrine at all. It is because the
classes are fundamentally one that I say kindness is
impossible between them. Just as in an ideal mar-
riage kindness is impossible: a man cannot be kind
to himself. At least he cannot help being so, and
therefore what you call kindness ceases to be a virtue
and becomes an instinct. I always hate to hear a man
called a kind husband : it sounds as if he and his wife
were two instead of one.”

“There again, my dear Wilfred, you speak with the
impetuosity and ignorance of youth. I am an old
woman, and I have been married, and I know by
experience that a kind husband is the greatest blessing
that any woman can have.” Lady Westerham—
though gently reproving—was still gracious to the
delinquent.

Esther then made an attempt to bring the two con-
versational combatants into line. “I don’t think you
quite see what Wilfred means, Mamma. He means
that antagonism between the classes is really as un-
natural as antagonism between the sexes: that they
are really the complements of one another, and are
incomplete by themselves.”

Her mother was pleased to accept Esther’s transla-
tion of her cousin. “Then, my love, 1 thoroughly
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agree with him. Rivalry between the sexes is even
worse than rivalry between the classes.”

Wilfred could rein in his hobby-horse no longer,
so he dashed once more into the conversation. *“It
always seems to me that the different classes are types
of different ages: the aristocracy, being old and
longer established, has all the attributes of age—
temperance, wisdom, stability, experience, culture
and a fine sense of proportion. The democracy,
on the other hand, has the characteristics of youth
—passion, simplicity, ignorance, inexperience, energy
and vital force. While the middle class possesses
the qualities of middle age—common sense, practi-
cal efficiency, intellectual power and the capacity for
business.”

“Well done, Westerham ! " exclaimed the Duchess,
“I think you have hit the matter off toa T. You seem
as happy at metaphor as S. Paul.”

“My dear,” began her mother reprovingly. But the
Duchess forestalled the maternal rebuke. “I beg your
pardon, Mamma : I forgot for the moment you were
there, otherwise I shouldn’t have taken the liberty of
dragging S. Paul again into the discussion, I think
Westerham is right about us. We are old; we have
the limitations as well as the graces of age, and that
is why we need the lower and the middle classes to
stir us up a bit. (Though I hope, by the way, that
they won’t stir us up as Archie used to stir his tea
when he was a little boy—so violently that it was all
over the nursery tablecloth!) And in the same way
they need us to tone them down. It is absurd of the
socialists to try to make us all the same. It wouid
spoil the whole show if we were.”

“The wisdom of age is quite a different thing from
the intuition of youth,” said Westerham ; *“not better

i
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nor worse, but essentially different: and the State
needs both.”

Here the Countess fully agreed with him. “You
are quite right, Westerham : age teaches us lessons
which nothing else can teach us. As I often say to
my children, ‘I do not know better than you do be-
cause I am cleverer than you, for I am not; but
because I am so much older.””

“And a correct sense of proportion is certainly one
of the graces of age,” remarked Esther. “It is funny,
as the years go on, to see the change in our scale of
values, and in our ideas of what are the things that
really matter.”

“That is true, my child,” said her mother; “as we
grow older our ideas grow simpler, and therefore
nearer to the truth.”

The Duchess nodded sagely.

“l know what you
mean exactly.

When I was young, my idea of the
colour blue was my turquoise necklace, and how it
brought out the colour of my eyes: then, after a time,

blue came to mean Tammy’s Garter-ribbon, and

Windsor uniform, and things of that kind; but now,
when the colour blue is mentioned, I think of del-
phiniums and anchusas and wild hyacinths. I've
gone back to the land.”

“Which things are an allegory,” added Wester-
ham with delight. “You have exactly caught my
meaning.”

The Duchess’s blue eyes twinkled. “I do not
always know better than Mamma because I am so
much younger, but because I am so much cleverer,”
she murmured sotto voce, so that only Westerham
could hear her.

“It is because of its acquired sense of proportion
that an hereditary Upper House is so necessary to a

good (

course

as an ¢
[ don't
necessa
it has 1
possess
experie
worth ¢
value f
class ci
gain ar
ment 1
I don’i
thing t«
than a
the diff
made a
compet
man wi
blinded
ambitio
The |
to a fai
from st
in my t
“Tall
ham, ri
wonder
Dropmu
am Ssure
at Ston
like.”
The |

chair w



AN AWAKENING 89

State good Government of the State, he continued. “Of '
course I don’t for a moment pretend that an aristocracy
"You as an aggregate has more brains than a democracy :
ssons I don’t think it has, any more than an old man has
ly to necessarily more brain-power than a young one. But
) be- it has the wisdom which only age can bring. It has
but possessed wealth and rank and power for so long that ‘
experience has taught it exactly how much they are 3
one worth and how little; and therefore it estimates their ;
nny, value far more accurately than a less richly endowed
e of class can possibly do. It has practically nothing to
that gain and nothing to lose; and consequently its judg-
ment is unbiassed by any personal considerations :
i we I don’t pretend that an aristocracy—if it had any- 5
fore thing to gain—would be any more altruistic or selfless :
than a democracy. But it hasn’t, and that makes all
you the difference : just as an old man, whose fortune is !'
the made and whose position is established, is far more
v it competent to give unbiassed opinions than a young
me, man who has still his way to make, and is more or less
ind blinded by the struggles of youth and the lures of y
w, ambition.”
lel- The Duchess nodded. “And just as I have attained
've to a far truer estimate of the happiness to be derived
from stars and garters, since I let them be superseded
er- in my thoughts by delphiniums and anchusas.”
nv “Talking of anchusas, Eleanor,” said Lady Wester-
i ham, rising from her seat, “reminds me that I have a
10t wonderful new variety to show you. It is called the
S0 Dropmore, and is a most beautiful shade of blue. I :
A am sure you would like it for your herbaceous border
m at Stoneham, and I will give you some plants, if you
like.”
;n The Duchess hoisted herself out of the low garden

chair where she was sitting, and obediently followed
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i ,‘
%“ . her mother across the lawn in the direction of the !
; : flower-garden, leaving Westerham and Esther alone

’ 'r amid the lengthening shadows.

As soon as the two ladies were out of sight, Wilfred
got up from the chair on which he had been sitting,
and sat down on the one close beside Esther and the
tea-table, which Lady Westerham had just vacated.
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%f 1 For a moment he was silent, and Esther quivered all

g { f over with that wonderful thrill which is like nothing AFT!
li( else on earth, and which we all experience at the E the firy
(i ie magical moment when we feel the gate of Eden reced- ol S
{“ ing at our touch, and opening to our dazzled eye the emotio
!ﬁé glorious wonderland that lies just beyond. “Yo
g')% The day of formal proposals is over. They went —et
A out with Paisley shawls and crinolines. Therefore all .
# g : that Lord Westerham said, as he bent over his cousin’s ’:;1 b

§ 5t ‘ chair and took her hand, was, “I can’t say it all, Essie, . '\\veg
: s g it’s too big to be said. But you know it all without b “
i1 I my saying it, don’t you, my darling ? ”’ i)
A8 And the question which was too big to be asked was (xwit_ml
i 1 also too big to be answered. Esther said never a tlAmn ol
\ ; word. But as she lifted up her face to his and their b ']L

i lips met, she knew what the Shulamite meant when “De
! : she cried, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his Lo S
% '3 mouth : for his love is better than wine!” ru:lor;l
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CHAPTER VI
BLISS

AFTER a few ineffable minutes, while Esther, for
the first time in all her forty years, tasted of the cup
of human happiness, she drew herself—pale with
emotion—out of her lover’s embrace.

“You must go now, dearest,” she implored in a
trembling voice, “I cannot bear any more happiness
at present. I feel as if I should die of the bliss of it
all.”

Westerham was seized with compunction as he saw
how white her lips had grown under his kisses. He
feared that she was going to faint. He, too, was
excited, but he could take his happiness more calmly
than she could: he had not waited and thirsted for
it so long.

“Dearest, let me get you something,” he cried, look-
ing vainly at the decimated tea-table for a suitable
restorative.

Esther gave him a wan smile. “No, don’t trouble
about me. I shall be all right in a minute. It was
just the bliss of it that made me feel faint and dizzy
for a moment. You see, no man has ever kissed me
before.”

A commoner-minded man might have smiled at this
reception of her first kiss by a woman no longer
young ; but Westerham felt inclined to bow his head
and take his shoes off his feet because he was stand-
ing on holy ground. 1o him there was something
91
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infinitely beautiful—as well as infinitely pathetic—in
the revelation of what love meant to this lady of -high
degree, who had waited so long and so patiently for
its coming, and who welcomed it with the strength
of a woman and the freshness of a girl. And his heart
thrilled with a deep and abiding joy as he realized
what a privilege was his in having won such a love
for his own.

He was very tender with her—he understood her so
completely—and she soon recovered herself under his
cousinly care, and was able to look her happiness in
the face without reeling with the intoxication of its
ecstasy. Then—when he saw she was able to bear it
—he put off the cousin and again put on the lover.
“Essie, do you really love me?” he whispered, taking
her once more in his arms.

She laid her head on his shoulder in a rapture of
such perfect rest and peace and absolute satisfaction
as she had never dreamed of in her life before. She
had often felt lonely and neglected and desolate as
she had seen love flitting like a butterfly among fairer
flowers, but always passing her by because of her lack
of beauty. And she had puzzled and wondered and
rebelled—as far as so innately gentle a spirit was

capable of rebellion—as she pondered on the question
why the one gift of personal beauty should outweigh
all the others put together in the scales of a woman’s
happiness, and why this only gift that mattered should
have been denied to her.

But now all her wonder and rebellion were over:
Wilfred had come and had turned this darkness into
the light of a happiness too great to be expressed or
understood. It was good for her that she had been
afflicted with so long a period of hope deferred : her
former loneliness and disappointment only seemed to

g

Pt st

make |

girl, wl
of cou
flavour
in vain
the sch
and sui
Ther
twice W
gifts ol
wise.
it—not
brim.
“Swe
Wilfre
happint
Then
just thi
you un
“I do
see, I ¢
“Yes
as it dc
given n
self alsc
she is 1
tion; an
for the :
ning to
at all.”
Westt
kissed tl
was So 1
in the 1
tempera



—in
1igh

for
1gth
eart
ized
ove

his
i 1n
its
rit
er.

ng

of
on
he
as
er

= B4

BLISS 93

make her present joy the more complete. No young
girl, who accepts happiness as her right and as a matter
of course, could appreciate the full delicacy of its
flavour as did Esther, who had thirsted for it so long
in vain. Love may offer his syllabubs to girls yet in
the schoolroom, but it is only women who have lived
and suffered that can taste his sacramental wine.

There is a Latin proverb to the effect that he gives
twice who gives quickly : and this may be true of the
gifts of men. But with the gifts of God it is other-
wise. He keeps the best wine till last, and then gives
it—not in wine cups—but in waterpots filled to the
brim.

“Sweetheart, do you really love me?” repeated
Wilfred, as Esther remained silent from excess of
happiness.

Then she spoke. “Love you, Wilfred? I should
just think I do—more than I can ever tell you or make
you understand.”

“I don’t know about making me understand! You
see, I can do something in that line myself.”

“Yes, dear one; but it cannot mean as much to you
as it does to me. In loving me, you have not only
given me yourself, Wilfred, you have given me my-
self also. Until a woman has been loved by a man
she is not a real woman, she is only a sort of imita-
tion; and I was getting so old, and so tired of waiting
for the awakening that never came, that I was begin-
ning to be afraid I should never become a real woman
at all.”

Westerham, in a perfect passion of tenderness,
kissed the brown head that lay on his shoulder. There
was so much of the woman in his nature—as there is
in the nature of most men who possess the artistic
temperament—that Esther’s lack of youth and beauty

—
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appealed to him as the presence of these qualities could
never have done. The very things that would have
repelled the ordinary masculine man only served to
bind him to her still more closely. ‘“My own darling,”
he whispered, “does it mean as much to you as that?”

“Yes, and much more besides. Your love has not
only given me the kingdom of my own womanhood,
but it has given me the earth and the fulness thereof
as well. Until now, I have always loved Nature, but
with a love that made me unhappy. The sight of a
distant view, or of a field carpeted with buttercups,
never failed to fill me with ecstasy; but the ecstasy
was always tinged with sadness. Now the bluebells
and the buttercups and the distant views fill me with
pure happiness, and 1 seem to know the meaning of
them all. And the meaning is you.”

Thus it is with the sons and daughters of men when
they are young, and Esther Wyvern was still a girl
at heart in spite of her forty summers. The beauties
of Nature stir them to a vague unrest until Love comes
their way; and then they know why the fields are
carpeted with flowers and the sky with stars: their
vague unrest is changed into unsullied joy.

And afterwards—when Love has either passed on
out of sight, or else has settled down into the daily
routine of domestic peace—do the fields and the flowers
and the distant hills lose their magic for the sons and

daughters of men? Not so: there is a further and

a higher stage, when the mountains and the sunsets
and the flower-strewn fields bring a deeper and a more
glorious message than they did in the days of youth :
the message that they are but the expressions of a
Love greater than any human love—but the earnest
of a more perfect beauty and a more intense happi-
ness yet in store. And then once again the sons and
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daughters of men know why the fields are carpeted
with flowers and the sky with stars, and why the beauty
of a wood in spring or of a sunset in summer is some-
times almost too great to be borne : it is to remind them
that they are also the sons and daughters of God.

So Westerham and his love sat together in the shade
of the fine old beech-tree and sipped the cup of human
happiness, until they saw the Duchess and Lady
Westerham returning from an inspection of the
latter’s herbaceous border. They then unlocked their
respective arms, and sat decorously upright on their
respective chairs, while Esther gave a final injunction
to her lover: “Don’t tell them about it yet, Wilfred :
let us keep our happiness to ourselves for this one day,
and then I'll tell Mamma in the morning.”

On that same Sunday afternoon Perkins sat sur-
rounded by his three lady friends, like King Arthur
and his three queens in the magic barge. Dinner was
over in the servants’ hall, and the four head servants
had retired from presiding over that somewhat mixed
assembly to take their Sabbath-day dessert in the
more select and refined atmosphere of the house-
keeper’s room. Among the proletariat of the lower
chamber Perkins and Mrs. Brown permitted no dis-
cussion, or even conversation, concerning the habits
and the doings of that sacred institution, the Wyvern
Family; but this rule was relaxed in the dignified
seclusion of the housekeeper’s room. This small com-
mittee partook more or less of the nature of a Cabinet
Council, as compared with the rough and tumble of
the House of Commons, the latter popular assembly
being represented by the social medley of the servants’
hall : there were no reporters present, and all remarks
uttered inside the sacred enclosure of Mrs. Brown’s
four walls were regarded as absolutely confidential,
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and were never allowed to go beyond them. Accord-
ing to the unwritten law prevalent among well-trained
servants in what are called “good places,” this rule
was rigorously kept; and Perkins and his three
attendant queens would have considered it as unthink-
able to report the doings of The Family to uninitiated
ears, as would a Minister of the Crown to disclose to
the outer world a Cabinet secret.

“I believe that your wish for Lady Esther to secure
a suitable alliance is coming true, Miss Clark,” Perkins
genially remarked, as he sipped his glass of sherry
and discussed his almonds and raisins; “if I'm not
much mistaken, she and his lordship won’t be long
in making a match of it.”

Clark bubbled over with innocent joy at the idea of
a romance in high life so near home. “Just what I
have been thinking for some time past, Mr. Perkins.”

“I’'m not one much for matrimony, having learnt by
sad experience what it really is,” said Mrs. Brown, as
if other married people had only grasped the shadow
of the Divine Ordinance, while it had been reserved
for her, and her alone, to sound the tragic depths of
the actual substance ; “but if ever there was a marriage
that I could approve of, it would be one between our
dear young lady and his lordship. Lady Esther
would be just the right mistress for the Hall, as I'm
sure she’d have everything just as it was in her lady-
ship’s time, and no ridiculous newfangled ways and
improvements that a strange lady might be set upon.”

“It would be nice, too, for her ladyship, having
Lady Esther settled so near,” said Parker, who, under
her somewhat chilling demeanour, adored her mistress
not one whit less than Mrs. Brown and Perkins did.
“In fact I don’t see how Lady Esther could marry any
one at a distance, considering her ladyship’s age : it
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would be downright cruel, after staying with her lady-
ship all these years, to go and leave her now.”

“I don’t know about that, Miss Parker,” said Per-
kins, speaking down from his higher altitude of
masculine wisdom ; “ladies have to lead their cwn lives
and not the lives of their parents, in all classes of
society, and it often quite upsets me to see single ladies
left solitary after their parents’ death, having, as you
may say, given up all chances of a comfortable settling
for their parents’ sake, and missed the happiness of
a solitude o’ ducks.”

“Husbands don’t grow on every bush after you've
passed thirty,” snapped out Parker.

““And a good thing they don’t,” added Mrs. Brown,
‘or else folks would be picking them! Marriage is
always more or less of a risk, and the older you get, the
greater risk it is, and the less chance there is of happi-
ness. | was turned thirty when I married Brown.”

After the slight pause which was always given by
courtesy after any reference to Mrs. Brown’s matri-
monial troubles, Perkins remarked, “Now, for my
part, I should have thought it was just the other way,
Mrs. Brown, and that the older people are, the more
sense they would have in suiting themselves to what
you might call each other’s little peculiarities and
avoiding what the French call a Miss Alliance.” Al-
though Perkins would have been terrified at the
thought of any actual plunge into matrimony, he liked
to toy with the idea, and he very much liked to feel
that he was still young enough to be reckoned as a
prize in the matrimonial market. Therefore any sug-
gestion as to an age-limit in this department of life
always ruffled his generally imperturbable spirit.

Mrs. Brown shook her head. *“Then you think
wrong, Mr. Perkins. It is very difficult to suit your-
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self to a husband’s little peculiarities, when those little
peculiarities take the form of scullerymaids and under-
housemaids; and the older you are when you are
married, the sooner those little peculiarities are likely
to show themselves.” Like many matrons getting on
in life, Mrs. Brown permitted herself a certain license
of conversation before the unmarried portion of her
own sex, which was apt to shock the more squeamish
members of both sexes. This, in Perkins’s eyes, was
the housekeeper’s only fault. As is the habit of many
bachelors of uncertain age, he cherished a most exag-
gerated conception of the infantile innocence of all
unmarried females. Of course, he had never put it
into words; but deep down in his chivalrous old soul
there lurked the idea that those ladies whom he would
gallantly have described as “unappropriated bless-
ings” never thought about anything less dazzlingly
white than Madonna lilies, or more material than
young-eyed cherubims. Therefore it never failed to
distress him when Mrs. Brown kept on her shoes—
and sometimes rather muddy shoes, too—when tread-
ing upon the virgin soil of Miss Parker and Miss
Clark’s maiden consciousness.

But the sweet-natured Clark soon restored his mental
equilibrium. “Oh, how lovely it would be,” she
exclaimed, clasping her hands in girlish ecstasy, “if
Lady Esther and his lordship did make a match of
it! Think of the wedding and the trousseau and the
bridesmaids’ dresses! It would be a fair treat!”

“I should think Lady Esther would hardly have
white satin and orange-blossom and bridesmaids at
her age,” said the uncompromising Parker; “a quiet
wedding in her travelling-dress would be much more

suitable as far as she is concerned, and much less
fatiguing for my lady.”
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Clark’s pretty blue eyes filled with tears at the mere
suggestion of such a thing. ‘“Oh, pray don’t say so,
Miss Parker! I couldn’t bear the thought of Lady
Esther being married in anything but white satin and
orange-blossom. I'd as soon she was married in a
registry office as in a travelling-dress; there seems
nothing sacred about either of them as there does
about white satin and ‘ The Voice that breathed o'er
Eden.” 1 always cry at weddings, even if I don’t
know the parties that are being married—it all seems
so solemn and beautiful ; but if it was my own lady
being married I know I should fairly cry my eyes
out; and oh, how I should enjoy it!”

Perkins thoroughly approved of Miss Clark’s senti-
ments : practically they were his own, though he would
not have dared to say so before the Allied Powers.
“And as for her ladyship,” he added, “she’d stand it
all right, mark my words! She stood Lady Eleanor’s
wedding, so she can stand Lady Esther’s.”

“She was three-and-twenty years younger,” snapped
Parker.

“So she was—so she was. Lady Eleanor was quite
the June fill, as one might say, at that time, and her
ladyship—though past her premire juness—was still
what you might call in her prime. But though I can’t
deny as her ladyship might find it a bit tiring to have
a proper wedding, with a reception after, and every-
thing come ill foot, still I think it is but fair to Lady
Esther for her to have the same sort of wedding as
her sister had. After all, a lady’s wedding is her own
affair, and not her mother’s!” The glass of sherry
had flung wide the flood-gates of Perkins’s French.

“That is so, Mr. Perkins—both at the time and
afterwards—worse luck for her !” groaned Mrs.Brown,
in whose case the sherry had unlocked the door of lurid
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matrimonial memories, so that she was enjoying her-
self in her own way quite as much as Perkins was in
his. “Still, perhaps it’s all for the best, as I couldn’t
have borne for my dear mother to have to endure all
that I had to put up with : she couldn’t have stood it.”

“I’m sure it’s a wonder how you stood it yourself,
Mrs. Brown,” said Parker, nobly rising to the
occasion.

“Tt is, Miss Parker—Ilittle short of a miracle, I call
it, that Brown was taken and I was left, considering
all that I had to bear for two long years. I’'m certain
if he hadn’t been taken when he was I should have
been : I couldn’t have stood much more of him.”

The others fairly quailed at the prospect of the
alternative which Providence had so wisely avoided;
so much so, in fact, that Perkins felt it incumbent
upon him to administer to each of the ladies another
half-glass, and to himself a whole one.

“She’d make a sweet wife, would Lady Esther,”
exclaimed Clark; “and in evening dress with a
diamond tiara she’d look quite the Countess.”

“In figure, but not in face,” Miss Parker corrected
her.

“She’d be the Countess,” said Mrs. Brown sternly;
“so it wouldn’t matter what she looked. I'm not
such a one for beauty as some that I could mention;
in my opinion it’s only skin-deep. I dare say it’s all
very well for actresses and ballet-girls and people of
that kind to have pretty faces; in fact, the poor crea-
tures have to—their living depends on it; but the
Aristocracy” (Mrs. Brown always thought of the
Aristocracy with a capital A, just as she always
thought of the Bible with a capital B) “are independent
of such things. There’s something better than mere
beauty, Miss Parker, and that’s birth and breeding.”
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“Quite so, quite so, Mrs. Brown,” said Perkins, the
gentle warmth of the sherry in his veins making him
even more conciliatory than usual. ‘“As you say,
mere beauty can spring from nothing, but it takes
generations of reiinement and what you might call
bong-tong to produce the geuesis squaw of the real
Aristocracy.” By which somewhat remarkable state-
ment Perkins did not mean to enrol himself as a
disciple of the doctrine of spontaneous generation ; but
secondarily to hurl scorn at the good looks of the
proletariat, and primarily to pacify Mrs. Brown.

But, alas! the extra half-glass of wine had still
further broken down the already inadequate fences
which this good lady placed around the innocent
susceptibilities of the unmarried. “The only thing
against the match, to my mind, is that Lady Esther
isn’t as young as she has been, and it would be a
dreadful pity if there wasn’t an heir, and the title had
to die out, and the property go trailing off to some
distant cousin.”

Perkins really did not know what to say, he was so
distressed for what he called “the young ladies’ ears”
to be soiled by such a remark as this; yet, on the other
hand, he was incapable of reproving Mrs. Brown;
so he blushed crimson and cleared his throat, and
refrained from meeting the eye of either of the
spinsters, while the hardened matron calmly skated on
as if the thin ice had never so much as cracked.
“Still, taking everything into consideration, I do hope
that his lordship will marry Lady Esther, and make
her the mistress of the Hall in her dear Mamma'’s
place. Nobody would carry out her ladyship’s
customs as Lady Esther would, and I couldn’t bear
to see all that lovely old china—in particular the Crown
Derby coffee-cups—handed over to some strange
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young lady that wouldn’t know how to appreciate
them.”

Perkins sighed in mingled relief and sympathy.
“And the best dessert-service, too, with the rose do
Barry border and the portraits of French ladies in the
middle : think of that going into what you might call
strange hands! Often have I looked at them portraits
after superintending the footmen setting out the
dessert, and thought what beautiful faces the ladies
had at the court of Lewis Quinsey. You always used
to wash up that particular service with your own
hands, if you remember, Mrs. Brown, it being too
valuable, as you might say, to be entrusted into the
hands of young folks; and I used to feel quite glad to
think that no ignorant butterfingers would have the
washing of those lovely faces.” Perkins was always
more sentimental than usual after his weekly glass
of sherry at dessert, and as on this particular occasion
the one glass happened to have been two, he was more
sentimental than ever in consequence.

“It wasn’t the beauty I minded, but the expense,”
replied Mrs. Brown. ‘“Her ladyship told me that
those dessert-plates were worth five pounds apiece,
and I wasn’t going to let any young idiots fling five-
pound-notes down the waste pipe by smashing the
plates and throwing away the pieces. I knew their
thoughtless ways ! ”

“Lady Esther would feel just the same respect for
the family portraits and the old china and the gold
plate as her ladyship did,” remarked Perkins; “in
fact, perhaps more so, as they were her own relations,
so to speak, and only her ladyship’s relations-in-law.
Though, after all, I suppose a good wife feels just as
proud of her husband’s things as she does of her
own.”
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“Not at all, Mr. Perkins; quite the reverse. I'm
sure I feel no pride in Brown’s first wife, nor in that
daguerreotype of her that hangs in my bedroom: I
feel nothing but the deepest pity for the woman, when-
ever [ look at it.”

“I wonder you keep it, Mrs. Brown,” remarked
Parker. “If I married a widower, I couldn’t bear to
have pictures of his first wife papering the walls. 1
should throw them all behind the fire in pretty quick
time.”

“It just shows what a generous disposition Mrs.
Brown has to keep it hanging up all these years,”
added Clark; “and it no ornament either!” It did
not occur to the guileless young woman that if the
portrait had been more of an ornament, Mrs. Brown
might have been less likely to preserve it.

Mrs. Brown bridled gloomily. “I don’t know
about my generous disposition, Miss Clark, though
thank you all the same for the compliment, which I
take in the spirit in which it was spoken; but I do say
it is a bit of a comfort when you are down-hearted to
look at the picture of somebody who was as miserable
as you are. It seems to make things more even.”

“And they ought to be even, Mrs. Brown,” mur-
mured Perkins; “for I'm sure nobody in all the world
deserves trouble less than you do, nor has had more
of it.” Which remark showed that—according to the
fixed ritual of Sunday afternoons—the butler’s per-
manently pacific state of mind was developing into a
temporarily somnolent one, the passive love of peace
being replaced by the active longing for rest: so the
younger ladies discreetly withdrew to their own apart-
ments, leaving the two old people to enjoy their after-
noon nap.
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§11 Lorp WESTERHAM was seated at breakfast the next . fashion
o morning in a very enviable frame of mind. He had in so f:
attained his heart’s desire, namely, the love of the and sor
first woman he himself had ever loved ; and the attain- think tl
ment of one’s heart’s desire is—just at the beginning, people;
1 at any rate—a most satisfying state of affairs. Later to the s
b on, the human heart is prone to become accustomed the pipi
i to the desire attained, and to set itself upon something on a M:
1 still unattainable ; but this progressive movement does hear tht
not set in immediately. The attainment is always echoes ¢

Bl followed by a hiatus of complete content. Not
Ex ‘ [t is not to be supposed that Westerham had lived Esther 1
R to the age of twenty-eight without experiencing more sented.

g than one youthful fancy.

He was far too human for
But these passing attachments had
confined themselves to the outer courts of his affec-
tions, and had never penetrated into his Holy of or as si
Holies. Esther, however, had roused all that was repose.

highest and noblest and most chivalrous in his nature; that was

she had appealed to the best in him, and the best é dignity :
had responded to her unconscious call.

and del
of an olt
bustle o

such exemption.

He had seen

was a S
| her beautiful soul shining through her plain face until \ minuet.
' he had almost come to find her face beautiful as well. Therel
E It is true that men will always fall in love with sat alone
; beauty; and it is true that the majority of men are thought
i only capable of perceiving the beauty which is visible good luc
: to the outward eye; but it is also true that the minority, was a wt
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who are able to see and to recognize beauty of spirit,
will fall in love with it as certainly as their blinder
brothers will with beauty of form. It has often been
said that beauty lies in the eyes of the beholder; but
this does not mean that beauty is subjective rather
than objective, nor that it exists in the imagination of
the one who possesses it. DBeauty is a real and a
tangible thing, and not merely a question of taste or
fashion. But it depends upon the eyes of the beholder
in so far as some eyes can pierce below the surface
and some can only discern the obvious. Most people
think they can see through a stone as far as most other
people ; but it takes a sculptor to see through the stone
to the statue hidden within it. Most people can hear
the piping of the birds and the rustling of the leaves
on a May morning ; but it takes an artist or a poet to
hear the valleys break forth into singing, or to catch
echoes of the chanting of the morning stars.

Not only did Westerham deeply and truly love
Esther for what she was, but also for what she repre-
sented. To him she stood for all that was finely bred
and delicately nurtured—for all the grace and order
of an old civilization as compared with the vigour and
bustle of a new one. She was to him as still waters
or as silent woodlands—an incarnation of peace and
repose. She was also to him an embodiment of all
that was best in social life—an emblem of unconscious
dignity and of ordered grace. To his inward ear she
was a sacred oratorio; to his inward eye a stately
minuet.

Therefore it came about that as Lord Westerham
sat alone at breakfast at Wyvern’s End, and dwelt in
thought upon Esther’s excellencies and upon his own
good luck in winning the love of such a paragon, he

was a very happy young man indeed. Only a few
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years ago he had still been a lonely literary man of
good family and no fortune, whose sole passport con-
sisted of a distant and visionary coronet, more than
partially obscured by three intervening lives; now he
was an earl, with a large rent-roll and a most beauti-
ful estate, and was engaged to a woman who possessed
all the attributes that he most admired in womankind.
Surely for the moment he was to be envied.

The butler’s entry interrupted his reverie. “If you
please, my lord, Lady Esther has called, and wants
to see your lordship as soon as possible.”

Westerham started from his seat, and blushed like
a girl. Love had indeed changed his stately and
reserved Esther for her to come to him before he had
found time to go to her! He could hardly believe
his ears.

“Lady Esther, did you say, Symonds ? " he vaguely
repeated, vainly endeavouring to hide his surprise and
emotion at such an unexpected event.

But Symonds was one of those well-trained servants
who perceive nothing while seeing everything. “Yes,
my lord. And I showed her ladyship into the library,
and told her that your lordship was just finishing
breakfast.”

“All right, I'll go to her ladyship at once, and you
can take the breakfast things away—I've quite
finished.” And Westerham dashed out of the room,
while Symonds leisurely summoned his attendant
footmen to remove the remains of his lordship’s
meal.

Wilfred was immensely flattered at Esther’s having
come to him like this; it gratified him far more than
it would have done had he been an older man or she a
younger woman. The ordinary man always feels
himself in a certain way superior to the woman of his

choice,
inferior
as well
illusion

years, &
man—il
adoratic
tempora
where |
the won
that is
roughly
either ti
she is ti
Esthe
SO stron
both to
Wilfred
ing, in
There v
well as
never h:
“1 say
and shu
to come
hours ag
have go
The
great, th
near enc
see her
changed
formed
Esther’s

eyes wer




\n of
con-
than
w he
auti-
ssed
ind.

you
ants

like
and
had

leve

lely
and

nts
‘es,
r_',"v

ng

ou
ite
m,
nt
) S

AN UNEXPECTED OBSTACLE 107

choice, and loves her all the more for her fancied
inferiority; and the ordinary woman—if she be wise
as well as ordinary—will do nothing to dispel this
illusion. But when there is a marked disparity of
years, and the balance is on the woman’s side, the
man—if he love her at all—will love her with a boyish
adoration which he would never bestow upon a con-
temporary or a junior. He will worship the one,
where he would only pet the others. As to whether
the woman prefers to be worshipped or to be petted,
that is merely a matter of the woman’s taste. But,
roughly speaking, she may assume that she will be
either the one or the other according as to whether
she is the senior or the junior of her lover.

Esther’s obvious desire to see him again—a desire
so strong that it caused her to act in direct opposition
both to her character and to her traditions—went to
Wilfred's head like wine. He could not help exult-
ing, in a boyish way, at this tribute to his power.
There was much of the boy in his composition, as
well as much of the woman, otherwise he would
never have loved and understood Esther as he did.

“1 say, Esther,” he cried, as he entered the library,
and shut the door after him, “how splendid you are
to come up so early! I'd have had breakfast two
hours ago if I'd known you were coming, and would
have gone across the park to meet you.”

The room was so long, and his excitement was so
great, that he had time to say all this before he came
near enough to where Lady Esther was standing to
see her face. But as soon as he did see it his own
changed, and his expression of youthful joy was trans-
formed into one of sorrowful bewilderment. For
Esther’s cheeks were pale from want of sleep, and her
eyes were red with weeping, and she looked fully ten
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; early—
: »
years older than she had locked only yesterday els{:\.mf
evsning. : : “Then
My darling, my own sweetheart, whatever is the ‘
matter ? ” Wilfred exclaimed, as he tried to take her tell‘mc
in his arms. “Is your mother ill, or have you had 'I;slh‘
bad news from Stoneham.” ] h‘,m Su<
But Esther gently evaded his embrace—that embrace sain aw
‘hich s T d wonder
to which she had yielded in such a passion of ecstasy :
only yesterday. ‘““No, Wilfred dear, there is nothing l dCCIdC({
the matter of that kind. But I have come to tell you mz‘i‘rlr;y .
: that we were both very foolish yesterday afternoon, e lll.l‘
| and that I can never marry you.” fatal c 1t
1 Westerham's face went as white as hers. “Good SARERY 1
‘: heavens, Esther ! what on earth do you mean? There it and
{

$ . . did.”
is nothing against me; and surely we are old enough
to please ourselves.”

Esthe
2 . . carest
Esther’s heart melted as she saw the misery in the 3( " e
X e ‘ o it!
,; face that she loved. It had been so bright with boyish “But
. u
E gladness when he entered the room, and now she had «“Tt ist
5 wiped all the gladness out as if with a sponge. “Oh,
| o oas aabl ’ . : Sk § 9 than tha
: my darling, my darling, don’t mind so much!” she te t it
: : . it is
cried, as she threw her arms round his neck and drew on
; cure
the dark head on to her shoulder, and tried to comfort w“, St(,
: : v Teste
him as his mother would have done. At that moment ith the
! : with
[ the maternal element in her love was very strong. frioht
: a
: But he would not be comforted so easily. He was i “"i’lt
, v 5 10U
! a man as well as a boy, and he wanted explanations i
i oyt . . But E:
: as well as endearments. ‘“Come and sit beside me o sind
here, and tell me all about it,” he said, drawing her P =
, Y 4 | Lady Es
- down beside him on to one of the large settees which -
' 2 min [
were dotted about the room; “do you mean to say o
A never
that your mother makes any objection to our Cl
marriage ? " as“oOn';gcj
n. “No, oh no! She knows nothing at all about it;
1 I haven’t told her.

And that is why I came so
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early—to prevent you from telling her or anybody
else.”

Wilfred’s face was still a study of mystified pain.
“Then what on earth is the matter? [ wish you’d
tell me the worst and put me out of my misery.”

Esther’s lip quivered. It was agony to her to see
him suffering. “The worst is only this: that I have
lain awake all night thinking about it, and about the
wonderfulness of your ever loving me; and I've
decided that I never will—that it wouldn’t be right to
marry you.”

“But why—why, Esther? Have you got some
fatal disease or something? Because if you have, I'll
marry you all the quicker, and nurse you through
it and make you well again, as the Brownings
did.”

Esther laid her hand on his hair again. “My
dearest, how good you are! As if I should let you
do it!”

“But I should do it, whether you let me or not!”

“It isn’t that I’'m ill, Wilfred : it is something worse
than that, because, as you say, illness is curable. But
it is that I'm old—far too old for you—and there is no
cure on earth for that.”

Westerham threw back his head and laughed aloud
with the intensity of his relief. “Is that all? What
a fright you’ve given me for nothing! I really
thought there was something the matter.”

But Esther did not echo his laugh. Her face grew
paler and her mouth more determined than ever: and
Lady Esther Wyvern had always possessed a deter-
mined mouth. “I know you love me, Wilfred, I shall
never doubt that. It will be my joy and my glory
as long as I live that once you loved me.”

“Once! What a silly word to use! There is no
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once about my love for you, you can make yourself
jolly well sure on that score.”

“And I love you too, dear: love you more than I
can ever express or you can ever understand—more
than I ever thought it possible for any creature to
love another. And it is because I love you so much
that I cannot and will not marry you.”

By this time Wilfred had quite recovered his good
spirits. Youth is very resilient. Besides, he did not
know that expression on Lady Esther’s mouth as well
as her mother and sister knew it. He had never seen
it before. They had.

“Sweetheart, you are talking nonsense,” he said;
“absolute nonsense ! ”

“No, I am not; and you must listen to me, Wilfred.”

“I am listening; but I don’t mind telling you that

I think it’s a most awful waste of time. And on such
a lovely morning too—and the first morning of our
engagement ! ”
But his lightheartedness only served to make
Esther’s eyes grow more sad and her mouth more
determined. ‘I have been thinking it over,” she said,
as if repeating a lesson, “and I have decided that it
would be wrong—positively wicked—to allow a man
as young as you are, and with the world at your feet,
to marry a faded old maid like me.”

“Faded old nonsense!” he retorted, kissing her;
“I never did hear anybody talk such rot! Why, I
admire you most immensely, Esther: you know that
well enough; I think you are the most elegant and
distinguished-looking woman I have ever seen, and I
shall be prouder still when you are my wife. So what
on earth is all the fuss about?”

But Esther did not budge. “I know you feel like
that now, dearest; I expected you would. But a day
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will come when you will thank me for not marrying
you.”

“My thanks will be sent from a lunatic asylum then ;
that’s all I can say.”

“It would not be right to tie a man like you for life
to a woman like me. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

“That’s my business; I am the judge of that. Do
you think I could make you happy, Esther? Answer
me straight.”

“Of course you could: happier than any woman
ever was before, or ever will be again. But I couldn’t
make you happy for long.”

“That again is my business. If you think I
couldn’t make you happy, say so, and I'll never bother
you again. But you say I can. Then the rest is my
affair. If I didn’t know you could make me happy,
[ shouldn’t have asked you to marry me: I shouldn’t
have been such a fool. But as I know you can, you’ve
only got to take my word for it and to set about
doing it.”

But Esther shook her head. “I couldn’t be happy
if I felt I had done wrong, and I shouldn’t feel it was
right to let you make me as gloriously happy as I
know you could. My conscience would not allow me
to take my happiness at the expense of yours.”

Even yet Wilfred did not realize how serious the
situation was—not even when Esther referred to her
conscience. Again, had he been either Lady Wester-
ham or the Duchess, he would have understood what
a formidable and implacable foe Esther’s conscience
could be; but while he had discovered an Esther that
they did not know, there had not yet been revealed to
him the Esther that they did.

“You see,” she continued, “to begin with I am
twelve years older than you.”
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“I know you are, and I'm twelve years younger
than you. If I can forgive you for the one, I don’t
see why you shouldn’t forgive me for the other.”

Westerham was beginning to see that things were
serious, though he did not yet grasp how serious they
were. But he knew that Lady Esther had a conscience
a size too large for her—which is a very serious and
troublesome misfit for anybody.

“And it isn’t as if I were young for my age,” Esther
went on.

He contradicted her. “But you are: gloriously
young. Your mind is as pure and your heart as fresh
as if you were a girl of sixteen. That is why I love
you so.”

“But I'm not outwardly young: I'm not young to
look at.”

“You are. Your figure is like a girl’s.”

Esther took no notice of his interruption. “If I
were a beautiful woman it would be different. Then
[ should feel myself a fit wife for you, in spite of the
difference in age. But as it is, my conscience would
never allow you to tie yourself for life—you, with your
wealth and position and cleverness and charm—to a
faded old maid.”

“If you say that, it shows that you do not love me:
that you don’t even know what love is.”

At this Esther’s composure gave way, although her
convictions remained firm : her [ip quivered, and tears
rolled down her cheeks. ‘“Oh, my darling, my
darling, don’t say that! It is because I love you so
much that I am taking this stand. If I loved you less
I might be willing to snatch my happiness at the
expense of yours. But loving you as I do, I
cannot.”

“But nobody asked you to snatch your happiness
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at the expense of mine. All you are asked to do is,
by being happy, to make me more so.”

“It wouldn’t make you permanently happy; and
your happiness is the thing I desire most in the whole
world.”

“You've a funny way of showing your desire, and
a still funnier one of trying to fulfil it,” remarked
Westerham dryly. He was beginning to be angry at
last.

“Oh, Wilfred, don’t be cross with me and so make
it still harder for me to do what is right!”

Westerham got up from his seat by Esther, and
began walking up and down the long room. “But
it isn’t right : that is the whole point of the argument.”

“My conscience tells me that it is right, and we
must obey our consciences, Wilfred.”

“You’ve got a diseased conscience; I've always
told you so: the sort of conscience that strains at
gnats, and weighs anise and cummin, and lays upon
men’s shoulders burdens too heavy to be borne. I
knew how it would be. You'’ve given your con-
science its head for so long that now it has broken loose
and turned and rended you, and is trampling your
happiness and mine into the dust.”

But all in vain Wilfred argued and entreated and
upbraided; nothing could alter Esther’s decision.
She had made up her mind that it would not be for
his permanent happiness to marry a woman as old and
unattractive as she was: and having thus made up
her mind, nothing would induce her to marry him.
Like many gentle and amiable people, Esther had a
strong strain of obstinacy in her composition; and if
her conscience ranged itself on the side of her will—
especially if her inclinations ranged themselves against
it—nothing on earth would move her.

1
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She always aimed at the thing that she thought
right : she generally aimed at the thing that she con-
sidered uncomfortable; but when righteousness and
discomfort were united in one goal, Lady Esther made
a bee-line for this goal with undeviating accuracy
and persistence.

In this instance the fact that she was thereby
making herself and her lover very unhappy indeed,
did not in any way shake her resolution : it rather
served to confirm her in it. It was too deeply graven
in the tablets of her mind for any argument to erase
it, that the path of duty was of necessity stony, and
that the ways of pleasantness were snares to the feet.

So she and Wilfred parted respectively in tears and
anger, and subsequently resumed the contention again
and again under similar conditions. And the result
was always the same. The gate of Eden was shut-to
in their faces, and they might no longer set foot
beyond the magic portal. But the angel that guarded
the gate was no Divine Messenger, but a monster
manufactured after the manner of Frankenstein’s:
and the uplifted sword, that so effectively barred the
way, was no weapon from Heaven’s armoury, but a
clumsy contrivance fashioned for the occasion out of
the raw material of her ladyship’s conscience.
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CHAPTER VIII
PRESSURE

I'uis sudden and unexpected cessation in the love-
making between Lady Esther and her cousin could
not fail to catch the family eye; and the perception
of this hiatus—with Esther’s explanation of it—roused
much consternation in the family breast. It had
seemed such a satisfactory solution of the unmarried-
daughter problem that Esther should marry the new
peer and carry on the late Earl’s traditions in the
old home: Lady Westerham not unnaturally shrank
from the idea of a complete stranger—as Wilfred was
when he succeeded to the title—ruling the little king-
dom where she and her late husband had reigned for
so long, and introducing new manners and new
customs into the charmed circle of Wyvern’s End.
Until she and Esther returned from their long visit
to the South of France, the possibility of Wilfred’s
falling in love with her younger daughter had never
presented itself to the Dowager Countess. There
had been a time, many years ago, when Lady Wester-
ham expected young men to fall in love with Lady
Esther, as they had previously fallen in love with
Lady Eleanor. But the young men—even the in-
eligible ones—so completely failed to fulfil her lady-
ship’s expectations on this score, that she in time left
off cherishing such expectations, the demand for her
maternal forethought having ceased to create the
supply. She was one of those typical mid-Victorian
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matrons who would have considered it worldly to
understudy Heaven in the making of good marriages
for their daughters, but who, on the other hand, were
quite ready to lend a helping hand in the prevention
of marriages which were not quite so good.

Her elder daughter’s numerous love-affairs had been
a source of distress to Lady Westerham, and her
younger daughter’s lack of love-affairs had pained her
none the less keenly. She was one of those absolutely
normal mothers who detest equally the men who want
to marry their daughters and the men who do not.
She disapproved of love-making, she disapproved still
more of celibacy, and she disapproved most of all of
a marriage that was not based upon love. But she
never called it “love”: the word somehow shocked
her : she always spoke of it as “affection.”

When, however, she and Esther returned from
abroad to find, so to speak, the new man in possession
—and when the new man showed such obvious
admiration for his cousin several times removed—a
warm appreciation of the beneficent workings of Pro-
vidence slowly welled up in Lady Westerham’s mind.
Being Esther’s mother, she did not realize the dis-
parity in years as an outsider would have done: to
her, both the Duchess and Lady Esther were still “the
girls.” Neither did she realize—though she had
received many proofs of it—Esther’s lack of charm for
the opposite sex : she put her daughter’s single state
down rather to the opposite sex’s lack of taste. But
she did go to the length of considering Esther a most
fortunate young woman in having attracted so eligible
a husband, though she regarded Westerham a still
more fortunate young man in having sec<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>