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			I

			A green and yel­low par­rot, which hung in a cage out­side the door, kept re­peat­ing over and over:

			“Allez vous-en! Allez vous-en! Sapristi! That’s all right!”

			He could speak a lit­tle Span­ish, and al­so a lan­guage which no­body un­der­stood, un­less it was the mock­ing­bird that hung on the oth­er side of the door, whistling his flu­ty notes out up­on the breeze with mad­den­ing per­sis­tence.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, un­able to read his news­pa­per with any de­gree of com­fort, arose with an ex­pres­sion and an ex­cla­ma­tion of dis­gust.

			He walked down the gallery and across the nar­row “bridges” which con­nect­ed the Le­brun cot­tages one with the oth­er. He had been seat­ed be­fore the door of the main house. The par­rot and the mock­ing­bird were the prop­er­ty of Madame Le­brun, and they had the right to make all the noise they wished. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had the priv­i­lege of quit­ting their so­ci­ety when they ceased to be en­ter­tain­ing.

			He stopped be­fore the door of his own cot­tage, which was the fourth one from the main build­ing and next to the last. Seat­ing him­self in a wick­er rock­er which was there, he once more ap­plied him­self to the task of read­ing the news­pa­per. The day was Sun­day; the pa­per was a day old. The Sun­day pa­pers had not yet reached Grand Isle. He was al­ready ac­quaint­ed with the mar­ket re­ports, and he glanced rest­less­ly over the ed­i­to­ri­als and bits of news which he had not had time to read be­fore quit­ting New Or­leans the day be­fore.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er wore eye­glass­es. He was a man of forty, of medi­um height and rather slen­der build; he stooped a lit­tle. His hair was brown and straight, part­ed on one side. His beard was neat­ly and close­ly trimmed.

			Once in a while he with­drew his glance from the news­pa­per and looked about him. There was more noise than ev­er over at the house. The main build­ing was called “the house,” to dis­tin­guish it from the cot­tages. The chat­ter­ing and whistling birds were still at it. Two young girls, the Fari­val twins, were play­ing a duet from Zam­pa up­on the pi­ano. Madame Le­brun was bustling in and out, giv­ing or­ders in a high key to a yard-boy when­ev­er she got in­side the house, and di­rec­tions in an equal­ly high voice to a din­ing-room ser­vant when­ev­er she got out­side. She was a fresh, pret­ty wom­an, clad al­ways in white with el­bow sleeves. Her starched skirts crin­kled as she came and went. Far­ther down, be­fore one of the cot­tages, a la­dy in black was walk­ing de­mure­ly up and down, telling her beads. A good many per­sons of the pen­sion had gone over to the Chénière Cam­i­na­da in Beaudelet’s lug­ger to hear mass. Some young peo­ple were out un­der the wa­ter oaks play­ing cro­quet. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s two chil­dren were there—stur­dy lit­tle fel­lows of four and five. A quadroon nurse fol­lowed them about with a far­away, med­i­ta­tive air.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er fi­nal­ly lit a cigar and be­gan to smoke, let­ting the pa­per drag idly from his hand. He fixed his gaze up­on a white sun­shade that was ad­vanc­ing at snail’s pace from the beach. He could see it plain­ly be­tween the gaunt trunks of the wa­ter oaks and across the stretch of yel­low camomile. The gulf looked far away, melt­ing hazi­ly in­to the blue of the hori­zon. The sun­shade con­tin­ued to ap­proach slow­ly. Be­neath its pink-lined shel­ter were his wife, Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, and young Robert Le­brun. When they reached the cot­tage, the two seat­ed them­selves with some ap­pear­ance of fa­tigue up­on the up­per step of the porch, fac­ing each oth­er, each lean­ing against a sup­port­ing post.

			“What fol­ly! to bathe at such an hour in such heat!” ex­claimed Mr. Pon­tel­li­er. He him­self had tak­en a plunge at day­light. That was why the morn­ing seemed long to him.

			“You are burnt be­yond recog­ni­tion,” he added, look­ing at his wife as one looks at a valu­able piece of per­son­al prop­er­ty which has suf­fered some dam­age. She held up her hands, strong, shape­ly hands, and sur­veyed them crit­i­cal­ly, draw­ing up her fawn sleeves above the wrists. Look­ing at them re­mind­ed her of her rings, which she had giv­en to her hus­band be­fore leav­ing for the beach. She silent­ly reached out to him, and he, un­der­stand­ing, took the rings from his vest pock­et and dropped them in­to her open palm. She slipped them up­on her fin­gers; then clasp­ing her knees, she looked across at Robert and be­gan to laugh. The rings sparkled up­on her fin­gers. He sent back an an­swer­ing smile.

			“What is it?” asked Pon­tel­li­er, look­ing lazi­ly and amused from one to the oth­er. It was some ut­ter non­sense; some ad­ven­ture out there in the wa­ter, and they both tried to re­late it at once. It did not seem half so amus­ing when told. They re­al­ized this, and so did Mr. Pon­tel­li­er. He yawned and stretched him­self. Then he got up, say­ing he had half a mind to go over to Klein’s ho­tel and play a game of bil­liards.

			“Come go along, Le­brun,” he pro­posed to Robert. But Robert ad­mit­ted quite frankly that he pre­ferred to stay where he was and talk to Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er.

			“Well, send him about his busi­ness when he bores you, Ed­na,” in­struct­ed her hus­band as he pre­pared to leave.

			“Here, take the um­brel­la,” she ex­claimed, hold­ing it out to him. He ac­cept­ed the sun­shade, and lift­ing it over his head de­scend­ed the steps and walked away.

			“Com­ing back to din­ner?” his wife called af­ter him. He halt­ed a mo­ment and shrugged his shoul­ders. He felt in his vest pock­et; there was a ten-dol­lar bill there. He did not know; per­haps he would re­turn for the ear­ly din­ner and per­haps he would not. It all de­pend­ed up­on the com­pa­ny which he found over at Klein’s and the size of “the game.” He did not say this, but she un­der­stood it, and laughed, nod­ding good­bye to him.

			Both chil­dren want­ed to fol­low their fa­ther when they saw him start­ing out. He kissed them and promised to bring them back bon­bons and peanuts.

		
	
		
			II

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s eyes were quick and bright; they were a yel­low­ish brown, about the col­or of her hair. She had a way of turn­ing them swift­ly up­on an ob­ject and hold­ing them there as if lost in some in­ward maze of con­tem­pla­tion or thought.

			Her eye­brows were a shade dark­er than her hair. They were thick and al­most hor­i­zon­tal, em­pha­siz­ing the depth of her eyes. She was rather hand­some than beau­ti­ful. Her face was cap­ti­vat­ing by rea­son of a cer­tain frank­ness of ex­pres­sion and a con­tra­dic­to­ry sub­tle play of fea­tures. Her man­ner was en­gag­ing.

			Robert rolled a cig­a­rette. He smoked cig­a­rettes be­cause he could not af­ford cigars, he said. He had a cigar in his pock­et which Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had pre­sent­ed him with, and he was sav­ing it for his af­ter-din­ner smoke.

			This seemed quite prop­er and nat­u­ral on his part. In col­or­ing he was not un­like his com­pan­ion. A clean-shaved face made the re­sem­blance more pro­nounced than it would oth­er­wise have been. There rest­ed no shad­ow of care up­on his open coun­te­nance. His eyes gath­ered in and re­flect­ed the light and lan­guor of the sum­mer day.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er reached over for a palm-leaf fan that lay on the porch and be­gan to fan her­self, while Robert sent be­tween his lips light puffs from his cig­a­rette. They chat­ted in­ces­sant­ly: about the things around them; their amus­ing ad­ven­ture out in the wa­ter—it had again as­sumed its en­ter­tain­ing as­pect; about the wind, the trees, the peo­ple who had gone to the Chénière; about the chil­dren play­ing cro­quet un­der the oaks, and the Fari­val twins, who were now per­form­ing the over­ture to The Po­et and the Peas­ant.

			Robert talked a good deal about him­self. He was very young, and did not know any bet­ter. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er talked a lit­tle about her­self for the same rea­son. Each was in­ter­est­ed in what the oth­er said. Robert spoke of his in­ten­tion to go to Mex­i­co in the au­tumn, where for­tune await­ed him. He was al­ways in­tend­ing to go to Mex­i­co, but some way nev­er got there. Mean­while he held on to his mod­est po­si­tion in a mer­can­tile house in New Or­leans, where an equal fa­mil­iar­i­ty with Eng­lish, French and Span­ish gave him no small val­ue as a clerk and cor­re­spon­dent.

			He was spend­ing his sum­mer va­ca­tion, as he al­ways did, with his moth­er at Grand Isle. In for­mer times, be­fore Robert could re­mem­ber, “the house” had been a sum­mer lux­u­ry of the Le­bruns. Now, flanked by its dozen or more cot­tages, which were al­ways filled with ex­clu­sive vis­i­tors from the “Quarti­er Français,” it en­abled Madame Le­brun to main­tain the easy and com­fort­able ex­is­tence which ap­peared to be her birthright.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er talked about her fa­ther’s Mis­sis­sip­pi plan­ta­tion and her girl­hood home in the old Ken­tucky blue­grass coun­try. She was an Amer­i­can wom­an, with a small in­fu­sion of French which seemed to have been lost in di­lu­tion. She read a let­ter from her sis­ter, who was away in the East, and who had en­gaged her­self to be mar­ried. Robert was in­ter­est­ed, and want­ed to know what man­ner of girls the sis­ters were, what the fa­ther was like, and how long the moth­er had been dead.

			When Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er fold­ed the let­ter it was time for her to dress for the ear­ly din­ner.

			“I see Léonce isn’t com­ing back,” she said, with a glance in the di­rec­tion whence her hus­band had dis­ap­peared. Robert sup­posed he was not, as there were a good many New Or­leans club men over at Klein’s.

			When Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er left him to en­ter her room, the young man de­scend­ed the steps and strolled over to­ward the cro­quet play­ers, where, dur­ing the half-hour be­fore din­ner, he amused him­self with the lit­tle Pon­tel­li­er chil­dren, who were very fond of him.

		
	
		
			III

			It was eleven o’clock that night when Mr. Pon­tel­li­er re­turned from Klein’s ho­tel. He was in an ex­cel­lent hu­mor, in high spir­its, and very talk­a­tive. His en­trance awoke his wife, who was in bed and fast asleep when he came in. He talked to her while he un­dressed, telling her anec­dotes and bits of news and gos­sip that he had gath­ered dur­ing the day. From his trousers pock­ets he took a fist­ful of crum­pled bank notes and a good deal of sil­ver coin, which he piled on the bu­reau in­dis­crim­i­nate­ly with keys, knife, hand­ker­chief, and what­ev­er else hap­pened to be in his pock­ets. She was over­come with sleep, and an­swered him with lit­tle half ut­ter­ances.

			He thought it very dis­cour­ag­ing that his wife, who was the sole ob­ject of his ex­is­tence, evinced so lit­tle in­ter­est in things which con­cerned him, and val­ued so lit­tle his con­ver­sa­tion.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had for­got­ten the bon­bons and peanuts for the boys. Not­with­stand­ing he loved them very much, and went in­to the ad­join­ing room where they slept to take a look at them and make sure that they were rest­ing com­fort­ably. The re­sult of his in­ves­ti­ga­tion was far from sat­is­fac­to­ry. He turned and shift­ed the young­sters about in bed. One of them be­gan to kick and talk about a bas­ket full of crabs.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er re­turned to his wife with the in­for­ma­tion that Raoul had a high fever and need­ed look­ing af­ter. Then he lit a cigar and went and sat near the open door to smoke it.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er was quite sure Raoul had no fever. He had gone to bed per­fect­ly well, she said, and noth­ing had ailed him all day. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er was too well ac­quaint­ed with fever symp­toms to be mis­tak­en. He as­sured her the child was con­sum­ing at that mo­ment in the next room.

			He re­proached his wife with her inat­ten­tion, her ha­bit­u­al ne­glect of the chil­dren. If it was not a moth­er’s place to look af­ter chil­dren, whose on earth was it? He him­self had his hands full with his bro­ker­age busi­ness. He could not be in two places at once; mak­ing a liv­ing for his fam­i­ly on the street, and stay­ing at home to see that no harm be­fell them. He talked in a mo­not­o­nous, in­sis­tent way.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er sprang out of bed and went in­to the next room. She soon came back and sat on the edge of the bed, lean­ing her head down on the pil­low. She said noth­ing, and re­fused to an­swer her hus­band when he ques­tioned her. When his cigar was smoked out he went to bed, and in half a minute he was fast asleep.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er was by that time thor­ough­ly awake. She be­gan to cry a lit­tle, and wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her peignoir. Blow­ing out the can­dle, which her hus­band had left burn­ing, she slipped her bare feet in­to a pair of satin mules at the foot of the bed and went out on the porch, where she sat down in the wick­er chair and be­gan to rock gen­tly to and fro.

			It was then past mid­night. The cot­tages were all dark. A sin­gle faint light gleamed out from the hall­way of the house. There was no sound abroad ex­cept the hoot­ing of an old owl in the top of a wa­ter oak, and the ev­er­last­ing voice of the sea, that was not up­lift­ed at that soft hour. It broke like a mourn­ful lul­la­by up­on the night.

			The tears came so fast to Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s eyes that the damp sleeve of her peignoir no longer served to dry them. She was hold­ing the back of her chair with one hand; her loose sleeve had slipped al­most to the shoul­der of her up­lift­ed arm. Turn­ing, she thrust her face, steam­ing and wet, in­to the bend of her arm, and she went on cry­ing there, not car­ing any longer to dry her face, her eyes, her arms. She could not have told why she was cry­ing. Such ex­pe­ri­ences as the fore­go­ing were not un­com­mon in her mar­ried life. They seemed nev­er be­fore to have weighed much against the abun­dance of her hus­band’s kind­ness and a uni­form de­vo­tion which had come to be tac­it and self-un­der­stood.

			An in­de­scrib­able op­pres­sion, which seemed to gen­er­ate in some un­fa­mil­iar part of her con­scious­ness, filled her whole be­ing with a vague an­guish. It was like a shad­ow, like a mist pass­ing across her soul’s sum­mer day. It was strange and un­fa­mil­iar; it was a mood. She did not sit there in­ward­ly up­braid­ing her hus­band, lament­ing at Fate, which had di­rect­ed her foot­steps to the path which they had tak­en. She was just hav­ing a good cry all to her­self. The mos­qui­toes made mer­ry over her, bit­ing her firm, round arms and nip­ping at her bare in­steps.

			The lit­tle sting­ing, buzzing imps suc­ceed­ed in dis­pelling a mood which might have held her there in the dark­ness half a night longer.

			The fol­low­ing morn­ing Mr. Pon­tel­li­er was up in good time to take the rock­away which was to con­vey him to the steam­er at the wharf. He was re­turn­ing to the city to his busi­ness, and they would not see him again at the Is­land till the com­ing Sat­ur­day. He had re­gained his com­po­sure, which seemed to have been some­what im­paired the night be­fore. He was ea­ger to be gone, as he looked for­ward to a live­ly week in Caron­delet Street.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er gave his wife half of the mon­ey which he had brought away from Klein’s ho­tel the evening be­fore. She liked mon­ey as well as most wom­en, and ac­cept­ed it with no lit­tle sat­is­fac­tion.

			“It will buy a hand­some wed­ding present for Sis­ter Janet!” she ex­claimed, smooth­ing out the bills as she count­ed them one by one.

			“Oh! we’ll treat Sis­ter Janet bet­ter than that, my dear,” he laughed, as he pre­pared to kiss her good­bye.

			The boys were tum­bling about, cling­ing to his legs, im­plor­ing that nu­mer­ous things be brought back to them. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er was a great fa­vorite, and ladies, men, chil­dren, even nurs­es, were al­ways on hand to say good­bye to him. His wife stood smil­ing and wav­ing, the boys shout­ing, as he dis­ap­peared in the old rock­away down the sandy road.

			A few days lat­er a box ar­rived for Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er from New Or­leans. It was from her hus­band. It was filled with frian­dis­es, with lus­cious and tooth­some bits—the finest of fruits, patés, a rare bot­tle or two, de­li­cious syrups, and bon­bons in abun­dance.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er was al­ways very gen­er­ous with the con­tents of such a box; she was quite used to re­ceiv­ing them when away from home. The patés and fruit were brought to the din­ing-room; the bon­bons were passed around. And the ladies, se­lect­ing with dain­ty and dis­crim­i­nat­ing fin­gers and a lit­tle greed­i­ly, all de­clared that Mr. Pon­tel­li­er was the best hus­band in the world. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er was forced to ad­mit that she knew of none bet­ter.

		
	
		
			IV

			It would have been a dif­fi­cult mat­ter for Mr. Pon­tel­li­er to de­fine to his own sat­is­fac­tion or any­one else’s where­in his wife failed in her du­ty to­ward their chil­dren. It was some­thing which he felt rather than per­ceived, and he nev­er voiced the feel­ing with­out sub­se­quent re­gret and am­ple atone­ment.

			If one of the lit­tle Pon­tel­li­er boys took a tum­ble whilst at play, he was not apt to rush cry­ing to his moth­er’s arms for com­fort; he would more like­ly pick him­self up, wipe the wa­ter out of his eyes and the sand out of his mouth, and go on play­ing. Tots as they were, they pulled to­geth­er and stood their ground in child­ish bat­tles with dou­bled fists and up­lift­ed voic­es, which usu­al­ly pre­vailed against the oth­er moth­er-tots. The quadroon nurse was looked up­on as a huge en­cum­brance, on­ly good to but­ton up waists and panties and to brush and part hair; since it seemed to be a law of so­ci­ety that hair must be part­ed and brushed.

			In short, Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er was not a moth­er-wom­an. The moth­er-wom­en seemed to pre­vail that sum­mer at Grand Isle. It was easy to know them, flut­ter­ing about with ex­tend­ed, pro­tect­ing wings when any harm, re­al or imag­i­nary, threat­ened their pre­cious brood. They were wom­en who idol­ized their chil­dren, wor­shiped their hus­bands, and es­teemed it a holy priv­i­lege to ef­face them­selves as in­di­vid­u­als and grow wings as min­is­ter­ing an­gels.

			Many of them were de­li­cious in the role; one of them was the em­bod­i­ment of ev­ery wom­an­ly grace and charm. If her hus­band did not adore her, he was a brute, de­serv­ing of death by slow tor­ture. Her name was Adèle Ratig­nolle. There are no words to de­scribe her save the old ones that have served so of­ten to pic­ture the by­gone hero­ine of ro­mance and the fair la­dy of our dreams. There was noth­ing sub­tle or hid­den about her charms; her beau­ty was all there, flam­ing and ap­par­ent: the spun-gold hair that comb nor con­fin­ing pin could re­strain; the blue eyes that were like noth­ing but sap­phires; two lips that pout­ed, that were so red one could on­ly think of cher­ries or some oth­er de­li­cious crim­son fruit in look­ing at them. She was grow­ing a lit­tle stout, but it did not seem to de­tract an io­ta from the grace of ev­ery step, pose, ges­ture. One would not have want­ed her white neck a mite less full or her beau­ti­ful arms more slen­der. Nev­er were hands more ex­quis­ite than hers, and it was a joy to look at them when she thread­ed her nee­dle or ad­just­ed her gold thim­ble to her ta­per mid­dle fin­ger as she sewed away on the lit­tle night-draw­ers or fash­ioned a bodice or a bib.

			Madame Ratig­nolle was very fond of Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, and of­ten she took her sewing and went over to sit with her in the af­ter­noons. She was sit­ting there the af­ter­noon of the day the box ar­rived from New Or­leans. She had pos­ses­sion of the rock­er, and she was busi­ly en­gaged in sewing up­on a diminu­tive pair of night-draw­ers.

			She had brought the pat­tern of the draw­ers for Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er to cut out—a mar­vel of con­struc­tion, fash­ioned to en­close a ba­by’s body so ef­fec­tu­al­ly that on­ly two small eyes might look out from the gar­ment, like an Es­ki­mo’s. They were de­signed for win­ter wear, when treach­er­ous drafts came down chim­neys and in­sid­i­ous cur­rents of dead­ly cold found their way through key­holes.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s mind was quite at rest con­cern­ing the present ma­te­ri­al needs of her chil­dren, and she could not see the use of an­tic­i­pat­ing and mak­ing win­ter night gar­ments the sub­ject of her sum­mer med­i­ta­tions. But she did not want to ap­pear un­ami­able and un­in­ter­est­ed, so she had brought forth news­pa­pers, which she spread up­on the floor of the gallery, and un­der Madame Ratig­nolle’s di­rec­tions she had cut a pat­tern of the im­per­vi­ous gar­ment.

			Robert was there, seat­ed as he had been the Sun­day be­fore, and Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er al­so oc­cu­pied her for­mer po­si­tion on the up­per step, lean­ing list­less­ly against the post. Be­side her was a box of bon­bons, which she held out at in­ter­vals to Madame Ratig­nolle.

			That la­dy seemed at a loss to make a se­lec­tion, but fi­nal­ly set­tled up­on a stick of nougat, won­der­ing if it were not too rich; whether it could pos­si­bly hurt her. Madame Ratig­nolle had been mar­ried sev­en years. About ev­ery two years she had a ba­by. At that time she had three ba­bies, and was be­gin­ning to think of a fourth one. She was al­ways talk­ing about her “con­di­tion.” Her “con­di­tion” was in no way ap­par­ent, and no one would have known a thing about it but for her per­sis­tence in mak­ing it the sub­ject of con­ver­sa­tion.

			Robert start­ed to re­as­sure her, as­sert­ing that he had known a la­dy who had sub­sist­ed up­on nougat dur­ing the en­tire—but see­ing the col­or mount in­to Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s face he checked him­self and changed the sub­ject.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, though she had mar­ried a Cre­ole, was not thor­ough­ly at home in the so­ci­ety of Cre­oles; nev­er be­fore had she been thrown so in­ti­mate­ly among them. There were on­ly Cre­oles that sum­mer at Le­brun’s. They all knew each oth­er, and felt like one large fam­i­ly, among whom ex­ist­ed the most am­i­ca­ble re­la­tions. A char­ac­ter­is­tic which dis­tin­guished them and which im­pressed Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er most forcibly was their en­tire ab­sence of prud­ery. Their free­dom of ex­pres­sion was at first in­com­pre­hen­si­ble to her, though she had no dif­fi­cul­ty in rec­on­cil­ing it with a lofty chasti­ty which in the Cre­ole wom­an seems to be in­born and un­mis­tak­able.

			Nev­er would Ed­na Pon­tel­li­er for­get the shock with which she heard Madame Ratig­nolle re­lat­ing to old Mon­sieur Fari­val the har­row­ing sto­ry of one of her ac­couche­ments, with­hold­ing no in­ti­mate de­tail. She was grow­ing ac­cus­tomed to like shocks, but she could not keep the mount­ing col­or back from her cheeks. Of­ten­er than once her com­ing had in­ter­rupt­ed the droll sto­ry with which Robert was en­ter­tain­ing some amused group of mar­ried wom­en.

			A book had gone the rounds of the pen­sion. When it came her turn to read it, she did so with pro­found as­ton­ish­ment. She felt moved to read the book in se­cret and soli­tude, though none of the oth­ers had done so—to hide it from view at the sound of ap­proach­ing foot­steps. It was open­ly crit­i­cised and freely dis­cussed at ta­ble. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er gave over be­ing as­ton­ished, and con­clud­ed that won­ders would nev­er cease.

		
	
		
			V

			They formed a con­ge­nial group sit­ting there that sum­mer af­ter­noon—Madame Ratig­nolle sewing away, of­ten stop­ping to re­late a sto­ry or in­ci­dent with much ex­pres­sive ges­ture of her per­fect hands; Robert and Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er sit­ting idle, ex­chang­ing oc­ca­sion­al words, glances or smiles which in­di­cat­ed a cer­tain ad­vanced stage of in­ti­ma­cy and ca­ma­raderie.

			He had lived in her shad­ow dur­ing the past month. No one thought any­thing of it. Many had pre­dict­ed that Robert would de­vote him­self to Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er when he ar­rived. Since the age of fif­teen, which was eleven years be­fore, Robert each sum­mer at Grand Isle had con­sti­tut­ed him­self the de­vot­ed at­ten­dant of some fair dame or damsel. Some­times it was a young girl, again a wid­ow; but as of­ten as not it was some in­ter­est­ing mar­ried wom­an.

			For two con­sec­u­tive sea­sons he lived in the sun­light of Made­moi­selle Du­vi­gné’s pres­ence. But she died be­tween sum­mers; then Robert posed as an in­con­solable, pros­trat­ing him­self at the feet of Madame Ratig­nolle for what­ev­er crumbs of sym­pa­thy and com­fort she might be pleased to vouch­safe.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er liked to sit and gaze at her fair com­pan­ion as she might look up­on a fault­less Madon­na.

			“Could any­one fath­om the cru­el­ty be­neath that fair ex­te­ri­or?” mur­mured Robert. “She knew that I adored her once, and she let me adore her. It was ‘Robert, come; go; stand up; sit down; do this; do that; see if the ba­by sleeps; my thim­ble, please, that I left God knows where. Come and read Daudet to me while I sew.’ ”

			“Par ex­em­ple! I nev­er had to ask. You were al­ways there un­der my feet, like a trou­ble­some cat.”

			“You mean like an ador­ing dog. And just as soon as Ratig­nolle ap­peared on the scene, then it was like a dog. ‘Passez! Adieu! Allez vous-en!’ ”

			“Per­haps I feared to make Alphonse jeal­ous,” she in­ter­joined, with ex­ces­sive naivete. That made them all laugh. The right hand jeal­ous of the left! The heart jeal­ous of the soul! But for that mat­ter, the Cre­ole hus­band is nev­er jeal­ous; with him the gan­grene pas­sion is one which has be­come dwarfed by dis­use.

			Mean­while Robert, ad­dress­ing Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, con­tin­ued to tell of his one time hope­less pas­sion for Madame Ratig­nolle; of sleep­less nights, of con­sum­ing flames till the very sea siz­zled when he took his dai­ly plunge. While the la­dy at the nee­dle kept up a lit­tle run­ning, con­temp­tu­ous com­ment:

			“Blagueur—farceur—gros bête, va!”

			He nev­er as­sumed this se­ri­o­com­ic tone when alone with Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er. She nev­er knew pre­cise­ly what to make of it; at that mo­ment it was im­pos­si­ble for her to guess how much of it was jest and what pro­por­tion was earnest. It was un­der­stood that he had of­ten spo­ken words of love to Madame Ratig­nolle, with­out any thought of be­ing tak­en se­ri­ous­ly. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er was glad he had not as­sumed a sim­i­lar role to­ward her­self. It would have been un­ac­cept­able and an­noy­ing.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er had brought her sketch­ing ma­te­ri­als, which she some­times dab­bled with in an un­pro­fes­sion­al way. She liked the dab­bling. She felt in it sat­is­fac­tion of a kind which no oth­er em­ploy­ment af­ford­ed her.

			She had long wished to try her­self on Madame Ratig­nolle. Nev­er had that la­dy seemed a more tempt­ing sub­ject than at that mo­ment, seat­ed there like some sen­su­ous Madon­na, with the gleam of the fad­ing day en­rich­ing her splen­did col­or.

			Robert crossed over and seat­ed him­self up­on the step be­low Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, that he might watch her work. She han­dled her brush­es with a cer­tain ease and free­dom which came, not from long and close ac­quain­tance with them, but from a nat­u­ral ap­ti­tude. Robert fol­lowed her work with close at­ten­tion, giv­ing forth lit­tle ejac­u­la­to­ry ex­pres­sions of ap­pre­ci­a­tion in French, which he ad­dressed to Madame Ratig­nolle.

			“Mais ce n’est pas mal! Elle s’y con­nait, elle a de la force, oui.”

			Dur­ing his obliv­i­ous at­ten­tion he once qui­et­ly rest­ed his head against Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s arm. As gen­tly she re­pulsed him. Once again he re­peat­ed the of­fense. She could not but be­lieve it to be thought­less­ness on his part; yet that was no rea­son she should sub­mit to it. She did not re­mon­strate, ex­cept again to re­pulse him qui­et­ly but firm­ly. He of­fered no apol­o­gy. The pic­ture com­plet­ed bore no re­sem­blance to Madame Ratig­nolle. She was great­ly dis­ap­point­ed to find that it did not look like her. But it was a fair enough piece of work, and in many re­spects sat­is­fy­ing.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er ev­i­dent­ly did not think so. Af­ter sur­vey­ing the sketch crit­i­cal­ly she drew a broad smudge of paint across its sur­face, and crum­pled the pa­per be­tween her hands.

			The young­sters came tum­bling up the steps, the quadroon fol­low­ing at the re­spect­ful dis­tance which they re­quired her to ob­serve. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er made them car­ry her paints and things in­to the house. She sought to de­tain them for a lit­tle talk and some pleas­antry. But they were great­ly in earnest. They had on­ly come to in­ves­ti­gate the con­tents of the bon­bon box. They ac­cept­ed with­out mur­mur­ing what she chose to give them, each hold­ing out two chub­by hands scoop-like, in the vain hope that they might be filled; and then away they went.

			The sun was low in the west, and the breeze soft and lan­guorous that came up from the south, charged with the se­duc­tive odor of the sea. Chil­dren fresh­ly be­furbe­lowed, were gath­er­ing for their games un­der the oaks. Their voic­es were high and pen­e­trat­ing.

			Madame Ratig­nolle fold­ed her sewing, plac­ing thim­ble, scis­sors, and thread all neat­ly to­geth­er in the roll, which she pinned se­cure­ly. She com­plained of faint­ness. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er flew for the cologne wa­ter and a fan. She bathed Madame Ratig­nolle’s face with cologne, while Robert plied the fan with un­nec­es­sary vig­or.

			The spell was soon over, and Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er could not help won­der­ing if there were not a lit­tle imag­i­na­tion re­spon­si­ble for its ori­gin, for the rose tint had nev­er fad­ed from her friend’s face.

			She stood watch­ing the fair wom­an walk down the long line of gal­leries with the grace and majesty which queens are some­times sup­posed to pos­sess. Her lit­tle ones ran to meet her. Two of them clung about her white skirts, the third she took from its nurse and with a thou­sand en­dear­ments bore it along in her own fond, en­cir­cling arms. Though, as ev­ery­body well knew, the doc­tor had for­bid­den her to lift so much as a pin!

			“Are you go­ing bathing?” asked Robert of Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er. It was not so much a ques­tion as a re­minder.

			“Oh, no,” she an­swered, with a tone of in­de­ci­sion. “I’m tired; I think not.” Her glance wan­dered from his face away to­ward the Gulf, whose sonorous mur­mur reached her like a lov­ing but im­per­a­tive en­treaty.

			“Oh, come!” he in­sist­ed. “You mustn’t miss your bath. Come on. The wa­ter must be de­li­cious; it will not hurt you. Come.”

			He reached up for her big, rough straw hat that hung on a peg out­side the door, and put it on her head. They de­scend­ed the steps, and walked away to­geth­er to­ward the beach. The sun was low in the west and the breeze was soft and warm.

		
	
		
			VI

			Ed­na Pon­tel­li­er could not have told why, wish­ing to go to the beach with Robert, she should in the first place have de­clined, and in the sec­ond place have fol­lowed in obe­di­ence to one of the two con­tra­dic­to­ry im­puls­es which im­pelled her.

			A cer­tain light was be­gin­ning to dawn dim­ly with­in her—the light which, show­ing the way, for­bids it.

			At that ear­ly pe­ri­od it served but to be­wil­der her. It moved her to dreams, to thought­ful­ness, to the shad­owy an­guish which had over­come her the mid­night when she had aban­doned her­self to tears.

			In short, Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er was be­gin­ning to re­al­ize her po­si­tion in the uni­verse as a hu­man be­ing, and to rec­og­nize her re­la­tions as an in­di­vid­u­al to the world with­in and about her. This may seem like a pon­der­ous weight of wis­dom to de­scend up­on the soul of a young wom­an of twen­ty-eight—per­haps more wis­dom than the Holy Ghost is usu­al­ly pleased to vouch­safe to any wom­an.

			But the be­gin­ning of things, of a world es­pe­cial­ly, is nec­es­sar­i­ly vague, tan­gled, chaot­ic, and ex­ceed­ing­ly dis­turb­ing. How few of us ev­er emerge from such be­gin­ning! How many souls per­ish in its tu­mult!

			The voice of the sea is se­duc­tive; nev­er ceas­ing, whis­per­ing, clam­or­ing, mur­mur­ing, invit­ing the soul to wan­der for a spell in abysses of soli­tude; to lose it­self in mazes of in­ward con­tem­pla­tion.

			The voice of the sea speaks to the soul. The touch of the sea is sen­su­ous, en­fold­ing the body in its soft, close em­brace.

		
	
		
			VII

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er was not a wom­an giv­en to con­fi­dences, a char­ac­ter­is­tic hith­er­to con­trary to her na­ture. Even as a child she had lived her own small life all with­in her­self. At a very ear­ly pe­ri­od she had ap­pre­hend­ed in­stinc­tive­ly the du­al life—that out­ward ex­is­tence which con­forms, the in­ward life which ques­tions.

			That sum­mer at Grand Isle she be­gan to loosen a lit­tle the man­tle of re­serve that had al­ways en­veloped her. There may have been—there must have been—in­flu­ences, both sub­tle and ap­par­ent, work­ing in their sev­er­al ways to in­duce her to do this; but the most ob­vi­ous was the in­flu­ence of Adèle Ratig­nolle. The ex­ces­sive phys­i­cal charm of the Cre­ole had first at­tract­ed her, for Ed­na had a sen­su­ous sus­cep­ti­bil­i­ty to beau­ty. Then the can­dor of the wom­an’s whole ex­is­tence, which ev­ery­one might read, and which formed so strik­ing a con­trast to her own ha­bit­u­al re­serve—this might have fur­nished a link. Who can tell what met­als the gods use in forg­ing the sub­tle bond which we call sym­pa­thy, which we might as well call love.

			The two wom­en went away one morn­ing to the beach to­geth­er, arm in arm, un­der the huge white sun­shade. Ed­na had pre­vailed up­on Madame Ratig­nolle to leave the chil­dren be­hind, though she could not in­duce her to re­lin­quish a diminu­tive roll of needle­work, which Adèle begged to be al­lowed to slip in­to the depths of her pock­et. In some un­ac­count­able way they had es­caped from Robert.

			The walk to the beach was no in­con­sid­er­able one, con­sist­ing as it did of a long, sandy path, up­on which a spo­radic and tan­gled growth that bor­dered it on ei­ther side made fre­quent and un­ex­pect­ed in­roads. There were acres of yel­low camomile reach­ing out on ei­ther hand. Fur­ther away still, veg­etable gar­dens abound­ed, with fre­quent small plan­ta­tions of or­ange or lemon trees in­ter­ven­ing. The dark green clus­ters glis­tened from afar in the sun.

			The wom­en were both of good­ly height, Madame Ratig­nolle pos­sess­ing the more fem­i­nine and ma­tron­ly fig­ure. The charm of Ed­na Pon­tel­li­er’s physique stole in­sen­si­bly up­on you. The lines of her body were long, clean and sym­met­ri­cal; it was a body which oc­ca­sion­al­ly fell in­to splen­did pos­es; there was no sug­ges­tion of the trim, stereo­typed fash­ion-plate about it. A ca­su­al and in­dis­crim­i­nat­ing ob­serv­er, in pass­ing, might not cast a sec­ond glance up­on the fig­ure. But with more feel­ing and dis­cern­ment he would have rec­og­nized the no­ble beau­ty of its mod­el­ing, and the grace­ful sever­i­ty of poise and move­ment, which made Ed­na Pon­tel­li­er dif­fer­ent from the crowd.

			She wore a cool muslin that morn­ing—white, with a wav­ing ver­ti­cal line of brown run­ning through it; al­so a white linen col­lar and the big straw hat which she had tak­en from the peg out­side the door. The hat rest­ed any way on her yel­low-brown hair, that waved a lit­tle, was heavy, and clung close to her head.

			Madame Ratig­nolle, more care­ful of her com­plex­ion, had twined a gauze veil about her head. She wore dogskin gloves, with gauntlets that pro­tect­ed her wrists. She was dressed in pure white, with a fluffi­ness of ruf­fles that be­came her. The draperies and flut­ter­ing things which she wore suit­ed her rich, lux­u­ri­ant beau­ty as a greater sever­i­ty of line could not have done.

			There were a num­ber of bath­hous­es along the beach, of rough but sol­id con­struc­tion, built with small, pro­tect­ing gal­leries fac­ing the wa­ter. Each house con­sist­ed of two com­part­ments, and each fam­i­ly at Le­brun’s pos­sessed a com­part­ment for it­self, fit­ted out with all the es­sen­tial para­pher­na­lia of the bath and what­ev­er oth­er con­ve­niences the own­ers might de­sire. The two wom­en had no in­ten­tion of bathing; they had just strolled down to the beach for a walk and to be alone and near the wa­ter. The Pon­tel­li­er and Ratig­nolle com­part­ments ad­joined one an­oth­er un­der the same roof.

			Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er had brought down her key through force of habit. Un­lock­ing the door of her bath­room she went in­side, and soon emerged, bring­ing a rug, which she spread up­on the floor of the gallery, and two huge hair pil­lows cov­ered with crash, which she placed against the front of the build­ing.

			The two seat­ed them­selves there in the shade of the porch, side by side, with their backs against the pil­lows and their feet ex­tend­ed. Madame Ratig­nolle re­moved her veil, wiped her face with a rather del­i­cate hand­ker­chief, and fanned her­self with the fan which she al­ways car­ried sus­pend­ed some­where about her per­son by a long, nar­row rib­bon. Ed­na re­moved her col­lar and opened her dress at the throat. She took the fan from Madame Ratig­nolle and be­gan to fan both her­self and her com­pan­ion. It was very warm, and for a while they did noth­ing but ex­change re­marks about the heat, the sun, the glare. But there was a breeze blow­ing, a chop­py, stiff wind that whipped the wa­ter in­to froth. It flut­tered the skirts of the two wom­en and kept them for a while en­gaged in ad­just­ing, read­just­ing, tuck­ing in, se­cur­ing hair­pins and hat­pins. A few per­sons were sport­ing some dis­tance away in the wa­ter. The beach was very still of hu­man sound at that hour. The la­dy in black was read­ing her morn­ing de­vo­tions on the porch of a neigh­bor­ing bath­house. Two young lovers were ex­chang­ing their hearts’ yearn­ings be­neath the chil­dren’s tent, which they had found un­oc­cu­pied.

			Ed­na Pon­tel­li­er, cast­ing her eyes about, had fi­nal­ly kept them at rest up­on the sea. The day was clear and car­ried the gaze out as far as the blue sky went; there were a few white clouds sus­pend­ed idly over the hori­zon. A la­teen sail was vis­i­ble in the di­rec­tion of Cat Is­land, and oth­ers to the south seemed al­most mo­tion­less in the far dis­tance.

			“Of whom—of what are you think­ing?” asked Adèle of her com­pan­ion, whose coun­te­nance she had been watch­ing with a lit­tle amused at­ten­tion, ar­rest­ed by the ab­sorbed ex­pres­sion which seemed to have seized and fixed ev­ery fea­ture in­to a stat­uesque re­pose.

			“Noth­ing,” re­turned Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, with a start, adding at once: “How stupid! But it seems to me it is the re­ply we make in­stinc­tive­ly to such a ques­tion. Let me see,” she went on, throw­ing back her head and nar­row­ing her fine eyes till they shone like two vivid points of light. “Let me see. I was re­al­ly not con­scious of think­ing of any­thing; but per­haps I can re­trace my thoughts.”

			“Oh! nev­er mind!” laughed Madame Ratig­nolle. “I am not quite so ex­act­ing. I will let you off this time. It is re­al­ly too hot to think, es­pe­cial­ly to think about think­ing.”

			“But for the fun of it,” per­sist­ed Ed­na. “First of all, the sight of the wa­ter stretch­ing so far away, those mo­tion­less sails against the blue sky, made a de­li­cious pic­ture that I just want­ed to sit and look at. The hot wind beat­ing in my face made me think—with­out any con­nec­tion that I can trace—of a sum­mer day in Ken­tucky, of a mead­ow that seemed as big as the ocean to the very lit­tle girl walk­ing through the grass, which was high­er than her waist. She threw out her arms as if swim­ming when she walked, beat­ing the tall grass as one strikes out in the wa­ter. Oh, I see the con­nec­tion now!”

			“Where were you go­ing that day in Ken­tucky, walk­ing through the grass?”

			“I don’t re­mem­ber now. I was just walk­ing di­ag­o­nal­ly across a big field. My sun­bon­net ob­struct­ed the view. I could see on­ly the stretch of green be­fore me, and I felt as if I must walk on for­ev­er, with­out com­ing to the end of it. I don’t re­mem­ber whether I was fright­ened or pleased. I must have been en­ter­tained.

			“Like­ly as not it was Sun­day,” she laughed; “and I was run­ning away from prayers, from the Pres­by­te­ri­an ser­vice, read in a spir­it of gloom by my fa­ther that chills me yet to think of.”

			“And have you been run­ning away from prayers ev­er since, ma chère?” asked Madame Ratig­nolle, amused.

			“No! oh, no!” Ed­na has­tened to say. “I was a lit­tle un­think­ing child in those days, just fol­low­ing a mis­lead­ing im­pulse with­out ques­tion. On the con­trary, dur­ing one pe­ri­od of my life re­li­gion took a firm hold up­on me; af­ter I was twelve and un­til—un­til—why, I sup­pose un­til now, though I nev­er thought much about it—just driv­en along by habit. But do you know,” she broke off, turn­ing her quick eyes up­on Madame Ratig­nolle and lean­ing for­ward a lit­tle so as to bring her face quite close to that of her com­pan­ion, “some­times I feel this sum­mer as if I were walk­ing through the green mead­ow again; idly, aim­less­ly, un­think­ing and un­guid­ed.”

			Madame Ratig­nolle laid her hand over that of Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, which was near her. See­ing that the hand was not with­drawn, she clasped it firm­ly and warm­ly. She even stroked it a lit­tle, fond­ly, with the oth­er hand, mur­mur­ing in an un­der­tone, “Pau­vre chérie.”

			The ac­tion was at first a lit­tle con­fus­ing to Ed­na, but she soon lent her­self read­i­ly to the Cre­ole’s gen­tle ca­ress. She was not ac­cus­tomed to an out­ward and spo­ken ex­pres­sion of af­fec­tion, ei­ther in her­self or in oth­ers. She and her younger sis­ter, Janet, had quar­reled a good deal through force of un­for­tu­nate habit. Her old­er sis­ter, Mar­garet, was ma­tron­ly and dig­ni­fied, prob­a­bly from hav­ing as­sumed ma­tron­ly and house­wife­ly re­spon­si­bil­i­ties too ear­ly in life, their moth­er hav­ing died when they were quite young. Mar­garet was not ef­fu­sive; she was prac­ti­cal. Ed­na had had an oc­ca­sion­al girl friend, but whether ac­ci­den­tal­ly or not, they seemed to have been all of one type—the self-con­tained. She nev­er re­al­ized that the re­serve of her own char­ac­ter had much, per­haps ev­ery­thing, to do with this. Her most in­ti­mate friend at school had been one of rather ex­cep­tion­al in­tel­lec­tu­al gifts, who wrote fine-sound­ing es­says, which Ed­na ad­mired and strove to im­i­tate; and with her she talked and glowed over the Eng­lish clas­sics, and some­times held re­li­gious and po­lit­i­cal con­tro­ver­sies.

			Ed­na of­ten won­dered at one propen­si­ty which some­times had in­ward­ly dis­turbed her with­out caus­ing any out­ward show or man­i­fes­ta­tion on her part. At a very ear­ly age—per­haps it was when she tra­versed the ocean of wav­ing grass—she re­mem­bered that she had been pas­sion­ate­ly en­am­ored of a dig­ni­fied and sad-eyed cav­al­ry of­fi­cer who vis­it­ed her fa­ther in Ken­tucky. She could not leave his pres­ence when he was there, nor re­move her eyes from his face, which was some­thing like Napoleon’s, with a lock of black hair fail­ing across the fore­head. But the cav­al­ry of­fi­cer melt­ed im­per­cep­ti­bly out of her ex­is­tence.

			At an­oth­er time her af­fec­tions were deeply en­gaged by a young gen­tle­man who vis­it­ed a la­dy on a neigh­bor­ing plan­ta­tion. It was af­ter they went to Mis­sis­sip­pi to live. The young man was en­gaged to be mar­ried to the young la­dy, and they some­times called up­on Mar­garet, driv­ing over of af­ter­noons in a bug­gy. Ed­na was a lit­tle miss, just merg­ing in­to her teens; and the re­al­iza­tion that she her­self was noth­ing, noth­ing, noth­ing to the en­gaged young man was a bit­ter af­flic­tion to her. But he, too, went the way of dreams.

			She was a grown young wom­an when she was over­tak­en by what she sup­posed to be the cli­max of her fate. It was when the face and fig­ure of a great trage­di­an be­gan to haunt her imag­i­na­tion and stir her sens­es. The per­sis­tence of the in­fat­u­a­tion lent it an as­pect of gen­uine­ness. The hope­less­ness of it col­ored it with the lofty tones of a great pas­sion.

			The pic­ture of the trage­di­an stood en­framed up­on her desk. Any one may pos­sess the por­trait of a trage­di­an with­out ex­cit­ing sus­pi­cion or com­ment. (This was a sin­is­ter re­flec­tion which she cher­ished.) In the pres­ence of oth­ers she ex­pressed ad­mi­ra­tion for his ex­alt­ed gifts, as she hand­ed the pho­to­graph around and dwelt up­on the fi­deli­ty of the like­ness. When alone she some­times picked it up and kissed the cold glass pas­sion­ate­ly.

			Her mar­riage to Léonce Pon­tel­li­er was pure­ly an ac­ci­dent, in this re­spect re­sem­bling many oth­er mar­riages which mas­quer­ade as the de­crees of Fate. It was in the midst of her se­cret great pas­sion that she met him. He fell in love, as men are in the habit of do­ing, and pressed his suit with an earnest­ness and an ar­dor which left noth­ing to be de­sired. He pleased her; his ab­so­lute de­vo­tion flat­tered her. She fan­cied there was a sym­pa­thy of thought and taste be­tween them, in which fan­cy she was mis­tak­en. Add to this the vi­o­lent op­po­si­tion of her fa­ther and her sis­ter Mar­garet to her mar­riage with a Catholic, and we need seek no fur­ther for the mo­tives which led her to ac­cept Mon­sieur Pon­tel­li­er for her hus­band.

			The acme of bliss, which would have been a mar­riage with the trage­di­an, was not for her in this world. As the de­vot­ed wife of a man who wor­shiped her, she felt she would take her place with a cer­tain dig­ni­ty in the world of re­al­i­ty, clos­ing the por­tals for­ev­er be­hind her up­on the realm of ro­mance and dreams.

			But it was not long be­fore the trage­di­an had gone to join the cav­al­ry of­fi­cer and the en­gaged young man and a few oth­ers; and Ed­na found her­self face to face with the re­al­i­ties. She grew fond of her hus­band, re­al­iz­ing with some un­ac­count­able sat­is­fac­tion that no trace of pas­sion or ex­ces­sive and fic­ti­tious warmth col­ored her af­fec­tion, there­by threat­en­ing its dis­so­lu­tion.

			She was fond of her chil­dren in an un­even, im­pul­sive way. She would some­times gath­er them pas­sion­ate­ly to her heart; she would some­times for­get them. The year be­fore they had spent part of the sum­mer with their grand­moth­er Pon­tel­li­er in Iberville. Feel­ing se­cure re­gard­ing their hap­pi­ness and wel­fare, she did not miss them ex­cept with an oc­ca­sion­al in­tense long­ing. Their ab­sence was a sort of re­lief, though she did not ad­mit this, even to her­self. It seemed to free her of a re­spon­si­bil­i­ty which she had blind­ly as­sumed and for which Fate had not fit­ted her.

			Ed­na did not re­veal so much as all this to Madame Ratig­nolle that sum­mer day when they sat with faces turned to the sea. But a good part of it es­caped her. She had put her head down on Madame Ratig­nolle’s shoul­der. She was flushed and felt in­tox­i­cat­ed with the sound of her own voice and the un­ac­cus­tomed taste of can­dor. It mud­dled her like wine, or like a first breath of free­dom.

			There was the sound of ap­proach­ing voic­es. It was Robert, sur­round­ed by a troop of chil­dren, search­ing for them. The two lit­tle Pon­tel­liers were with him, and he car­ried Madame Ratig­nolle’s lit­tle girl in his arms. There were oth­er chil­dren be­side, and two nurse­maids fol­lowed, look­ing dis­agree­able and re­signed.

			The wom­en at once rose and be­gan to shake out their draperies and re­lax their mus­cles. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er threw the cush­ions and rug in­to the bath­house. The chil­dren all scam­pered off to the awning, and they stood there in a line, gaz­ing up­on the in­trud­ing lovers, still ex­chang­ing their vows and sighs. The lovers got up, with on­ly a silent protest, and walked slow­ly away some­where else.

			The chil­dren pos­sessed them­selves of the tent, and Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er went over to join them.

			Madame Ratig­nolle begged Robert to ac­com­pa­ny her to the house; she com­plained of cramp in her limbs and stiff­ness of the joints. She leaned drag­ging­ly up­on his arm as they walked.

		
	
		
			VIII

			“Do me a fa­vor, Robert,” spoke the pret­ty wom­an at his side, al­most as soon as she and Robert had start­ed their slow, home­ward way. She looked up in his face, lean­ing on his arm be­neath the en­cir­cling shad­ow of the um­brel­la which he had lift­ed.

			“Grant­ed; as many as you like,” he re­turned, glanc­ing down in­to her eyes that were full of thought­ful­ness and some spec­u­la­tion.

			“I on­ly ask for one; let Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er alone.”

			“Tiens!” he ex­claimed, with a sud­den, boy­ish laugh. “Voilà que Madame Ratig­nolle est jalouse!”

			“Non­sense! I’m in earnest; I mean what I say. Let Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er alone.”

			“Why?” he asked; him­self grow­ing se­ri­ous at his com­pan­ion’s so­lic­i­ta­tion.

			“She is not one of us; she is not like us. She might make the un­for­tu­nate blun­der of tak­ing you se­ri­ous­ly.”

			His face flushed with an­noy­ance, and tak­ing off his soft hat he be­gan to beat it im­pa­tient­ly against his leg as he walked. “Why shouldn’t she take me se­ri­ous­ly?” he de­mand­ed sharply. “Am I a co­me­di­an, a clown, a jack-in-the-box? Why shouldn’t she? You Cre­oles! I have no pa­tience with you! Am I al­ways to be re­gard­ed as a fea­ture of an amus­ing pro­gramme? I hope Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er does take me se­ri­ous­ly. I hope she has dis­cern­ment enough to find in me some­thing be­sides the blagueur. If I thought there was any doubt—”

			“Oh, enough, Robert!” she broke in­to his heat­ed out­burst. “You are not think­ing of what you are say­ing. You speak with about as lit­tle re­flec­tion as we might ex­pect from one of those chil­dren down there play­ing in the sand. If your at­ten­tions to any mar­ried wom­en here were ev­er of­fered with any in­ten­tion of be­ing con­vinc­ing, you would not be the gen­tle­man we all know you to be, and you would be un­fit to as­so­ciate with the wives and daugh­ters of the peo­ple who trust you.”

			Madame Ratig­nolle had spo­ken what she be­lieved to be the law and the gospel. The young man shrugged his shoul­ders im­pa­tient­ly.

			“Oh! well! That isn’t it,” slam­ming his hat down ve­he­ment­ly up­on his head. “You ought to feel that such things are not flat­ter­ing to say to a fel­low.”

			“Should our whole in­ter­course con­sist of an ex­change of com­pli­ments? Ma foi!”

			“It isn’t pleas­ant to have a wom­an tell you—” he went on, un­heed­ing­ly, but break­ing off sud­den­ly: “Now if I were like Arobin—you re­mem­ber Al­cée Arobin and that sto­ry of the con­sul’s wife at Biloxi?” And he re­lat­ed the sto­ry of Al­cée Arobin and the con­sul’s wife; and an­oth­er about the tenor of the French Opera, who re­ceived let­ters which should nev­er have been writ­ten; and still oth­er sto­ries, grave and gay, till Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er and her pos­si­ble propen­si­ty for tak­ing young men se­ri­ous­ly was ap­par­ent­ly for­got­ten.

			Madame Ratig­nolle, when they had re­gained her cot­tage, went in to take the hour’s rest which she con­sid­ered help­ful. Be­fore leav­ing her, Robert begged her par­don for the im­pa­tience—he called it rude­ness—with which he had re­ceived her well-meant cau­tion.

			“You made one mis­take, Adèle,” he said, with a light smile; “there is no earth­ly pos­si­bil­i­ty of Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er ev­er tak­ing me se­ri­ous­ly. You should have warned me against tak­ing my­self se­ri­ous­ly. Your ad­vice might then have car­ried some weight and giv­en me sub­ject for some re­flec­tion. Au revoir. But you look tired,” he added, so­lic­i­tous­ly. “Would you like a cup of bouil­lon? Shall I stir you a tod­dy? Let me mix you a tod­dy with a drop of An­gos­tu­ra.”

			She ac­ced­ed to the sug­ges­tion of bouil­lon, which was grate­ful and ac­cept­able. He went him­self to the kitchen, which was a build­ing apart from the cot­tages and ly­ing to the rear of the house. And he him­self brought her the gold­en-brown bouil­lon, in a dain­ty Sèvres cup, with a flaky crack­er or two on the saucer.

			She thrust a bare, white arm from the cur­tain which shield­ed her open door, and re­ceived the cup from his hands. She told him he was a bon garçon, and she meant it. Robert thanked her and turned away to­ward “the house.”

			The lovers were just en­ter­ing the grounds of the pen­sion. They were lean­ing to­ward each oth­er as the wa­ter oaks bent from the sea. There was not a par­ti­cle of earth be­neath their feet. Their heads might have been turned up­side-down, so ab­so­lute­ly did they tread up­on blue ether. The la­dy in black, creep­ing be­hind them, looked a tri­fle paler and more jad­ed than usu­al. There was no sign of Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er and the chil­dren. Robert scanned the dis­tance for any such ap­pari­tion. They would doubt­less re­main away till the din­ner hour. The young man as­cend­ed to his moth­er’s room. It was sit­u­at­ed at the top of the house, made up of odd an­gles and a queer, slop­ing ceil­ing. Two broad dormer win­dows looked out to­ward the Gulf, and as far across it as a man’s eye might reach. The fur­nish­ings of the room were light, cool, and prac­ti­cal.

			Madame Le­brun was busi­ly en­gaged at the sewing-ma­chine. A lit­tle black girl sat on the floor, and with her hands worked the trea­dle of the ma­chine. The Cre­ole wom­an does not take any chances which may be avoid­ed of im­per­il­ing her health.

			Robert went over and seat­ed him­self on the broad sill of one of the dormer win­dows. He took a book from his pock­et and be­gan en­er­get­i­cal­ly to read it, judg­ing by the pre­ci­sion and fre­quen­cy with which he turned the leaves. The sewing-ma­chine made a re­sound­ing clat­ter in the room; it was of a pon­der­ous, by­gone make. In the lulls, Robert and his moth­er ex­changed bits of desul­to­ry con­ver­sa­tion.

			“Where is Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er?”

			“Down at the beach with the chil­dren.”

			“I promised to lend her the Goncourt. Don’t for­get to take it down when you go; it’s there on the book­shelf over the small ta­ble.” Clat­ter, clat­ter, clat­ter, bang! for the next five or eight min­utes.

			“Where is Vic­tor go­ing with the rock­away?”

			“The rock­away? Vic­tor?”

			“Yes; down there in front. He seems to be get­ting ready to drive away some­where.”

			“Call him.” Clat­ter, clat­ter!

			Robert ut­tered a shrill, pierc­ing whis­tle which might have been heard back at the wharf.

			“He won’t look up.”

			Madame Le­brun flew to the win­dow. She called “Vic­tor!” She waved a hand­ker­chief and called again. The young fel­low be­low got in­to the ve­hi­cle and start­ed the horse off at a gal­lop.

			Madame Le­brun went back to the ma­chine, crim­son with an­noy­ance. Vic­tor was the younger son and broth­er—a tête mon­tée, with a tem­per which in­vit­ed vi­o­lence and a will which no ax could break.

			“When­ev­er you say the word I’m ready to thrash any amount of rea­son in­to him that he’s able to hold.”

			“If your fa­ther had on­ly lived!” Clat­ter, clat­ter, clat­ter, clat­ter, bang! It was a fixed be­lief with Madame Le­brun that the con­duct of the uni­verse and all things per­tain­ing there­to would have been man­i­fest­ly of a more in­tel­li­gent and high­er or­der had not Mon­sieur Le­brun been re­moved to oth­er spheres dur­ing the ear­ly years of their mar­ried life.

			“What do you hear from Mon­tel?” Mon­tel was a mid­dle-aged gen­tle­man whose vain am­bi­tion and de­sire for the past twen­ty years had been to fill the void which Mon­sieur Le­brun’s tak­ing off had left in the Le­brun house­hold. Clat­ter, clat­ter, bang, clat­ter!

			“I have a let­ter some­where,” look­ing in the ma­chine draw­er and find­ing the let­ter in the bot­tom of the work­bas­ket. “He says to tell you he will be in Ve­ra Cruz the be­gin­ning of next month,”—clat­ter, clat­ter!—“and if you still have the in­ten­tion of join­ing him”—bang! clat­ter, clat­ter, bang!

			“Why didn’t you tell me so be­fore, moth­er? You know I want­ed—” Clat­ter, clat­ter, clat­ter!

			“Do you see Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er start­ing back with the chil­dren? She will be in late to lun­cheon again. She nev­er starts to get ready for lun­cheon till the last minute.” Clat­ter, clat­ter! “Where are you go­ing?”

			“Where did you say the Goncourt was?”

		
	
		
			IX

			Ev­ery light in the hall was ablaze; ev­ery lamp turned as high as it could be with­out smok­ing the chim­ney or threat­en­ing ex­plo­sion. The lamps were fixed at in­ter­vals against the wall, en­cir­cling the whole room. Some one had gath­ered or­ange and lemon branch­es, and with these fash­ioned grace­ful fes­toons be­tween. The dark green of the branch­es stood out and glis­tened against the white muslin cur­tains which draped the win­dows, and which puffed, float­ed, and flapped at the capri­cious will of a stiff breeze that swept up from the Gulf.

			It was Sat­ur­day night a few weeks af­ter the in­ti­mate con­ver­sa­tion held be­tween Robert and Madame Ratig­nolle on their way from the beach. An un­usu­al num­ber of hus­bands, fa­thers, and friends had come down to stay over Sun­day; and they were be­ing suit­ably en­ter­tained by their fam­i­lies, with the ma­te­ri­al help of Madame Le­brun. The din­ing ta­bles had all been re­moved to one end of the hall, and the chairs ranged about in rows and in clus­ters. Each lit­tle fam­i­ly group had had its say and ex­changed its do­mes­tic gos­sip ear­li­er in the evening. There was now an ap­par­ent dis­po­si­tion to re­lax; to widen the cir­cle of con­fi­dences and give a more gen­er­al tone to the con­ver­sa­tion.

			Many of the chil­dren had been per­mit­ted to sit up be­yond their usu­al bed­time. A small band of them were ly­ing on their stom­achs on the floor look­ing at the col­ored sheets of the com­ic pa­pers which Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had brought down. The lit­tle Pon­tel­li­er boys were per­mit­ting them to do so, and mak­ing their au­thor­i­ty felt.

			Mu­sic, danc­ing, and a recita­tion or two were the en­ter­tain­ments fur­nished, or rather, of­fered. But there was noth­ing sys­tem­at­ic about the pro­gramme, no ap­pear­ance of pre­ar­range­ment nor even pre­med­i­ta­tion.

			At an ear­ly hour in the evening the Fari­val twins were pre­vailed up­on to play the pi­ano. They were girls of four­teen, al­ways clad in the Vir­gin’s col­ors, blue and white, hav­ing been ded­i­cat­ed to the Blessed Vir­gin at their bap­tism. They played a duet from Zam­pa, and at the earnest so­lic­i­ta­tion of ev­ery­one present fol­lowed it with the over­ture to The Po­et and the Peas­ant.

			“Allez vous-en! Sapristi!” shrieked the par­rot out­side the door. He was the on­ly be­ing present who pos­sessed suf­fi­cient can­dor to ad­mit that he was not lis­ten­ing to these gra­cious per­for­mances for the first time that sum­mer. Old Mon­sieur Fari­val, grand­fa­ther of the twins, grew in­dig­nant over the in­ter­rup­tion, and in­sist­ed up­on hav­ing the bird re­moved and con­signed to re­gions of dark­ness. Vic­tor Le­brun ob­ject­ed; and his de­crees were as im­mutable as those of Fate. The par­rot for­tu­nate­ly of­fered no fur­ther in­ter­rup­tion to the en­ter­tain­ment, the whole ven­om of his na­ture ap­par­ent­ly hav­ing been cher­ished up and hurled against the twins in that one im­petu­ous out­burst.

			Lat­er a young broth­er and sis­ter gave recita­tions, which ev­ery­one present had heard many times at win­ter evening en­ter­tain­ments in the city.

			A lit­tle girl per­formed a skirt dance in the cen­ter of the floor. The moth­er played her ac­com­pa­ni­ments and at the same time watched her daugh­ter with greedy ad­mi­ra­tion and ner­vous ap­pre­hen­sion. She need have had no ap­pre­hen­sion. The child was mis­tress of the sit­u­a­tion. She had been prop­er­ly dressed for the oc­ca­sion in black tulle and black silk tights. Her lit­tle neck and arms were bare, and her hair, ar­ti­fi­cial­ly crimped, stood out like fluffy black plumes over her head. Her pos­es were full of grace, and her lit­tle black-shod toes twin­kled as they shot out and up­ward with a ra­pid­i­ty and sud­den­ness which were be­wil­der­ing.

			But there was no rea­son why ev­ery­one should not dance. Madame Ratig­nolle could not, so it was she who gai­ly con­sent­ed to play for the oth­ers. She played very well, keep­ing ex­cel­lent waltz time and in­fus­ing an ex­pres­sion in­to the strains which was in­deed in­spir­ing. She was keep­ing up her mu­sic on ac­count of the chil­dren, she said; be­cause she and her hus­band both con­sid­ered it a means of bright­en­ing the home and mak­ing it at­trac­tive.

			Al­most ev­ery­one danced but the twins, who could not be in­duced to sep­a­rate dur­ing the brief pe­ri­od when one or the oth­er should be whirling around the room in the arms of a man. They might have danced to­geth­er, but they did not think of it.

			The chil­dren were sent to bed. Some went sub­mis­sive­ly; oth­ers with shrieks and protests as they were dragged away. They had been per­mit­ted to sit up till af­ter the ice-cream, which nat­u­ral­ly marked the lim­it of hu­man in­dul­gence.

			The ice-cream was passed around with cake—gold and sil­ver cake ar­ranged on plat­ters in al­ter­nate slices; it had been made and frozen dur­ing the af­ter­noon back of the kitchen by two black wom­en, un­der the su­per­vi­sion of Vic­tor. It was pro­nounced a great suc­cess—ex­cel­lent if it had on­ly con­tained a lit­tle less vanil­la or a lit­tle more sug­ar, if it had been frozen a de­gree hard­er, and if the salt might have been kept out of por­tions of it. Vic­tor was proud of his achieve­ment, and went about rec­om­mend­ing it and urg­ing ev­ery­one to par­take of it to ex­cess.

			Af­ter Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er had danced twice with her hus­band, once with Robert, and once with Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle, who was thin and tall and swayed like a reed in the wind when he danced, she went out on the gallery and seat­ed her­self on the low win­dowsill, where she com­mand­ed a view of all that went on in the hall and could look out to­ward the Gulf. There was a soft ef­ful­gence in the east. The moon was com­ing up, and its mys­tic shim­mer was cast­ing a mil­lion lights across the dis­tant, rest­less wa­ter.

			“Would you like to hear Made­moi­selle Reisz play?” asked Robert, com­ing out on the porch where she was. Of course Ed­na would like to hear Made­moi­selle Reisz play; but she feared it would be use­less to en­treat her.

			“I’ll ask her,” he said. “I’ll tell her that you want to hear her. She likes you. She will come.” He turned and hur­ried away to one of the far cot­tages, where Made­moi­selle Reisz was shuf­fling away. She was drag­ging a chair in and out of her room, and at in­ter­vals ob­ject­ing to the cry­ing of a ba­by, which a nurse in the ad­join­ing cot­tage was en­deav­or­ing to put to sleep. She was a dis­agree­able lit­tle wom­an, no longer young, who had quar­reled with al­most ev­ery­one, ow­ing to a tem­per which was self-as­sertive and a dis­po­si­tion to tram­ple up­on the rights of oth­ers. Robert pre­vailed up­on her with­out any too great dif­fi­cul­ty.

			She en­tered the hall with him dur­ing a lull in the dance. She made an awk­ward, im­pe­ri­ous lit­tle bow as she went in. She was a home­ly wom­an, with a small weazened face and body and eyes that glowed. She had ab­so­lute­ly no taste in dress, and wore a batch of rusty black lace with a bunch of ar­ti­fi­cial vi­o­lets pinned to the side of her hair.

			“Ask Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er what she would like to hear me play,” she re­quest­ed of Robert. She sat per­fect­ly still be­fore the pi­ano, not touch­ing the keys, while Robert car­ried her mes­sage to Ed­na at the win­dow. A gen­er­al air of sur­prise and gen­uine sat­is­fac­tion fell up­on ev­ery­one as they saw the pi­anist en­ter. There was a set­tling down, and a pre­vail­ing air of ex­pectan­cy ev­ery­where. Ed­na was a tri­fle em­bar­rassed at be­ing thus sig­naled out for the im­pe­ri­ous lit­tle wom­an’s fa­vor. She would not dare to choose, and begged that Made­moi­selle Reisz would please her­self in her se­lec­tions.

			Ed­na was what she her­self called very fond of mu­sic. Mu­si­cal strains, well ren­dered, had a way of evok­ing pic­tures in her mind. She some­times liked to sit in the room of morn­ings when Madame Ratig­nolle played or prac­ticed. One piece which that la­dy played Ed­na had en­ti­tled “Soli­tude.” It was a short, plain­tive, mi­nor strain. The name of the piece was some­thing else, but she called it “Soli­tude.” When she heard it there came be­fore her imag­i­na­tion the fig­ure of a man stand­ing be­side a des­o­late rock on the seashore. He was naked. His at­ti­tude was one of hope­less res­ig­na­tion as he looked to­ward a dis­tant bird wing­ing its flight away from him.

			An­oth­er piece called to her mind a dain­ty young wom­an clad in an Em­pire gown, tak­ing minc­ing danc­ing steps as she came down a long av­enue be­tween tall hedges. Again, an­oth­er re­mind­ed her of chil­dren at play, and still an­oth­er of noth­ing on earth but a de­mure la­dy stroking a cat.

			The very first chords which Made­moi­selle Reisz struck up­on the pi­ano sent a keen tremor down Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s spinal col­umn. It was not the first time she had heard an artist at the pi­ano. Per­haps it was the first time she was ready, per­haps the first time her be­ing was tem­pered to take an im­press of the abid­ing truth.

			She wait­ed for the ma­te­ri­al pic­tures which she thought would gath­er and blaze be­fore her imag­i­na­tion. She wait­ed in vain. She saw no pic­tures of soli­tude, of hope, of long­ing, or of de­spair. But the very pas­sions them­selves were aroused with­in her soul, sway­ing it, lash­ing it, as the waves dai­ly beat up­on her splen­did body. She trem­bled, she was chok­ing, and the tears blind­ed her.

			Made­moi­selle had fin­ished. She arose, and bow­ing her stiff, lofty bow, she went away, stop­ping for nei­ther thanks nor ap­plause. As she passed along the gallery she pat­ted Ed­na up­on the shoul­der.

			“Well, how did you like my mu­sic?” she asked. The young wom­an was un­able to an­swer; she pressed the hand of the pi­anist con­vul­sive­ly. Made­moi­selle Reisz per­ceived her ag­i­ta­tion and even her tears. She pat­ted her again up­on the shoul­der as she said:

			“You are the on­ly one worth play­ing for. Those oth­ers? Bah!” and she went shuf­fling and sidling on down the gallery to­ward her room.

			But she was mis­tak­en about “those oth­ers.” Her play­ing had aroused a fever of en­thu­si­asm. “What pas­sion!” “What an artist!” “I have al­ways said no one could play Chopin like Made­moi­selle Reisz!” “That last pre­lude! Bon Dieu! It shakes a man!”

			It was grow­ing late, and there was a gen­er­al dis­po­si­tion to dis­band. But some­one, per­haps it was Robert, thought of a bath at that mys­tic hour and un­der that mys­tic moon.

		
	
		
			X

			At all events Robert pro­posed it, and there was not a dis­sent­ing voice. There was not one but was ready to fol­low when he led the way. He did not lead the way, how­ev­er, he di­rect­ed the way; and he him­self loi­tered be­hind with the lovers, who had be­trayed a dis­po­si­tion to linger and hold them­selves apart. He walked be­tween them, whether with ma­li­cious or mis­chievous in­tent was not whol­ly clear, even to him­self.

			The Pon­tel­liers and Ratig­nolles walked ahead; the wom­en lean­ing up­on the arms of their hus­bands. Ed­na could hear Robert’s voice be­hind them, and could some­times hear what he said. She won­dered why he did not join them. It was un­like him not to. Of late he had some­times held away from her for an en­tire day, re­dou­bling his de­vo­tion up­on the next and the next, as though to make up for hours that had been lost. She missed him the days when some pre­text served to take him away from her, just as one miss­es the sun on a cloudy day with­out hav­ing thought much about the sun when it was shin­ing.

			The peo­ple walked in lit­tle groups to­ward the beach. They talked and laughed; some of them sang. There was a band play­ing down at Klein’s ho­tel, and the strains reached them faint­ly, tem­pered by the dis­tance. There were strange, rare odors abroad—a tan­gle of the sea smell and of weeds and damp, new-plowed earth, min­gled with the heavy per­fume of a field of white blos­soms some­where near. But the night sat light­ly up­on the sea and the land. There was no weight of dark­ness; there were no shad­ows. The white light of the moon had fall­en up­on the world like the mys­tery and the soft­ness of sleep.

			Most of them walked in­to the wa­ter as though in­to a na­tive el­e­ment. The sea was qui­et now, and swelled lazi­ly in broad bil­lows that melt­ed in­to one an­oth­er and did not break ex­cept up­on the beach in lit­tle foamy crests that coiled back like slow, white ser­pents.

			Ed­na had at­tempt­ed all sum­mer to learn to swim. She had re­ceived in­struc­tions from both the men and wom­en; in some in­stances from the chil­dren. Robert had pur­sued a sys­tem of lessons al­most dai­ly; and he was near­ly at the point of dis­cour­age­ment in re­al­iz­ing the fu­til­i­ty of his ef­forts. A cer­tain un­govern­able dread hung about her when in the wa­ter, un­less there was a hand near by that might reach out and re­as­sure her.

			But that night she was like the lit­tle tot­ter­ing, stum­bling, clutch­ing child, who of a sud­den re­al­izes its pow­ers, and walks for the first time alone, bold­ly and with over­con­fi­dence. She could have shout­ed for joy. She did shout for joy, as with a sweep­ing stroke or two she lift­ed her body to the sur­face of the wa­ter.

			A feel­ing of ex­ul­ta­tion over­took her, as if some pow­er of sig­nif­i­cant im­port had been giv­en her to con­trol the work­ing of her body and her soul. She grew dar­ing and reck­less, over­es­ti­mat­ing her strength. She want­ed to swim far out, where no wom­an had swum be­fore.

			Her un­looked-for achieve­ment was the sub­ject of won­der, ap­plause, and ad­mi­ra­tion. Each one con­grat­u­lat­ed him­self that his spe­cial teach­ings had ac­com­plished this de­sired end.

			“How easy it is!” she thought. “It is noth­ing,” she said aloud; “why did I not dis­cov­er be­fore that it was noth­ing. Think of the time I have lost splash­ing about like a ba­by!” She would not join the groups in their sports and bouts, but in­tox­i­cat­ed with her new­ly con­quered pow­er, she swam out alone.

			She turned her face sea­ward to gath­er in an im­pres­sion of space and soli­tude, which the vast ex­panse of wa­ter, meet­ing and melt­ing with the moon­lit sky, con­veyed to her ex­cit­ed fan­cy. As she swam she seemed to be reach­ing out for the un­lim­it­ed in which to lose her­self.

			Once she turned and looked to­ward the shore, to­ward the peo­ple she had left there. She had not gone any great dis­tance—that is, what would have been a great dis­tance for an ex­pe­ri­enced swim­mer. But to her un­ac­cus­tomed vi­sion the stretch of wa­ter be­hind her as­sumed the as­pect of a bar­ri­er which her un­aid­ed strength would nev­er be able to over­come.

			A quick vi­sion of death smote her soul, and for a sec­ond of time ap­palled and en­fee­bled her sens­es. But by an ef­fort she ral­lied her stag­ger­ing fac­ul­ties and man­aged to re­gain the land.

			She made no men­tion of her en­counter with death and her flash of ter­ror, ex­cept to say to her hus­band, “I thought I should have per­ished out there alone.”

			“You were not so very far, my dear; I was watch­ing you,” he told her.

			Ed­na went at once to the bath­house, and she had put on her dry clothes and was ready to re­turn home be­fore the oth­ers had left the wa­ter. She start­ed to walk away alone. They all called to her and shout­ed to her. She waved a dis­sent­ing hand, and went on, pay­ing no fur­ther heed to their re­newed cries which sought to de­tain her.

			“Some­times I am tempt­ed to think that Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er is capri­cious,” said Madame Le­brun, who was amus­ing her­self im­mense­ly and feared that Ed­na’s abrupt de­par­ture might put an end to the plea­sure.

			“I know she is,” as­sent­ed Mr. Pon­tel­li­er; “some­times, not of­ten.”

			Ed­na had not tra­versed a quar­ter of the dis­tance on her way home be­fore she was over­tak­en by Robert.

			“Did you think I was afraid?” she asked him, with­out a shade of an­noy­ance.

			“No; I knew you weren’t afraid.”

			“Then why did you come? Why didn’t you stay out there with the oth­ers?”

			“I nev­er thought of it.”

			“Thought of what?”

			“Of any­thing. What dif­fer­ence does it make?”

			“I’m very tired,” she ut­tered, com­plain­ing­ly.

			“I know you are.”

			“You don’t know any­thing about it. Why should you know? I nev­er was so ex­haust­ed in my life. But it isn’t un­pleas­ant. A thou­sand emo­tions have swept through me tonight. I don’t com­pre­hend half of them. Don’t mind what I’m say­ing; I am just think­ing aloud. I won­der if I shall ev­er be stirred again as Made­moi­selle Reisz’s play­ing moved me tonight. I won­der if any night on earth will ev­er again be like this one. It is like a night in a dream. The peo­ple about me are like some un­can­ny, half-hu­man be­ings. There must be spir­its abroad tonight.”

			“There are,” whis­pered Robert, “Didn’t you know this was the twen­ty-eighth of Au­gust?”

			“The twen­ty-eighth of Au­gust?”

			“Yes. On the twen­ty-eighth of Au­gust, at the hour of mid­night, and if the moon is shin­ing—the moon must be shin­ing—a spir­it that has haunt­ed these shores for ages ris­es up from the Gulf. With its own pen­e­trat­ing vi­sion the spir­it seeks some­one mor­tal wor­thy to hold him com­pa­ny, wor­thy of be­ing ex­alt­ed for a few hours in­to realms of the se­mi-ce­les­tials. His search has al­ways hith­er­to been fruit­less, and he has sunk back, dis­heart­ened, in­to the sea. But tonight he found Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er. Per­haps he will nev­er whol­ly re­lease her from the spell. Per­haps she will nev­er again suf­fer a poor, un­wor­thy earth­ling to walk in the shad­ow of her di­vine pres­ence.”

			“Don’t ban­ter me,” she said, wound­ed at what ap­peared to be his flip­pan­cy. He did not mind the en­treaty, but the tone with its del­i­cate note of pathos was like a re­proach. He could not ex­plain; he could not tell her that he had pen­e­trat­ed her mood and un­der­stood. He said noth­ing ex­cept to of­fer her his arm, for, by her own ad­mis­sion, she was ex­haust­ed. She had been walk­ing alone with her arms hang­ing limp, let­ting her white skirts trail along the dewy path. She took his arm, but she did not lean up­on it. She let her hand lie list­less­ly, as though her thoughts were else­where—some­where in ad­vance of her body, and she was striv­ing to over­take them.

			Robert as­sist­ed her in­to the ham­mock which swung from the post be­fore her door out to the trunk of a tree.

			“Will you stay out here and wait for Mr. Pon­tel­li­er?” he asked.

			“I’ll stay out here. Good night.”

			“Shall I get you a pil­low?”

			“There’s one here,” she said, feel­ing about, for they were in the shad­ow.

			“It must be soiled; the chil­dren have been tum­bling it about.”

			“No mat­ter.” And hav­ing dis­cov­ered the pil­low, she ad­just­ed it be­neath her head. She ex­tend­ed her­self in the ham­mock with a deep breath of re­lief. She was not a su­per­cil­ious or an over-dain­ty wom­an. She was not much giv­en to re­clin­ing in the ham­mock, and when she did so it was with no cat­like sug­ges­tion of volup­tuous ease, but with a benef­i­cent re­pose which seemed to in­vade her whole body.

			“Shall I stay with you till Mr. Pon­tel­li­er comes?” asked Robert, seat­ing him­self on the out­er edge of one of the steps and tak­ing hold of the ham­mock rope which was fas­tened to the post.

			“If you wish. Don’t swing the ham­mock. Will you get my white shawl which I left on the win­dowsill over at the house?”

			“Are you chilly?”

			“No; but I shall be present­ly.”

			“Present­ly?” he laughed. “Do you know what time it is? How long are you go­ing to stay out here?”

			“I don’t know. Will you get the shawl?”

			“Of course I will,” he said, ris­ing. He went over to the house, walk­ing along the grass. She watched his fig­ure pass in and out of the strips of moon­light. It was past mid­night. It was very qui­et.

			When he re­turned with the shawl she took it and kept it in her hand. She did not put it around her.

			“Did you say I should stay till Mr. Pon­tel­li­er came back?”

			“I said you might if you wished to.”

			He seat­ed him­self again and rolled a cig­a­rette, which he smoked in si­lence. Nei­ther did Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er speak. No mul­ti­tude of words could have been more sig­nif­i­cant than those mo­ments of si­lence, or more preg­nant with the first-felt throb­bings of de­sire.

			When the voic­es of the bathers were heard ap­proach­ing, Robert said good night. She did not an­swer him. He thought she was asleep. Again she watched his fig­ure pass in and out of the strips of moon­light as he walked away.

		
	
		
			XI

			“What are you do­ing out here, Ed­na? I thought I should find you in bed,” said her hus­band, when he dis­cov­ered her ly­ing there. He had walked up with Madame Le­brun and left her at the house. His wife did not re­ply.

			“Are you asleep?” he asked, bend­ing down close to look at her.

			“No.” Her eyes gleamed bright and in­tense, with no sleepy shad­ows, as they looked in­to his.

			“Do you know it is past one o’clock? Come on,” and he mount­ed the steps and went in­to their room.

			“Ed­na!” called Mr. Pon­tel­li­er from with­in, af­ter a few mo­ments had gone by.

			“Don’t wait for me,” she an­swered. He thrust his head through the door.

			“You will take cold out there,” he said, ir­ri­ta­bly. “What fol­ly is this? Why don’t you come in?”

			“It isn’t cold; I have my shawl.”

			“The mos­qui­toes will de­vour you.”

			“There are no mos­qui­toes.”

			She heard him mov­ing about the room; ev­ery sound in­di­cat­ing im­pa­tience and ir­ri­ta­tion. An­oth­er time she would have gone in at his re­quest. She would, through habit, have yield­ed to his de­sire; not with any sense of sub­mis­sion or obe­di­ence to his com­pelling wish­es, but un­think­ing­ly, as we walk, move, sit, stand, go through the dai­ly tread­mill of the life which has been por­tioned out to us.

			“Ed­na, dear, are you not com­ing in soon?” he asked again, this time fond­ly, with a note of en­treaty.

			“No; I am go­ing to stay out here.”

			“This is more than fol­ly,” he blurt­ed out. “I can’t per­mit you to stay out there all night. You must come in the house in­stant­ly.”

			With a writhing mo­tion she set­tled her­self more se­cure­ly in the ham­mock. She per­ceived that her will had blazed up, stub­born and re­sis­tant. She could not at that mo­ment have done oth­er than de­nied and re­sist­ed. She won­dered if her hus­band had ev­er spo­ken to her like that be­fore, and if she had sub­mit­ted to his com­mand. Of course she had; she re­mem­bered that she had. But she could not re­al­ize why or how she should have yield­ed, feel­ing as she then did.

			“Léonce, go to bed,” she said, “I mean to stay out here. I don’t wish to go in, and I don’t in­tend to. Don’t speak to me like that again; I shall not an­swer you.”

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had pre­pared for bed, but he slipped on an ex­tra gar­ment. He opened a bot­tle of wine, of which he kept a small and se­lect sup­ply in a buf­fet of his own. He drank a glass of the wine and went out on the gallery and of­fered a glass to his wife. She did not wish any. He drew up the rock­er, hoist­ed his slip­pered feet on the rail, and pro­ceed­ed to smoke a cigar. He smoked two cigars; then he went in­side and drank an­oth­er glass of wine. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er again de­clined to ac­cept a glass when it was of­fered to her. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er once more seat­ed him­self with el­e­vat­ed feet, and af­ter a rea­son­able in­ter­val of time smoked some more cigars.

			Ed­na be­gan to feel like one who awak­ens grad­u­al­ly out of a dream, a de­li­cious, grotesque, im­pos­si­ble dream, to feel again the re­al­i­ties press­ing in­to her soul. The phys­i­cal need for sleep be­gan to over­take her; the ex­u­ber­ance which had sus­tained and ex­alt­ed her spir­it left her help­less and yield­ing to the con­di­tions which crowd­ed her in.

			The stillest hour of the night had come, the hour be­fore dawn, when the world seems to hold its breath. The moon hung low, and had turned from sil­ver to cop­per in the sleep­ing sky. The old owl no longer hoot­ed, and the wa­ter oaks had ceased to moan as they bent their heads.

			Ed­na arose, cramped from ly­ing so long and still in the ham­mock. She tot­tered up the steps, clutch­ing fee­bly at the post be­fore pass­ing in­to the house.

			“Are you com­ing in, Léonce?” she asked, turn­ing her face to­ward her hus­band.

			“Yes, dear,” he an­swered, with a glance fol­low­ing a misty puff of smoke. “Just as soon as I have fin­ished my cigar.”

		
	
		
			XII

			She slept but a few hours. They were trou­bled and fever­ish hours, dis­turbed with dreams that were in­tan­gi­ble, that elud­ed her, leav­ing on­ly an im­pres­sion up­on her half-awak­ened sens­es of some­thing unattain­able. She was up and dressed in the cool of the ear­ly morn­ing. The air was in­vig­o­rat­ing and stead­ied some­what her fac­ul­ties. How­ev­er, she was not seek­ing re­fresh­ment or help from any source, ei­ther ex­ter­nal or from with­in. She was blind­ly fol­low­ing what­ev­er im­pulse moved her, as if she had placed her­self in alien hands for di­rec­tion, and freed her soul of re­spon­si­bil­i­ty.

			Most of the peo­ple at that ear­ly hour were still in bed and asleep. A few, who in­tend­ed to go over to the Chénière for mass, were mov­ing about. The lovers, who had laid their plans the night be­fore, were al­ready strolling to­ward the wharf. The la­dy in black, with her Sun­day prayer­book, vel­vet and gold-clasped, and her Sun­day sil­ver beads, was fol­low­ing them at no great dis­tance. Old Mon­sieur Fari­val was up, and was more than half in­clined to do any­thing that sug­gest­ed it­self. He put on his big straw hat, and tak­ing his um­brel­la from the stand in the hall, fol­lowed the la­dy in black, nev­er over­tak­ing her.

			The lit­tle ne­gro girl who worked Madame Le­brun’s sewing-ma­chine was sweep­ing the gal­leries with long, ab­sent­mind­ed strokes of the broom. Ed­na sent her up in­to the house to awak­en Robert.

			“Tell him I am go­ing to the Chénière. The boat is ready; tell him to hur­ry.”

			He had soon joined her. She had nev­er sent for him be­fore. She had nev­er asked for him. She had nev­er seemed to want him be­fore. She did not ap­pear con­scious that she had done any­thing un­usu­al in com­mand­ing his pres­ence. He was ap­par­ent­ly equal­ly un­con­scious of any­thing ex­tra­or­di­nary in the sit­u­a­tion. But his face was suf­fused with a qui­et glow when he met her.

			They went to­geth­er back to the kitchen to drink cof­fee. There was no time to wait for any nice­ty of ser­vice. They stood out­side the win­dow and the cook passed them their cof­fee and a roll, which they drank and ate from the win­dowsill. Ed­na said it tast­ed good.

			She had not thought of cof­fee nor of any­thing. He told her he had of­ten no­ticed that she lacked fore­thought.

			“Wasn’t it enough to think of go­ing to the Chénière and wak­ing you up?” she laughed. “Do I have to think of ev­ery­thing?—as Léonce says when he’s in a bad hu­mor. I don’t blame him; he’d nev­er be in a bad hu­mor if it weren’t for me.”

			They took a short­cut across the sands. At a dis­tance they could see the cu­ri­ous pro­ces­sion mov­ing to­ward the wharf—the lovers, shoul­der to shoul­der, creep­ing; the la­dy in black, gain­ing steadi­ly up­on them; old Mon­sieur Fari­val, los­ing ground inch by inch, and a young bare­foot­ed Span­ish girl, with a red ker­chief on her head and a bas­ket on her arm, bring­ing up the rear.

			Robert knew the girl, and he talked to her a lit­tle in the boat. No one present un­der­stood what they said. Her name was Mariequi­ta. She had a round, sly, pi­quant face and pret­ty black eyes. Her hands were small, and she kept them fold­ed over the han­dle of her bas­ket. Her feet were broad and coarse. She did not strive to hide them. Ed­na looked at her feet, and no­ticed the sand and slime be­tween her brown toes.

			Beaudelet grum­bled be­cause Mariequi­ta was there, tak­ing up so much room. In re­al­i­ty he was an­noyed at hav­ing old Mon­sieur Fari­val, who con­sid­ered him­self the bet­ter sailor of the two. But he would not quar­rel with so old a man as Mon­sieur Fari­val, so he quar­reled with Mariequi­ta. The girl was dep­re­ca­to­ry at one mo­ment, ap­peal­ing to Robert. She was saucy the next, mov­ing her head up and down, mak­ing “eyes” at Robert and mak­ing “mouths” at Beaudelet.

			The lovers were all alone. They saw noth­ing, they heard noth­ing. The la­dy in black was count­ing her beads for the third time. Old Mon­sieur Fari­val talked in­ces­sant­ly of what he knew about han­dling a boat, and of what Beaudelet did not know on the same sub­ject.

			Ed­na liked it all. She looked Mariequi­ta up and down, from her ug­ly brown toes to her pret­ty black eyes, and back again.

			“Why does she look at me like that?” in­quired the girl of Robert.

			“Maybe she thinks you are pret­ty. Shall I ask her?”

			“No. Is she your sweet­heart?”

			“She’s a mar­ried la­dy, and has two chil­dren.”

			“Oh! well! Fran­cis­co ran away with Syl­vano’s wife, who had four chil­dren. They took all his mon­ey and one of the chil­dren and stole his boat.”

			“Shut up!”

			“Does she un­der­stand?”

			“Oh, hush!”

			“Are those two mar­ried over there—lean­ing on each oth­er?”

			“Of course not,” laughed Robert.

			“Of course not,” echoed Mariequi­ta, with a se­ri­ous, con­fir­ma­to­ry bob of the head.

			The sun was high up and be­gin­ning to bite. The swift breeze seemed to Ed­na to bury the sting of it in­to the pores of her face and hands. Robert held his um­brel­la over her. As they went cut­ting side­wise through the wa­ter, the sails bel­lied taut, with the wind fill­ing and over­flow­ing them. Old Mon­sieur Fari­val laughed sar­don­ical­ly at some­thing as he looked at the sails, and Beaudelet swore at the old man un­der his breath.

			Sail­ing across the bay to the Chénière Cam­i­na­da, Ed­na felt as if she were be­ing borne away from some an­chor­age which had held her fast, whose chains had been loos­en­ing—had snapped the night be­fore when the mys­tic spir­it was abroad, leav­ing her free to drift whith­er­so­ev­er she chose to set her sails. Robert spoke to her in­ces­sant­ly; he no longer no­ticed Mariequi­ta. The girl had shrimps in her bam­boo bas­ket. They were cov­ered with Span­ish moss. She beat the moss down im­pa­tient­ly, and mut­tered to her­self sul­len­ly.

			“Let us go to Grande Terre to­mor­row?” said Robert in a low voice.

			“What shall we do there?”

			“Climb up the hill to the old fort and look at the lit­tle wrig­gling gold snakes, and watch the lizards sun them­selves.”

			She gazed away to­ward Grande Terre and thought she would like to be alone there with Robert, in the sun, lis­ten­ing to the ocean’s roar and watch­ing the slimy lizards writhe in and out among the ru­ins of the old fort.

			“And the next day or the next we can sail to the Bay­ou Bru­low,” he went on.

			“What shall we do there?”

			“Any­thing—cast bait for fish.”

			“No; we’ll go back to Grande Terre. Let the fish alone.”

			“We’ll go wher­ev­er you like,” he said. “I’ll have Tonie come over and help me patch and trim my boat. We shall not need Beaudelet nor any­one. Are you afraid of the pirogue?”

			“Oh, no.”

			“Then I’ll take you some night in the pirogue when the moon shines. Maybe your Gulf spir­it will whis­per to you in which of these is­lands the trea­sures are hid­den—di­rect you to the very spot, per­haps.”

			“And in a day we should be rich!” she laughed. “I’d give it all to you, the pi­rate gold and ev­ery bit of trea­sure we could dig up. I think you would know how to spend it. Pi­rate gold isn’t a thing to be hoard­ed or uti­lized. It is some­thing to squan­der and throw to the four winds, for the fun of see­ing the gold­en specks fly.”

			“We’d share it, and scat­ter it to­geth­er,” he said. His face flushed.

			They all went to­geth­er up to the quaint lit­tle Goth­ic church of Our La­dy of Lour­des, gleam­ing all brown and yel­low with paint in the sun’s glare.

			On­ly Beaudelet re­mained be­hind, tin­ker­ing at his boat, and Mariequi­ta walked away with her bas­ket of shrimps, cast­ing a look of child­ish ill hu­mor and re­proach at Robert from the cor­ner of her eye.

		
	
		
			XIII

			A feel­ing of op­pres­sion and drowsi­ness over­came Ed­na dur­ing the ser­vice. Her head be­gan to ache, and the lights on the al­tar swayed be­fore her eyes. An­oth­er time she might have made an ef­fort to re­gain her com­po­sure; but her one thought was to quit the sti­fling at­mos­phere of the church and reach the open air. She arose, climb­ing over Robert’s feet with a mut­tered apol­o­gy. Old Mon­sieur Fari­val, flur­ried, cu­ri­ous, stood up, but up­on see­ing that Robert had fol­lowed Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, he sank back in­to his seat. He whis­pered an anx­ious in­quiry of the la­dy in black, who did not no­tice him or re­ply, but kept her eyes fas­tened up­on the pages of her vel­vet prayer­book.

			“I felt gid­dy and al­most over­come,” Ed­na said, lift­ing her hands in­stinc­tive­ly to her head and push­ing her straw hat up from her fore­head. “I couldn’t have stayed through the ser­vice.” They were out­side in the shad­ow of the church. Robert was full of so­lic­i­tude.

			“It was fol­ly to have thought of go­ing in the first place, let alone stay­ing. Come over to Madame An­toine’s; you can rest there.” He took her arm and led her away, look­ing anx­ious­ly and con­tin­u­ous­ly down in­to her face.

			How still it was, with on­ly the voice of the sea whis­per­ing through the reeds that grew in the salt­wa­ter pools! The long line of lit­tle gray, weath­er-beat­en hous­es nes­tled peace­ful­ly among the or­ange trees. It must al­ways have been God’s day on that low, drowsy is­land, Ed­na thought. They stopped, lean­ing over a jagged fence made of sea-drift, to ask for wa­ter. A youth, a mild-faced Aca­di­an, was draw­ing wa­ter from the cis­tern, which was noth­ing more than a rusty buoy, with an open­ing on one side, sunk in the ground. The wa­ter which the youth hand­ed to them in a tin pail was not cold to taste, but it was cool to her heat­ed face, and it great­ly re­vived and re­freshed her.

			Madame An­toine’s cot was at the far end of the vil­lage. She wel­comed them with all the na­tive hos­pi­tal­i­ty, as she would have opened her door to let the sun­light in. She was fat, and walked heav­i­ly and clum­si­ly across the floor. She could speak no Eng­lish, but when Robert made her un­der­stand that the la­dy who ac­com­pa­nied him was ill and de­sired to rest, she was all ea­ger­ness to make Ed­na feel at home and to dis­pose of her com­fort­ably.

			The whole place was im­mac­u­late­ly clean, and the big, four-post­ed bed, snow-white, in­vit­ed one to re­pose. It stood in a small side room which looked out across a nar­row grass plot to­ward the shed, where there was a dis­abled boat ly­ing keel up­ward.

			Madame An­toine had not gone to mass. Her son Tonie had, but she sup­posed he would soon be back, and she in­vit­ed Robert to be seat­ed and wait for him. But he went and sat out­side the door and smoked. Madame An­toine bus­ied her­self in the large front room pre­par­ing din­ner. She was boil­ing mul­lets over a few red coals in the huge fire­place.

			Ed­na, left alone in the lit­tle side room, loos­ened her clothes, re­mov­ing the greater part of them. She bathed her face, her neck and arms in the basin that stood be­tween the win­dows. She took off her shoes and stock­ings and stretched her­self in the very cen­ter of the high, white bed. How lux­u­ri­ous it felt to rest thus in a strange, quaint bed, with its sweet coun­try odor of lau­rel lin­ger­ing about the sheets and mat­tress! She stretched her strong limbs that ached a lit­tle. She ran her fin­gers through her loos­ened hair for a while. She looked at her round arms as she held them straight up and rubbed them one af­ter the oth­er, ob­serv­ing close­ly, as if it were some­thing she saw for the first time, the fine, firm qual­i­ty and tex­ture of her flesh. She clasped her hands eas­i­ly above her head, and it was thus she fell asleep.

			She slept light­ly at first, half awake and drowsi­ly at­ten­tive to the things about her. She could hear Madame An­toine’s heavy, scrap­ing tread as she walked back and forth on the sand­ed floor. Some chick­ens were cluck­ing out­side the win­dows, scratch­ing for bits of grav­el in the grass. Lat­er she half heard the voic­es of Robert and Tonie talk­ing un­der the shed. She did not stir. Even her eye­lids rest­ed numb and heav­i­ly over her sleepy eyes. The voic­es went on—Tonie’s slow, Aca­di­an drawl, Robert’s quick, soft, smooth French. She un­der­stood French im­per­fect­ly un­less di­rect­ly ad­dressed, and the voic­es were on­ly part of the oth­er drowsy, muf­fled sounds lulling her sens­es.

			When Ed­na awoke it was with the con­vic­tion that she had slept long and sound­ly. The voic­es were hushed un­der the shed. Madame An­toine’s step was no longer to be heard in the ad­join­ing room. Even the chick­ens had gone else­where to scratch and cluck. The mos­qui­to bar was drawn over her; the old wom­an had come in while she slept and let down the bar. Ed­na arose qui­et­ly from the bed, and look­ing be­tween the cur­tains of the win­dow, she saw by the slant­ing rays of the sun that the af­ter­noon was far ad­vanced. Robert was out there un­der the shed, re­clin­ing in the shade against the slop­ing keel of the over­turned boat. He was read­ing from a book. Tonie was no longer with him. She won­dered what had be­come of the rest of the par­ty. She peeped out at him two or three times as she stood wash­ing her­self in the lit­tle basin be­tween the win­dows.

			Madame An­toine had laid some coarse, clean tow­els up­on a chair, and had placed a box of poudre de riz with­in easy reach. Ed­na dabbed the pow­der up­on her nose and cheeks as she looked at her­self close­ly in the lit­tle dis­tort­ed mir­ror which hung on the wall above the basin. Her eyes were bright and wide awake and her face glowed.

			When she had com­plet­ed her toi­let she walked in­to the ad­join­ing room. She was very hun­gry. No one was there. But there was a cloth spread up­on the ta­ble that stood against the wall, and a cov­er was laid for one, with a crusty brown loaf and a bot­tle of wine be­side the plate. Ed­na bit a piece from the brown loaf, tear­ing it with her strong, white teeth. She poured some of the wine in­to the glass and drank it down. Then she went soft­ly out of doors, and pluck­ing an or­ange from the low-hang­ing bough of a tree, threw it at Robert, who did not know she was awake and up.

			An il­lu­mi­na­tion broke over his whole face when he saw her and joined her un­der the or­ange tree.

			“How many years have I slept?” she in­quired. “The whole is­land seems changed. A new race of be­ings must have sprung up, leav­ing on­ly you and me as past relics. How many ages ago did Madame An­toine and Tonie die? and when did our peo­ple from Grand Isle dis­ap­pear from the earth?”

			He fa­mil­iar­ly ad­just­ed a ruf­fle up­on her shoul­der.

			“You have slept pre­cise­ly one hun­dred years. I was left here to guard your slum­bers; and for one hun­dred years I have been out un­der the shed read­ing a book. The on­ly evil I couldn’t pre­vent was to keep a broiled fowl from dry­ing up.”

			“If it has turned to stone, still will I eat it,” said Ed­na, mov­ing with him in­to the house. “But re­al­ly, what has be­come of Mon­sieur Fari­val and the oth­ers?”

			“Gone hours ago. When they found that you were sleep­ing they thought it best not to awake you. Any way, I wouldn’t have let them. What was I here for?”

			“I won­der if Léonce will be un­easy!” she spec­u­lat­ed, as she seat­ed her­self at ta­ble.

			“Of course not; he knows you are with me,” Robert replied, as he bus­ied him­self among sundry pans and cov­ered dish­es which had been left stand­ing on the hearth.

			“Where are Madame An­toine and her son?” asked Ed­na.

			“Gone to Ves­pers, and to vis­it some friends, I be­lieve. I am to take you back in Tonie’s boat when­ev­er you are ready to go.”

			He stirred the smol­der­ing ash­es till the broiled fowl be­gan to siz­zle afresh. He served her with no mean repast, drip­ping the cof­fee anew and shar­ing it with her. Madame An­toine had cooked lit­tle else than the mul­lets, but while Ed­na slept Robert had for­aged the is­land. He was child­ish­ly grat­i­fied to dis­cov­er her ap­petite, and to see the rel­ish with which she ate the food which he had pro­cured for her.

			“Shall we go right away?” she asked, af­ter drain­ing her glass and brush­ing to­geth­er the crumbs of the crusty loaf.

			“The sun isn’t as low as it will be in two hours,” he an­swered.

			“The sun will be gone in two hours.”

			“Well, let it go; who cares!”

			They wait­ed a good while un­der the or­ange trees, till Madame An­toine came back, pant­ing, wad­dling, with a thou­sand apolo­gies to ex­plain her ab­sence. Tonie did not dare to re­turn. He was shy, and would not will­ing­ly face any wom­an ex­cept his moth­er.

			It was very pleas­ant to stay there un­der the or­ange trees, while the sun dipped low­er and low­er, turn­ing the west­ern sky to flam­ing cop­per and gold. The shad­ows length­ened and crept out like stealthy, grotesque mon­sters across the grass.

			Ed­na and Robert both sat up­on the ground—that is, he lay up­on the ground be­side her, oc­ca­sion­al­ly pick­ing at the hem of her muslin gown.

			Madame An­toine seat­ed her fat body, broad and squat, up­on a bench be­side the door. She had been talk­ing all the af­ter­noon, and had wound her­self up to the sto­ry­telling pitch.

			And what sto­ries she told them! But twice in her life she had left the Chénière Cam­i­na­da, and then for the briefest span. All her years she had squat­ted and wad­dled there up­on the is­land, gath­er­ing leg­ends of the Baratar­i­ans and the sea. The night came on, with the moon to light­en it. Ed­na could hear the whis­per­ing voic­es of dead men and the click of muf­fled gold.

			When she and Robert stepped in­to Tonie’s boat, with the red la­teen sail, misty spir­it forms were prowl­ing in the shad­ows and among the reeds, and up­on the wa­ter were phan­tom ships, speed­ing to cov­er.

		
	
		
			XIV

			The youngest boy, Eti­enne, had been very naughty, Madame Ratig­nolle said, as she de­liv­ered him in­to the hands of his moth­er. He had been un­will­ing to go to bed and had made a scene; where­upon she had tak­en charge of him and paci­fied him as well as she could. Raoul had been in bed and asleep for two hours.

			The young­ster was in his long white night­gown, that kept trip­ping him up as Madame Ratig­nolle led him along by the hand. With the oth­er chub­by fist he rubbed his eyes, which were heavy with sleep and ill hu­mor. Ed­na took him in her arms, and seat­ing her­self in the rock­er, be­gan to cod­dle and ca­ress him, call­ing him all man­ner of ten­der names, sooth­ing him to sleep.

			It was not more than nine o’clock. No one had yet gone to bed but the chil­dren.

			Léonce had been very un­easy at first, Madame Ratig­nolle said, and had want­ed to start at once for the Chénière. But Mon­sieur Fari­val had as­sured him that his wife was on­ly over­come with sleep and fa­tigue, that Tonie would bring her safe­ly back lat­er in the day; and he had thus been dis­suad­ed from cross­ing the bay. He had gone over to Klein’s, look­ing up some cot­ton bro­ker whom he wished to see in re­gard to se­cu­ri­ties, ex­changes, stocks, bonds, or some­thing of the sort, Madame Ratig­nolle did not re­mem­ber what. He said he would not re­main away late. She her­self was suf­fer­ing from heat and op­pres­sion, she said. She car­ried a bot­tle of salts and a large fan. She would not con­sent to re­main with Ed­na, for Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle was alone, and he de­test­ed above all things to be left alone.

			When Eti­enne had fall­en asleep Ed­na bore him in­to the back room, and Robert went and lift­ed the mos­qui­to bar that she might lay the child com­fort­ably in his bed. The quadroon had van­ished. When they emerged from the cot­tage Robert bade Ed­na good night.

			“Do you know we have been to­geth­er the whole live­long day, Robert—since ear­ly this morn­ing?” she said at part­ing.

			“All but the hun­dred years when you were sleep­ing. Good­night.”

			He pressed her hand and went away in the di­rec­tion of the beach. He did not join any of the oth­ers, but walked alone to­ward the Gulf.

			Ed­na stayed out­side, await­ing her hus­band’s re­turn. She had no de­sire to sleep or to re­tire; nor did she feel like go­ing over to sit with the Ratig­nolles, or to join Madame Le­brun and a group whose an­i­mat­ed voic­es reached her as they sat in con­ver­sa­tion be­fore the house. She let her mind wan­der back over her stay at Grand Isle; and she tried to dis­cov­er where­in this sum­mer had been dif­fer­ent from any and ev­ery oth­er sum­mer of her life. She could on­ly re­al­ize that she her­self—her present self—was in some way dif­fer­ent from the oth­er self. That she was see­ing with dif­fer­ent eyes and mak­ing the ac­quain­tance of new con­di­tions in her­self that col­ored and changed her en­vi­ron­ment, she did not yet sus­pect.

			She won­dered why Robert had gone away and left her. It did not oc­cur to her to think he might have grown tired of be­ing with her the live­long day. She was not tired, and she felt that he was not. She re­gret­ted that he had gone. It was so much more nat­u­ral to have him stay when he was not ab­so­lute­ly re­quired to leave her.

			As Ed­na wait­ed for her hus­band she sang low a lit­tle song that Robert had sung as they crossed the bay. It be­gan with “Ah! Si tu savais,” and ev­ery verse end­ed with “si tu savais.”

			Robert’s voice was not pre­ten­tious. It was mu­si­cal and true. The voice, the notes, the whole re­frain haunt­ed her mem­o­ry.

		
	
		
			XV

			When Ed­na en­tered the din­ing-room one evening a lit­tle late, as was her habit, an un­usu­al­ly an­i­mat­ed con­ver­sa­tion seemed to be go­ing on. Sev­er­al per­sons were talk­ing at once, and Vic­tor’s voice was pre­dom­i­nat­ing, even over that of his moth­er. Ed­na had re­turned late from her bath, had dressed in some haste, and her face was flushed. Her head, set off by her dain­ty white gown, sug­gest­ed a rich, rare blos­som. She took her seat at ta­ble be­tween old Mon­sieur Fari­val and Madame Ratig­nolle.

			As she seat­ed her­self and was about to be­gin to eat her soup, which had been served when she en­tered the room, sev­er­al per­sons in­formed her si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly that Robert was go­ing to Mex­i­co. She laid her spoon down and looked about her be­wil­dered. He had been with her, read­ing to her all the morn­ing, and had nev­er even men­tioned such a place as Mex­i­co. She had not seen him dur­ing the af­ter­noon; she had heard some­one say he was at the house, up­stairs with his moth­er. This she had thought noth­ing of, though she was sur­prised when he did not join her lat­er in the af­ter­noon, when she went down to the beach.

			She looked across at him, where he sat be­side Madame Le­brun, who presid­ed. Ed­na’s face was a blank pic­ture of be­wil­der­ment, which she nev­er thought of dis­guis­ing. He lift­ed his eye­brows with the pre­text of a smile as he re­turned her glance. He looked em­bar­rassed and un­easy. “When is he go­ing?” she asked of ev­ery­body in gen­er­al, as if Robert were not there to an­swer for him­self.

			“Tonight!” “This very evening!” “Did you ev­er!” “What pos­sess­es him!” were some of the replies she gath­ered, ut­tered si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly in French and Eng­lish.

			“Im­pos­si­ble!” she ex­claimed. “How can a per­son start off from Grand Isle to Mex­i­co at a mo­ment’s no­tice, as if he were go­ing over to Klein’s or to the wharf or down to the beach?”

			“I said all along I was go­ing to Mex­i­co; I’ve been say­ing so for years!” cried Robert, in an ex­cit­ed and ir­ri­ta­ble tone, with the air of a man de­fend­ing him­self against a swarm of sting­ing in­sects.

			Madame Le­brun knocked on the ta­ble with her knife han­dle.

			“Please let Robert ex­plain why he is go­ing, and why he is go­ing tonight,” she called out. “Re­al­ly, this ta­ble is get­ting to be more and more like Bed­lam ev­ery day, with ev­ery­body talk­ing at once. Some­times—I hope God will for­give me—but pos­i­tive­ly, some­times I wish Vic­tor would lose the pow­er of speech.”

			Vic­tor laughed sar­don­ical­ly as he thanked his moth­er for her holy wish, of which he failed to see the ben­e­fit to any­body, ex­cept that it might af­ford her a more am­ple op­por­tu­ni­ty and li­cense to talk her­self.

			Mon­sieur Fari­val thought that Vic­tor should have been tak­en out in mid-ocean in his ear­li­est youth and drowned. Vic­tor thought there would be more log­ic in thus dis­pos­ing of old peo­ple with an es­tab­lished claim for mak­ing them­selves uni­ver­sal­ly ob­nox­ious. Madame Le­brun grew a tri­fle hys­ter­i­cal; Robert called his broth­er some sharp, hard names.

			“There’s noth­ing much to ex­plain, moth­er,” he said; though he ex­plained, nev­er­the­less—look­ing chiefly at Ed­na—that he could on­ly meet the gen­tle­man whom he in­tend­ed to join at Ve­ra Cruz by tak­ing such and such a steam­er, which left New Or­leans on such a day; that Beaudelet was go­ing out with his lug­ger-load of veg­eta­bles that night, which gave him an op­por­tu­ni­ty of reach­ing the city and mak­ing his ves­sel in time.

			“But when did you make up your mind to all this?” de­mand­ed Mon­sieur Fari­val.

			“This af­ter­noon,” re­turned Robert, with a shade of an­noy­ance.

			“At what time this af­ter­noon?” per­sist­ed the old gen­tle­man, with nag­ging de­ter­mi­na­tion, as if he were cross-ques­tion­ing a crim­i­nal in a court of jus­tice.

			“At four o’clock this af­ter­noon, Mon­sieur Fari­val,” Robert replied, in a high voice and with a lofty air, which re­mind­ed Ed­na of some gen­tle­man on the stage.

			She had forced her­self to eat most of her soup, and now she was pick­ing the flaky bits of a court bouil­lon with her fork.

			The lovers were prof­it­ing by the gen­er­al con­ver­sa­tion on Mex­i­co to speak in whis­pers of mat­ters which they right­ly con­sid­ered were in­ter­est­ing to no one but them­selves. The la­dy in black had once re­ceived a pair of prayer-beads of cu­ri­ous work­man­ship from Mex­i­co, with very spe­cial in­dul­gence at­tached to them, but she had nev­er been able to as­cer­tain whether the in­dul­gence ex­tend­ed out­side the Mex­i­can bor­der. Fa­ther Fochel of the Cathe­dral had at­tempt­ed to ex­plain it; but he had not done so to her sat­is­fac­tion. And she begged that Robert would in­ter­est him­self, and dis­cov­er, if pos­si­ble, whether she was en­ti­tled to the in­dul­gence ac­com­pa­ny­ing the re­mark­ably cu­ri­ous Mex­i­can prayer-beads.

			Madame Ratig­nolle hoped that Robert would ex­er­cise ex­treme cau­tion in deal­ing with the Mex­i­cans, who, she con­sid­ered, were a treach­er­ous peo­ple, un­scrupu­lous and re­venge­ful. She trust­ed she did them no in­jus­tice in thus con­demn­ing them as a race. She had known per­son­al­ly but one Mex­i­can, who made and sold ex­cel­lent tamales, and whom she would have trust­ed im­plic­it­ly, so soft-spo­ken was he. One day he was ar­rest­ed for stab­bing his wife. She nev­er knew whether he had been hanged or not.

			Vic­tor had grown hi­lar­i­ous, and was at­tempt­ing to tell an anec­dote about a Mex­i­can girl who served choco­late one win­ter in a restau­rant in Dauphine Street. No one would lis­ten to him but old Mon­sieur Fari­val, who went in­to con­vul­sions over the droll sto­ry.

			Ed­na won­dered if they had all gone mad, to be talk­ing and clam­or­ing at that rate. She her­self could think of noth­ing to say about Mex­i­co or the Mex­i­cans.

			“At what time do you leave?” she asked Robert.

			“At ten,” he told her. “Beaudelet wants to wait for the moon.”

			“Are you all ready to go?”

			“Quite ready. I shall on­ly take a hand­bag, and shall pack my trunk in the city.”

			He turned to an­swer some ques­tion put to him by his moth­er, and Ed­na, hav­ing fin­ished her black cof­fee, left the ta­ble.

			She went di­rect­ly to her room. The lit­tle cot­tage was close and stuffy af­ter leav­ing the out­er air. But she did not mind; there ap­peared to be a hun­dred dif­fer­ent things de­mand­ing her at­ten­tion in­doors. She be­gan to set the toi­let-stand to rights, grum­bling at the neg­li­gence of the quadroon, who was in the ad­join­ing room putting the chil­dren to bed. She gath­ered to­geth­er stray gar­ments that were hang­ing on the backs of chairs, and put each where it be­longed in clos­et or bu­reau draw­er. She changed her gown for a more com­fort­able and com­modi­ous wrap­per. She re­ar­ranged her hair, comb­ing and brush­ing it with un­usu­al en­er­gy. Then she went in and as­sist­ed the quadroon in get­ting the boys to bed.

			They were very play­ful and in­clined to talk—to do any­thing but lie qui­et and go to sleep. Ed­na sent the quadroon away to her sup­per and told her she need not re­turn. Then she sat and told the chil­dren a sto­ry. In­stead of sooth­ing it ex­cit­ed them, and added to their wake­ful­ness. She left them in heat­ed ar­gu­ment, spec­u­lat­ing about the con­clu­sion of the tale which their moth­er promised to fin­ish the fol­low­ing night.

			The lit­tle black girl came in to say that Madame Le­brun would like to have Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er go and sit with them over at the house till Mr. Robert went away. Ed­na re­turned an­swer that she had al­ready un­dressed, that she did not feel quite well, but per­haps she would go over to the house lat­er. She start­ed to dress again, and got as far ad­vanced as to re­move her peignoir. But chang­ing her mind once more she re­sumed the peignoir, and went out­side and sat down be­fore her door. She was over­heat­ed and ir­ri­ta­ble, and fanned her­self en­er­get­i­cal­ly for a while. Madame Ratig­nolle came down to dis­cov­er what was the mat­ter.

			“All that noise and con­fu­sion at the ta­ble must have up­set me,” replied Ed­na, “and more­over, I hate shocks and sur­pris­es. The idea of Robert start­ing off in such a ridicu­lous­ly sud­den and dra­mat­ic way! As if it were a mat­ter of life and death! Nev­er say­ing a word about it all morn­ing when he was with me.”

			“Yes,” agreed Madame Ratig­nolle. “I think it was show­ing us all—you es­pe­cial­ly—very lit­tle con­sid­er­a­tion. It wouldn’t have sur­prised me in any of the oth­ers; those Le­bruns are all giv­en to hero­ics. But I must say I should nev­er have ex­pect­ed such a thing from Robert. Are you not com­ing down? Come on, dear; it doesn’t look friend­ly.”

			“No,” said Ed­na, a lit­tle sul­len­ly. “I can’t go to the trou­ble of dress­ing again; I don’t feel like it.”

			“You needn’t dress; you look all right; fas­ten a belt around your waist. Just look at me!”

			“No,” per­sist­ed Ed­na; “but you go on. Madame Le­brun might be of­fend­ed if we both stayed away.”

			Madame Ratig­nolle kissed Ed­na good night, and went away, be­ing in truth rather de­sirous of join­ing in the gen­er­al and an­i­mat­ed con­ver­sa­tion which was still in progress con­cern­ing Mex­i­co and the Mex­i­cans.

			Some­what lat­er Robert came up, car­ry­ing his hand­bag.

			“Aren’t you feel­ing well?” he asked.

			“Oh, well enough. Are you go­ing right away?”

			He lit a match and looked at his watch. “In twen­ty min­utes,” he said. The sud­den and brief flare of the match em­pha­sized the dark­ness for a while. He sat down up­on a stool which the chil­dren had left out on the porch.

			“Get a chair,” said Ed­na.

			“This will do,” he replied. He put on his soft hat and ner­vous­ly took it off again, and wip­ing his face with his hand­ker­chief, com­plained of the heat.

			“Take the fan,” said Ed­na, of­fer­ing it to him.

			“Oh, no! Thank you. It does no good; you have to stop fan­ning some time, and feel all the more un­com­fort­able af­ter­ward.”

			“That’s one of the ridicu­lous things which men al­ways say. I have nev­er known one to speak oth­er­wise of fan­ning. How long will you be gone?”

			“For­ev­er, per­haps. I don’t know. It de­pends up­on a good many things.”

			“Well, in case it shouldn’t be for­ev­er, how long will it be?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“This seems to me per­fect­ly pre­pos­ter­ous and un­called for. I don’t like it. I don’t un­der­stand your mo­tive for si­lence and mys­tery, nev­er say­ing a word to me about it this morn­ing.” He re­mained silent, not of­fer­ing to de­fend him­self. He on­ly said, af­ter a mo­ment:

			“Don’t part from me in any ill hu­mor. I nev­er knew you to be out of pa­tience with me be­fore.”

			“I don’t want to part in any ill hu­mor,” she said. “But can’t you un­der­stand? I’ve grown used to see­ing you, to hav­ing you with me all the time, and your ac­tion seems un­friend­ly, even un­kind. You don’t even of­fer an ex­cuse for it. Why, I was plan­ning to be to­geth­er, think­ing of how pleas­ant it would be to see you in the city next win­ter.”

			“So was I,” he blurt­ed. “Per­haps that’s the—” He stood up sud­den­ly and held out his hand. “Good­bye, my dear Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er; good­bye. You won’t—I hope you won’t com­plete­ly for­get me.” She clung to his hand, striv­ing to de­tain him.

			“Write to me when you get there, won’t you, Robert?” she en­treat­ed.

			“I will, thank you. Good­bye.”

			How un­like Robert! The mer­est ac­quain­tance would have said some­thing more em­phat­ic than “I will, thank you; good­bye,” to such a re­quest.

			He had ev­i­dent­ly al­ready tak­en leave of the peo­ple over at the house, for he de­scend­ed the steps and went to join Beaudelet, who was out there with an oar across his shoul­der wait­ing for Robert. They walked away in the dark­ness. She could on­ly hear Beaudelet’s voice; Robert had ap­par­ent­ly not even spo­ken a word of greet­ing to his com­pan­ion.

			Ed­na bit her hand­ker­chief con­vul­sive­ly, striv­ing to hold back and to hide, even from her­self as she would have hid­den from an­oth­er, the emo­tion which was trou­bling—tear­ing—her. Her eyes were brim­ming with tears.

			For the first time she rec­og­nized the symp­toms of in­fat­u­a­tion which she had felt in­cip­i­ent­ly as a child, as a girl in her ear­li­est teens, and lat­er as a young wom­an. The recog­ni­tion did not lessen the re­al­i­ty, the poignan­cy of the rev­e­la­tion by any sug­ges­tion or prom­ise of in­sta­bil­i­ty. The past was noth­ing to her; of­fered no les­son which she was will­ing to heed. The fu­ture was a mys­tery which she nev­er at­tempt­ed to pen­e­trate. The present alone was sig­nif­i­cant; was hers, to tor­ture her as it was do­ing then with the bit­ing con­vic­tion that she had lost that which she had held, that she had been de­nied that which her im­pas­sioned, new­ly awak­ened be­ing de­mand­ed.

		
	
		
			XVI

			“Do you miss your friend great­ly?” asked Made­moi­selle Reisz one morn­ing as she came creep­ing up be­hind Ed­na, who had just left her cot­tage on her way to the beach. She spent much of her time in the wa­ter since she had ac­quired fi­nal­ly the art of swim­ming. As their stay at Grand Isle drew near its close, she felt that she could not give too much time to a di­ver­sion which af­ford­ed her the on­ly re­al plea­sur­able mo­ments that she knew. When Made­moi­selle Reisz came and touched her up­on the shoul­der and spoke to her, the wom­an seemed to echo the thought which was ev­er in Ed­na’s mind; or, bet­ter, the feel­ing which con­stant­ly pos­sessed her.

			Robert’s go­ing had some way tak­en the bright­ness, the col­or, the mean­ing out of ev­ery­thing. The con­di­tions of her life were in no way changed, but her whole ex­is­tence was dulled, like a fad­ed gar­ment which seems to be no longer worth wear­ing. She sought him ev­ery­where—in oth­ers whom she in­duced to talk about him. She went up in the morn­ings to Madame Le­brun’s room, brav­ing the clat­ter of the old sewing-ma­chine. She sat there and chat­ted at in­ter­vals as Robert had done. She gazed around the room at the pic­tures and pho­to­graphs hang­ing up­on the wall, and dis­cov­ered in some cor­ner an old fam­i­ly al­bum, which she ex­am­ined with the keen­est in­ter­est, ap­peal­ing to Madame Le­brun for en­light­en­ment con­cern­ing the many fig­ures and faces which she dis­cov­ered be­tween its pages.

			There was a pic­ture of Madame Le­brun with Robert as a ba­by, seat­ed in her lap, a round-faced in­fant with a fist in his mouth. The eyes alone in the ba­by sug­gest­ed the man. And that was he al­so in kilts, at the age of five, wear­ing long curls and hold­ing a whip in his hand. It made Ed­na laugh, and she laughed, too, at the por­trait in his first long trousers; while an­oth­er in­ter­est­ed her, tak­en when he left for col­lege, look­ing thin, long-faced, with eyes full of fire, am­bi­tion and great in­ten­tions. But there was no re­cent pic­ture, none which sug­gest­ed the Robert who had gone away five days ago, leav­ing a void and wilder­ness be­hind him.

			“Oh, Robert stopped hav­ing his pic­tures tak­en when he had to pay for them him­self! He found wis­er use for his mon­ey, he says,” ex­plained Madame Le­brun. She had a let­ter from him, writ­ten be­fore he left New Or­leans. Ed­na wished to see the let­ter, and Madame Le­brun told her to look for it ei­ther on the ta­ble or the dress­er, or per­haps it was on the man­tel­piece.

			The let­ter was on the book­shelf. It pos­sessed the great­est in­ter­est and at­trac­tion for Ed­na; the en­ve­lope, its size and shape, the post­mark, the hand­writ­ing. She ex­am­ined ev­ery de­tail of the out­side be­fore open­ing it. There were on­ly a few lines, set­ting forth that he would leave the city that af­ter­noon, that he had packed his trunk in good shape, that he was well, and sent her his love and begged to be af­fec­tion­ate­ly re­mem­bered to all. There was no spe­cial mes­sage to Ed­na ex­cept a post­script say­ing that if Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er de­sired to fin­ish the book which he had been read­ing to her, his moth­er would find it in his room, among oth­er books there on the ta­ble. Ed­na ex­pe­ri­enced a pang of jeal­ousy be­cause he had writ­ten to his moth­er rather than to her.

			Ev­ery one seemed to take for grant­ed that she missed him. Even her hus­band, when he came down the Sat­ur­day fol­low­ing Robert’s de­par­ture, ex­pressed re­gret that he had gone.

			“How do you get on with­out him, Ed­na?” he asked.

			“It’s very dull with­out him,” she ad­mit­ted. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had seen Robert in the city, and Ed­na asked him a dozen ques­tions or more. Where had they met? On Caron­delet Street, in the morn­ing. They had gone “in” and had a drink and a cigar to­geth­er. What had they talked about? Chiefly about his prospects in Mex­i­co, which Mr. Pon­tel­li­er thought were promis­ing. How did he look? How did he seem—grave, or gay, or how? Quite cheer­ful, and whol­ly tak­en up with the idea of his trip, which Mr. Pon­tel­li­er found al­to­geth­er nat­u­ral in a young fel­low about to seek for­tune and ad­ven­ture in a strange, queer coun­try.

			Ed­na tapped her foot im­pa­tient­ly, and won­dered why the chil­dren per­sist­ed in play­ing in the sun when they might be un­der the trees. She went down and led them out of the sun, scold­ing the quadroon for not be­ing more at­ten­tive.

			It did not strike her as in the least grotesque that she should be mak­ing of Robert the ob­ject of con­ver­sa­tion and lead­ing her hus­band to speak of him. The sen­ti­ment which she en­ter­tained for Robert in no way re­sem­bled that which she felt for her hus­band, or had ev­er felt, or ev­er ex­pect­ed to feel. She had all her life long been ac­cus­tomed to har­bor thoughts and emo­tions which nev­er voiced them­selves. They had nev­er tak­en the form of strug­gles. They be­longed to her and were her own, and she en­ter­tained the con­vic­tion that she had a right to them and that they con­cerned no one but her­self. Ed­na had once told Madame Ratig­nolle that she would nev­er sac­ri­fice her­self for her chil­dren, or for any­one. Then had fol­lowed a rather heat­ed ar­gu­ment; the two wom­en did not ap­pear to un­der­stand each oth­er or to be talk­ing the same lan­guage. Ed­na tried to ap­pease her friend, to ex­plain.

			“I would give up the unessen­tial; I would give my mon­ey, I would give my life for my chil­dren; but I wouldn’t give my­self. I can’t make it more clear; it’s on­ly some­thing which I am be­gin­ning to com­pre­hend, which is re­veal­ing it­self to me.”

			“I don’t know what you would call the es­sen­tial, or what you mean by the unessen­tial,” said Madame Ratig­nolle, cheer­ful­ly; “but a wom­an who would give her life for her chil­dren could do no more than that—your Bible tells you so. I’m sure I couldn’t do more than that.”

			“Oh, yes you could!” laughed Ed­na.

			She was not sur­prised at Made­moi­selle Reisz’s ques­tion the morn­ing that la­dy, fol­low­ing her to the beach, tapped her on the shoul­der and asked if she did not great­ly miss her young friend.

			“Oh, good morn­ing, Made­moi­selle; is it you? Why, of course I miss Robert. Are you go­ing down to bathe?”

			“Why should I go down to bathe at the very end of the sea­son when I haven’t been in the surf all sum­mer,” replied the wom­an, dis­agree­ably.

			“I beg your par­don,” of­fered Ed­na, in some em­bar­rass­ment, for she should have re­mem­bered that Made­moi­selle Reisz’s avoid­ance of the wa­ter had fur­nished a theme for much pleas­antry. Some among them thought it was on ac­count of her false hair, or the dread of get­ting the vi­o­lets wet, while oth­ers at­trib­uted it to the nat­u­ral aver­sion for wa­ter some­times be­lieved to ac­com­pa­ny the artis­tic tem­per­a­ment. Made­moi­selle of­fered Ed­na some choco­lates in a pa­per bag, which she took from her pock­et, by way of show­ing that she bore no ill feel­ing. She ha­bit­u­al­ly ate choco­lates for their sus­tain­ing qual­i­ty; they con­tained much nu­tri­ment in small com­pass, she said. They saved her from star­va­tion, as Madame Le­brun’s ta­ble was ut­ter­ly im­pos­si­ble; and no one save so im­per­ti­nent a wom­an as Madame Le­brun could think of of­fer­ing such food to peo­ple and re­quir­ing them to pay for it.

			“She must feel very lone­ly with­out her son,” said Ed­na, de­sir­ing to change the sub­ject. “Her fa­vorite son, too. It must have been quite hard to let him go.”

			Made­moi­selle laughed ma­li­cious­ly.

			“Her fa­vorite son! Oh, dear! Who could have been im­pos­ing such a tale up­on you? Aline Le­brun lives for Vic­tor, and for Vic­tor alone. She has spoiled him in­to the worth­less crea­ture he is. She wor­ships him and the ground he walks on. Robert is very well in a way, to give up all the mon­ey he can earn to the fam­i­ly, and keep the barest pit­tance for him­self. Fa­vorite son, in­deed! I miss the poor fel­low my­self, my dear. I liked to see him and to hear him about the place—the on­ly Le­brun who is worth a pinch of salt. He comes to see me of­ten in the city. I like to play to him. That Vic­tor! hang­ing would be too good for him. It’s a won­der Robert hasn’t beat­en him to death long ago.”

			“I thought he had great pa­tience with his broth­er,” of­fered Ed­na, glad to be talk­ing about Robert, no mat­ter what was said.

			“Oh! he thrashed him well enough a year or two ago,” said Made­moi­selle. “It was about a Span­ish girl, whom Vic­tor con­sid­ered that he had some sort of claim up­on. He met Robert one day talk­ing to the girl, or walk­ing with her, or bathing with her, or car­ry­ing her bas­ket—I don’t re­mem­ber what;—and he be­came so in­sult­ing and abu­sive that Robert gave him a thrash­ing on the spot that has kept him com­par­a­tive­ly in or­der for a good while. It’s about time he was get­ting an­oth­er.”

			“Was her name Mariequi­ta?” asked Ed­na.

			“Mariequi­ta—yes, that was it; Mariequi­ta. I had for­got­ten. Oh, she’s a sly one, and a bad one, that Mariequi­ta!”

			Ed­na looked down at Made­moi­selle Reisz and won­dered how she could have lis­tened to her ven­om so long. For some rea­son she felt de­pressed, al­most un­hap­py. She had not in­tend­ed to go in­to the wa­ter; but she donned her bathing suit, and left Made­moi­selle alone, seat­ed un­der the shade of the chil­dren’s tent. The wa­ter was grow­ing cool­er as the sea­son ad­vanced. Ed­na plunged and swam about with an aban­don that thrilled and in­vig­o­rat­ed her. She re­mained a long time in the wa­ter, half hop­ing that Made­moi­selle Reisz would not wait for her.

			But Made­moi­selle wait­ed. She was very ami­able dur­ing the walk back, and raved much over Ed­na’s ap­pear­ance in her bathing suit. She talked about mu­sic. She hoped that Ed­na would go to see her in the city, and wrote her ad­dress with the stub of a pen­cil on a piece of card which she found in her pock­et.

			“When do you leave?” asked Ed­na.

			“Next Mon­day; and you?”

			“The fol­low­ing week,” an­swered Ed­na, adding, “It has been a pleas­ant sum­mer, hasn’t it, Made­moi­selle?”

			“Well,” agreed Made­moi­selle Reisz, with a shrug, “rather pleas­ant, if it hadn’t been for the mos­qui­toes and the Fari­val twins.”

		
	
		
			XVII

			The Pon­tel­liers pos­sessed a very charm­ing home on Es­planade Street in New Or­leans. It was a large, dou­ble cot­tage, with a broad front ve­ran­da, whose round, flut­ed col­umns sup­port­ed the slop­ing roof. The house was paint­ed a daz­zling white; the out­side shut­ters, or jalousies, were green. In the yard, which was kept scrupu­lous­ly neat, were flow­ers and plants of ev­ery de­scrip­tion which flour­ish­es in South Lou­i­si­ana. With­in doors the ap­point­ments were per­fect af­ter the con­ven­tion­al type. The soft­est car­pets and rugs cov­ered the floors; rich and taste­ful draperies hung at doors and win­dows. There were paint­ings, se­lect­ed with judg­ment and dis­crim­i­na­tion, up­on the walls. The cut glass, the sil­ver, the heavy damask which dai­ly ap­peared up­on the ta­ble were the en­vy of many wom­en whose hus­bands were less gen­er­ous than Mr. Pon­tel­li­er.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er was very fond of walk­ing about his house ex­am­in­ing its var­i­ous ap­point­ments and de­tails, to see that noth­ing was amiss. He great­ly val­ued his pos­ses­sions, chiefly be­cause they were his, and de­rived gen­uine plea­sure from con­tem­plat­ing a paint­ing, a stat­uette, a rare lace cur­tain—no mat­ter what—af­ter he had bought it and placed it among his house­hold gods.

			On Tues­day af­ter­noons—Tues­day be­ing Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s re­cep­tion day—there was a con­stant stream of call­ers—wom­en who came in car­riages or in the street cars, or walked when the air was soft and dis­tance per­mit­ted. A light-col­ored mu­lat­to boy, in dress coat and bear­ing a diminu­tive sil­ver tray for the re­cep­tion of cards, ad­mit­ted them. A maid, in white flut­ed cap, of­fered the call­ers liqueur, cof­fee, or choco­late, as they might de­sire. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, at­tired in a hand­some re­cep­tion gown, re­mained in the draw­ing-room the en­tire af­ter­noon re­ceiv­ing her vis­i­tors. Men some­times called in the evening with their wives.

			This had been the pro­gramme which Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er had re­li­gious­ly fol­lowed since her mar­riage, six years be­fore. Cer­tain evenings dur­ing the week she and her hus­band at­tend­ed the opera or some­times the play.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er left his home in the morn­ings be­tween nine and ten o’clock, and rarely re­turned be­fore half-past six or sev­en in the evening—din­ner be­ing served at half-past sev­en.

			He and his wife seat­ed them­selves at ta­ble one Tues­day evening, a few weeks af­ter their re­turn from Grand Isle. They were alone to­geth­er. The boys were be­ing put to bed; the pat­ter of their bare, es­cap­ing feet could be heard oc­ca­sion­al­ly, as well as the pur­su­ing voice of the quadroon, lift­ed in mild protest and en­treaty. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er did not wear her usu­al Tues­day re­cep­tion gown; she was in or­di­nary house dress. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, who was ob­ser­vant about such things, no­ticed it, as he served the soup and hand­ed it to the boy in wait­ing.

			“Tired out, Ed­na? Whom did you have? Many call­ers?” he asked. He tast­ed his soup and be­gan to sea­son it with pep­per, salt, vine­gar, mus­tard—ev­ery­thing with­in reach.

			“There were a good many,” replied Ed­na, who was eat­ing her soup with ev­i­dent sat­is­fac­tion. “I found their cards when I got home; I was out.”

			“Out!” ex­claimed her hus­band, with some­thing like gen­uine con­ster­na­tion in his voice as he laid down the vine­gar cruet and looked at her through his glass­es. “Why, what could have tak­en you out on Tues­day? What did you have to do?”

			“Noth­ing. I sim­ply felt like go­ing out, and I went out.”

			“Well, I hope you left some suit­able ex­cuse,” said her hus­band, some­what ap­peased, as he added a dash of cayenne pep­per to the soup.

			“No, I left no ex­cuse. I told Joe to say I was out, that was all.”

			“Why, my dear, I should think you’d un­der­stand by this time that peo­ple don’t do such things; we’ve got to ob­serve les con­ve­nances if we ev­er ex­pect to get on and keep up with the pro­ces­sion. If you felt that you had to leave home this af­ter­noon, you should have left some suit­able ex­pla­na­tion for your ab­sence.

			“This soup is re­al­ly im­pos­si­ble; it’s strange that wom­an hasn’t learned yet to make a de­cent soup. Any free-lunch stand in town serves a bet­ter one. Was Mrs. Belthrop here?”

			“Bring the tray with the cards, Joe. I don’t re­mem­ber who was here.”

			The boy re­tired and re­turned af­ter a mo­ment, bring­ing the tiny sil­ver tray, which was cov­ered with ladies’ vis­it­ing cards. He hand­ed it to Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er.

			“Give it to Mr. Pon­tel­li­er,” she said.

			Joe of­fered the tray to Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, and re­moved the soup.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er scanned the names of his wife’s call­ers, read­ing some of them aloud, with com­ments as he read.

			“ ‘The Miss­es De­lasi­das.’ I worked a big deal in fu­tures for their fa­ther this morn­ing; nice girls; it’s time they were get­ting mar­ried. ‘Mrs. Belthrop.’ I tell you what it is, Ed­na; you can’t af­ford to snub Mrs. Belthrop. Why, Belthrop could buy and sell us ten times over. His busi­ness is worth a good, round sum to me. You’d bet­ter write her a note. ‘Mrs. James High­camp.’ Hugh! the less you have to do with Mrs. High­camp, the bet­ter. ‘Madame Laforce.’ Came all the way from Car­rolton, too, poor old soul. ‘Miss Wig­gs,’ ‘Mrs. Eleanor Boltons.’ ” He pushed the cards aside.

			“Mer­cy!” ex­claimed Ed­na, who had been fum­ing. “Why are you tak­ing the thing so se­ri­ous­ly and mak­ing such a fuss over it?”

			“I’m not mak­ing any fuss over it. But it’s just such seem­ing tri­fles that we’ve got to take se­ri­ous­ly; such things count.”

			The fish was scorched. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er would not touch it. Ed­na said she did not mind a lit­tle scorched taste. The roast was in some way not to his fan­cy, and he did not like the man­ner in which the veg­eta­bles were served.

			“It seems to me,” he said, “we spend mon­ey enough in this house to pro­cure at least one meal a day which a man could eat and re­tain his self-re­spect.”

			“You used to think the cook was a trea­sure,” re­turned Ed­na, in­dif­fer­ent­ly.

			“Per­haps she was when she first came; but cooks are on­ly hu­man. They need look­ing af­ter, like any oth­er class of per­sons that you em­ploy. Sup­pose I didn’t look af­ter the clerks in my of­fice, just let them run things their own way; they’d soon make a nice mess of me and my busi­ness.”

			“Where are you go­ing?” asked Ed­na, see­ing that her hus­band arose from ta­ble with­out hav­ing eat­en a morsel ex­cept a taste of the high­ly-sea­soned soup.

			“I’m go­ing to get my din­ner at the club. Good night.” He went in­to the hall, took his hat and stick from the stand, and left the house.

			She was some­what fa­mil­iar with such scenes. They had of­ten made her very un­hap­py. On a few pre­vi­ous oc­ca­sions she had been com­plete­ly de­prived of any de­sire to fin­ish her din­ner. Some­times she had gone in­to the kitchen to ad­min­is­ter a tardy re­buke to the cook. Once she went to her room and stud­ied the cook­book dur­ing an en­tire evening, fi­nal­ly writ­ing out a menu for the week, which left her ha­rassed with a feel­ing that, af­ter all, she had ac­com­plished no good that was worth the name.

			But that evening Ed­na fin­ished her din­ner alone, with forced de­lib­er­a­tion. Her face was flushed and her eyes flamed with some in­ward fire that light­ed them. Af­ter fin­ish­ing her din­ner she went to her room, hav­ing in­struct­ed the boy to tell any oth­er call­ers that she was in­dis­posed.

			It was a large, beau­ti­ful room, rich and pic­turesque in the soft, dim light which the maid had turned low. She went and stood at an open win­dow and looked out up­on the deep tan­gle of the gar­den be­low. All the mys­tery and witch­ery of the night seemed to have gath­ered there amid the per­fumes and the dusky and tor­tu­ous out­lines of flow­ers and fo­liage. She was seek­ing her­self and find­ing her­self in just such sweet, half-dark­ness which met her moods. But the voic­es were not sooth­ing that came to her from the dark­ness and the sky above and the stars. They jeered and sound­ed mourn­ful notes with­out prom­ise, de­void even of hope. She turned back in­to the room and be­gan to walk to and fro down its whole length with­out stop­ping, with­out rest­ing. She car­ried in her hands a thin hand­ker­chief, which she tore in­to rib­bons, rolled in­to a ball, and flung from her. Once she stopped, and tak­ing off her wed­ding ring, flung it up­on the car­pet. When she saw it ly­ing there, she stamped her heel up­on it, striv­ing to crush it. But her small boot heel did not make an in­den­ture, not a mark up­on the lit­tle glit­ter­ing cir­clet.

			In a sweep­ing pas­sion she seized a glass vase from the ta­ble and flung it up­on the tiles of the hearth. She want­ed to de­stroy some­thing. The crash and clat­ter were what she want­ed to hear.

			A maid, alarmed at the din of break­ing glass, en­tered the room to dis­cov­er what was the mat­ter.

			“A vase fell up­on the hearth,” said Ed­na. “Nev­er mind; leave it till morn­ing.”

			“Oh! you might get some of the glass in your feet, ma’am,” in­sist­ed the young wom­an, pick­ing up bits of the bro­ken vase that were scat­tered up­on the car­pet. “And here’s your ring, ma’am, un­der the chair.”

			Ed­na held out her hand, and tak­ing the ring, slipped it up­on her fin­ger.

		
	
		
			XVIII

			The fol­low­ing morn­ing Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, up­on leav­ing for his of­fice, asked Ed­na if she would not meet him in town in or­der to look at some new fix­tures for the li­brary.

			“I hard­ly think we need new fix­tures, Léonce. Don’t let us get any­thing new; you are too ex­trav­a­gant. I don’t be­lieve you ev­er think of sav­ing or putting by.”

			“The way to be­come rich is to make mon­ey, my dear Ed­na, not to save it,” he said. He re­gret­ted that she did not feel in­clined to go with him and se­lect new fix­tures. He kissed her good­bye, and told her she was not look­ing well and must take care of her­self. She was un­usu­al­ly pale and very qui­et.

			She stood on the front ve­ran­da as he quit­ted the house, and ab­sent­ly picked a few sprays of jes­samine that grew up­on a trel­lis near by. She in­haled the odor of the blos­soms and thrust them in­to the bo­som of her white morn­ing gown. The boys were drag­ging along the ban­quette a small “ex­press wag­on,” which they had filled with blocks and sticks. The quadroon was fol­low­ing them with lit­tle quick steps, hav­ing as­sumed a fic­ti­tious an­i­ma­tion and alacrity for the oc­ca­sion. A fruit vender was cry­ing his wares in the street.

			Ed­na looked straight be­fore her with a self-ab­sorbed ex­pres­sion up­on her face. She felt no in­ter­est in any­thing about her. The street, the chil­dren, the fruit vender, the flow­ers grow­ing there un­der her eyes, were all part and par­cel of an alien world which had sud­den­ly be­come an­tag­o­nis­tic.

			She went back in­to the house. She had thought of speak­ing to the cook con­cern­ing her blun­ders of the pre­vi­ous night; but Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had saved her that dis­agree­able mis­sion, for which she was so poor­ly fit­ted. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s ar­gu­ments were usu­al­ly con­vinc­ing with those whom he em­ployed. He left home feel­ing quite sure that he and Ed­na would sit down that evening, and pos­si­bly a few sub­se­quent evenings, to a din­ner de­serv­ing of the name.

			Ed­na spent an hour or two in look­ing over some of her old sketch­es. She could see their short­com­ings and de­fects, which were glar­ing in her eyes. She tried to work a lit­tle, but found she was not in the hu­mor. Fi­nal­ly she gath­ered to­geth­er a few of the sketch­es—those which she con­sid­ered the least dis­cred­itable; and she car­ried them with her when, a lit­tle lat­er, she dressed and left the house. She looked hand­some and dis­tin­guished in her street gown. The tan of the seashore had left her face, and her fore­head was smooth, white, and pol­ished be­neath her heavy, yel­low-brown hair. There were a few freck­les on her face, and a small, dark mole near the un­der lip and one on the tem­ple, half-hid­den in her hair.

			As Ed­na walked along the street she was think­ing of Robert. She was still un­der the spell of her in­fat­u­a­tion. She had tried to for­get him, re­al­iz­ing the in­util­i­ty of re­mem­ber­ing. But the thought of him was like an ob­ses­sion, ev­er press­ing it­self up­on her. It was not that she dwelt up­on de­tails of their ac­quain­tance, or re­called in any spe­cial or pe­cu­liar way his per­son­al­i­ty; it was his be­ing, his ex­is­tence, which dom­i­nat­ed her thought, fad­ing some­times as if it would melt in­to the mist of the for­got­ten, re­viv­ing again with an in­ten­si­ty which filled her with an in­com­pre­hen­si­ble long­ing.

			Ed­na was on her way to Madame Ratig­nolle’s. Their in­ti­ma­cy, be­gun at Grand Isle, had not de­clined, and they had seen each oth­er with some fre­quen­cy since their re­turn to the city. The Ratig­nolles lived at no great dis­tance from Ed­na’s home, on the cor­ner of a side street, where Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle owned and con­duct­ed a drug store which en­joyed a steady and pros­per­ous trade. His fa­ther had been in the busi­ness be­fore him, and Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle stood well in the com­mu­ni­ty and bore an en­vi­able rep­u­ta­tion for in­tegri­ty and clear­head­ed­ness. His fam­i­ly lived in com­modi­ous apart­ments over the store, hav­ing an en­trance on the side with­in the porte-cochère. There was some­thing which Ed­na thought very French, very for­eign, about their whole man­ner of liv­ing. In the large and pleas­ant sa­lon which ex­tend­ed across the width of the house, the Ratig­nolles en­ter­tained their friends once a fort­night with a soirée mu­si­cale, some­times di­ver­si­fied by card-play­ing. There was a friend who played up­on the cel­lo. One brought his flute and an­oth­er his vi­o­lin, while there were some who sang and a num­ber who per­formed up­on the pi­ano with var­i­ous de­grees of taste and agili­ty. The Ratig­nolles’ soirées mu­si­cales were wide­ly known, and it was con­sid­ered a priv­i­lege to be in­vit­ed to them.

			Ed­na found her friend en­gaged in as­sort­ing the clothes which had re­turned that morn­ing from the laun­dry. She at once aban­doned her oc­cu­pa­tion up­on see­ing Ed­na, who had been ush­ered with­out cer­e­mo­ny in­to her pres­ence.

			“ ’Cité can do it as well as I; it is re­al­ly her busi­ness,” she ex­plained to Ed­na, who apol­o­gized for in­ter­rupt­ing her. And she sum­moned a young black wom­an, whom she in­struct­ed, in French, to be very care­ful in check­ing off the list which she hand­ed her. She told her to no­tice par­tic­u­lar­ly if a fine linen hand­ker­chief of Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle’s, which was miss­ing last week, had been re­turned; and to be sure to set to one side such pieces as re­quired mend­ing and darn­ing.

			Then plac­ing an arm around Ed­na’s waist, she led her to the front of the house, to the sa­lon, where it was cool and sweet with the odor of great ros­es that stood up­on the hearth in jars.

			Madame Ratig­nolle looked more beau­ti­ful than ev­er there at home, in a neg­ligee which left her arms al­most whol­ly bare and ex­posed the rich, melt­ing curves of her white throat.

			“Per­haps I shall be able to paint your pic­ture some day,” said Ed­na with a smile when they were seat­ed. She pro­duced the roll of sketch­es and start­ed to un­fold them. “I be­lieve I ought to work again. I feel as if I want­ed to be do­ing some­thing. What do you think of them? Do you think it worth while to take it up again and study some more? I might study for a while with Laid­pore.”

			She knew that Madame Ratig­nolle’s opin­ion in such a mat­ter would be next to val­ue­less, that she her­self had not alone de­cid­ed, but de­ter­mined; but she sought the words of praise and en­cour­age­ment that would help her to put heart in­to her ven­ture.

			“Your tal­ent is im­mense, dear!”

			“Non­sense!” protest­ed Ed­na, well pleased.

			“Im­mense, I tell you,” per­sist­ed Madame Ratig­nolle, sur­vey­ing the sketch­es one by one, at close range, then hold­ing them at arm’s length, nar­row­ing her eyes, and drop­ping her head on one side. “Sure­ly, this Bavar­i­an peas­ant is wor­thy of fram­ing; and this bas­ket of ap­ples! nev­er have I seen any­thing more life­like. One might al­most be tempt­ed to reach out a hand and take one.”

			Ed­na could not con­trol a feel­ing which bor­dered up­on com­pla­cen­cy at her friend’s praise, even re­al­iz­ing, as she did, its true worth. She re­tained a few of the sketch­es, and gave all the rest to Madame Ratig­nolle, who ap­pre­ci­at­ed the gift far be­yond its val­ue and proud­ly ex­hib­it­ed the pic­tures to her hus­band when he came up from the store a lit­tle lat­er for his mid­day din­ner.

			Mr. Ratig­nolle was one of those men who are called the salt of the earth. His cheer­ful­ness was un­bound­ed, and it was matched by his good­ness of heart, his broad char­i­ty, and com­mon sense. He and his wife spoke Eng­lish with an ac­cent which was on­ly dis­cernible through its un-Eng­lish em­pha­sis and a cer­tain care­ful­ness and de­lib­er­a­tion. Ed­na’s hus­band spoke Eng­lish with no ac­cent what­ev­er. The Ratig­nolles un­der­stood each oth­er per­fect­ly. If ev­er the fu­sion of two hu­man be­ings in­to one has been ac­com­plished on this sphere it was sure­ly in their union.

			As Ed­na seat­ed her­self at ta­ble with them she thought, “Bet­ter a din­ner of herbs,” though it did not take her long to dis­cov­er that it was no din­ner of herbs, but a de­li­cious repast, sim­ple, choice, and in ev­ery way sat­is­fy­ing.

			Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle was de­light­ed to see her, though he found her look­ing not so well as at Grand Isle, and he ad­vised a ton­ic. He talked a good deal on var­i­ous top­ics, a lit­tle pol­i­tics, some city news and neigh­bor­hood gos­sip. He spoke with an an­i­ma­tion and earnest­ness that gave an ex­ag­ger­at­ed im­por­tance to ev­ery syl­la­ble he ut­tered. His wife was keen­ly in­ter­est­ed in ev­ery­thing he said, lay­ing down her fork the bet­ter to lis­ten, chim­ing in, tak­ing the words out of his mouth.

			Ed­na felt de­pressed rather than soothed af­ter leav­ing them. The lit­tle glimpse of do­mes­tic har­mo­ny which had been of­fered her, gave her no re­gret, no long­ing. It was not a con­di­tion of life which fit­ted her, and she could see in it but an ap­palling and hope­less en­nui. She was moved by a kind of com­mis­er­a­tion for Madame Ratig­nolle—a pity for that col­or­less ex­is­tence which nev­er up­lift­ed its pos­ses­sor be­yond the re­gion of blind con­tent­ment, in which no mo­ment of an­guish ev­er vis­it­ed her soul, in which she would nev­er have the taste of life’s delir­i­um. Ed­na vague­ly won­dered what she meant by “life’s delir­i­um.” It had crossed her thought like some un­sought, ex­tra­ne­ous im­pres­sion.

		
	
		
			XIX

			Ed­na could not help but think that it was very fool­ish, very child­ish, to have stamped up­on her wed­ding ring and smashed the crys­tal vase up­on the tiles. She was vis­it­ed by no more out­bursts, mov­ing her to such fu­tile ex­pe­di­ents. She be­gan to do as she liked and to feel as she liked. She com­plete­ly aban­doned her Tues­days at home, and did not re­turn the vis­its of those who had called up­on her. She made no in­ef­fec­tu­al ef­forts to con­duct her house­hold en bonne mé­nagère, go­ing and com­ing as it suit­ed her fan­cy, and, so far as she was able, lend­ing her­self to any pass­ing caprice.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had been a rather cour­te­ous hus­band so long as he met a cer­tain tac­it sub­mis­sive­ness in his wife. But her new and un­ex­pect­ed line of con­duct com­plete­ly be­wil­dered him. It shocked him. Then her ab­so­lute dis­re­gard for her du­ties as a wife an­gered him. When Mr. Pon­tel­li­er be­came rude, Ed­na grew in­so­lent. She had re­solved nev­er to take an­oth­er step back­ward.

			“It seems to me the ut­most fol­ly for a wom­an at the head of a house­hold, and the moth­er of chil­dren, to spend in an ate­lier days which would be bet­ter em­ployed con­triv­ing for the com­fort of her fam­i­ly.”

			“I feel like paint­ing,” an­swered Ed­na. “Per­haps I shan’t al­ways feel like it.”

			“Then in God’s name paint! but don’t let the fam­i­ly go to the dev­il. There’s Madame Ratig­nolle; be­cause she keeps up her mu­sic, she doesn’t let ev­ery­thing else go to chaos. And she’s more of a mu­si­cian than you are a painter.”

			“She isn’t a mu­si­cian, and I’m not a painter. It isn’t on ac­count of paint­ing that I let things go.”

			“On ac­count of what, then?”

			“Oh! I don’t know. Let me alone; you both­er me.”

			It some­times en­tered Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s mind to won­der if his wife were not grow­ing a lit­tle un­bal­anced men­tal­ly. He could see plain­ly that she was not her­self. That is, he could not see that she was be­com­ing her­self and dai­ly cast­ing aside that fic­ti­tious self which we as­sume like a gar­ment with which to ap­pear be­fore the world.

			Her hus­band let her alone as she re­quest­ed, and went away to his of­fice. Ed­na went up to her ate­lier—a bright room in the top of the house. She was work­ing with great en­er­gy and in­ter­est, with­out ac­com­plish­ing any­thing, how­ev­er, which sat­is­fied her even in the small­est de­gree. For a time she had the whole house­hold en­rolled in the ser­vice of art. The boys posed for her. They thought it amus­ing at first, but the oc­cu­pa­tion soon lost its at­trac­tive­ness when they dis­cov­ered that it was not a game ar­ranged es­pe­cial­ly for their en­ter­tain­ment. The quadroon sat for hours be­fore Ed­na’s pal­ette, pa­tient as a sav­age, while the house­maid took charge of the chil­dren, and the draw­ing-room went un­dust­ed. But the house­maid, too, served her term as mod­el when Ed­na per­ceived that the young wom­an’s back and shoul­ders were mold­ed on clas­sic lines, and that her hair, loos­ened from its con­fin­ing cap, be­came an in­spi­ra­tion. While Ed­na worked she some­times sang low the lit­tle air, “Ah! si tu savais!”

			It moved her with rec­ol­lec­tions. She could hear again the rip­ple of the wa­ter, the flap­ping sail. She could see the glint of the moon up­on the bay, and could feel the soft, gusty beat­ing of the hot south wind. A sub­tle cur­rent of de­sire passed through her body, weak­en­ing her hold up­on the brush­es and mak­ing her eyes burn.

			There were days when she was very hap­py with­out know­ing why. She was hap­py to be alive and breath­ing, when her whole be­ing seemed to be one with the sun­light, the col­or, the odors, the lux­u­ri­ant warmth of some per­fect South­ern day. She liked then to wan­der alone in­to strange and un­fa­mil­iar places. She dis­cov­ered many a sun­ny, sleepy cor­ner, fash­ioned to dream in. And she found it good to dream and to be alone and un­mo­lest­ed.

			There were days when she was un­hap­py, she did not know why—when it did not seem worth while to be glad or sor­ry, to be alive or dead; when life ap­peared to her like a grotesque pan­de­mo­ni­um and hu­man­i­ty like worms strug­gling blind­ly to­ward in­evitable an­ni­hi­la­tion. She could not work on such a day, nor weave fan­cies to stir her puls­es and warm her blood.

		
	
		
			XX

			It was dur­ing such a mood that Ed­na hunt­ed up Made­moi­selle Reisz. She had not for­got­ten the rather dis­agree­able im­pres­sion left up­on her by their last in­ter­view; but she nev­er­the­less felt a de­sire to see her—above all, to lis­ten while she played up­on the pi­ano. Quite ear­ly in the af­ter­noon she start­ed up­on her quest for the pi­anist. Un­for­tu­nate­ly she had mis­laid or lost Made­moi­selle Reisz’s card, and look­ing up her ad­dress in the city di­rec­to­ry, she found that the wom­an lived on Bi­enville Street, some dis­tance away. The di­rec­to­ry which fell in­to her hands was a year or more old, how­ev­er, and up­on reach­ing the num­ber in­di­cat­ed, Ed­na dis­cov­ered that the house was oc­cu­pied by a re­spectable fam­i­ly of mu­lat­toes who had cham­bres gar­nies to let. They had been liv­ing there for six months, and knew ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing of a Made­moi­selle Reisz. In fact, they knew noth­ing of any of their neigh­bors; their lodgers were all peo­ple of the high­est dis­tinc­tion, they as­sured Ed­na. She did not linger to dis­cuss class dis­tinc­tions with Madame Pouponne, but has­tened to a neigh­bor­ing gro­cery store, feel­ing sure that Made­moi­selle would have left her ad­dress with the pro­pri­etor.

			He knew Made­moi­selle Reisz a good deal bet­ter than he want­ed to know her, he in­formed his ques­tion­er. In truth, he did not want to know her at all, or any­thing con­cern­ing her—the most dis­agree­able and un­pop­u­lar wom­an who ev­er lived in Bi­enville Street. He thanked heav­en she had left the neigh­bor­hood, and was equal­ly thank­ful that he did not know where she had gone.

			Ed­na’s de­sire to see Made­moi­selle Reisz had in­creased ten­fold since these un­looked-for ob­sta­cles had arisen to thwart it. She was won­der­ing who could give her the in­for­ma­tion she sought, when it sud­den­ly oc­curred to her that Madame Le­brun would be the one most like­ly to do so. She knew it was use­less to ask Madame Ratig­nolle, who was on the most dis­tant terms with the mu­si­cian, and pre­ferred to know noth­ing con­cern­ing her. She had once been al­most as em­phat­ic in ex­press­ing her­self up­on the sub­ject as the cor­ner gro­cer.

			Ed­na knew that Madame Le­brun had re­turned to the city, for it was the mid­dle of No­vem­ber. And she al­so knew where the Le­bruns lived, on Chartres Street.

			Their home from the out­side looked like a prison, with iron bars be­fore the door and low­er win­dows. The iron bars were a rel­ic of the old regime, and no one had ev­er thought of dis­lodg­ing them. At the side was a high fence en­clos­ing the gar­den. A gate or door open­ing up­on the street was locked. Ed­na rang the bell at this side gar­den gate, and stood up­on the ban­quette, wait­ing to be ad­mit­ted.

			It was Vic­tor who opened the gate for her. A black wom­an, wip­ing her hands up­on her apron, was close at his heels. Be­fore she saw them Ed­na could hear them in al­ter­ca­tion, the wom­an—plain­ly an anom­aly—claim­ing the right to be al­lowed to per­form her du­ties, one of which was to an­swer the bell.

			Vic­tor was sur­prised and de­light­ed to see Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, and he made no at­tempt to con­ceal ei­ther his as­ton­ish­ment or his de­light. He was a dark-browed, good-look­ing young­ster of nine­teen, great­ly re­sem­bling his moth­er, but with ten times her im­petu­os­i­ty. He in­struct­ed the black wom­an to go at once and in­form Madame Le­brun that Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er de­sired to see her. The wom­an grum­bled a re­fusal to do part of her du­ty when she had not been per­mit­ted to do it all, and start­ed back to her in­ter­rupt­ed task of weed­ing the gar­den. Where­upon Vic­tor ad­min­is­tered a re­buke in the form of a vol­ley of abuse, which, ow­ing to its ra­pid­i­ty and in­co­her­ence, was all but in­com­pre­hen­si­ble to Ed­na. What­ev­er it was, the re­buke was con­vinc­ing, for the wom­an dropped her hoe and went mum­bling in­to the house.

			Ed­na did not wish to en­ter. It was very pleas­ant there on the side porch, where there were chairs, a wick­er lounge, and a small ta­ble. She seat­ed her­self, for she was tired from her long tramp; and she be­gan to rock gen­tly and smooth out the folds of her silk para­sol. Vic­tor drew up his chair be­side her. He at once ex­plained that the black wom­an’s of­fen­sive con­duct was all due to im­per­fect train­ing, as he was not there to take her in hand. He had on­ly come up from the is­land the morn­ing be­fore, and ex­pect­ed to re­turn next day. He stayed all win­ter at the is­land; he lived there, and kept the place in or­der and got things ready for the sum­mer vis­i­tors.

			But a man need­ed oc­ca­sion­al re­lax­ation, he in­formed Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, and ev­ery now and again he drummed up a pre­text to bring him to the city. My! but he had had a time of it the evening be­fore! He wouldn’t want his moth­er to know, and he be­gan to talk in a whis­per. He was scin­til­lant with rec­ol­lec­tions. Of course, he couldn’t think of telling Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er all about it, she be­ing a wom­an and not com­pre­hend­ing such things. But it all be­gan with a girl peep­ing and smil­ing at him through the shut­ters as he passed by. Oh! but she was a beau­ty! Cer­tain­ly he smiled back, and went up and talked to her. Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er did not know him if she sup­posed he was one to let an op­por­tu­ni­ty like that es­cape him. De­spite her­self, the young­ster amused her. She must have be­trayed in her look some de­gree of in­ter­est or en­ter­tain­ment. The boy grew more dar­ing, and Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er might have found her­self, in a lit­tle while, lis­ten­ing to a high­ly col­ored sto­ry but for the time­ly ap­pear­ance of Madame Le­brun.

			That la­dy was still clad in white, ac­cord­ing to her cus­tom of the sum­mer. Her eyes beamed an ef­fu­sive wel­come. Would not Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er go in­side? Would she par­take of some re­fresh­ment? Why had she not been there be­fore? How was that dear Mr. Pon­tel­li­er and how were those sweet chil­dren? Had Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er ev­er known such a warm No­vem­ber?

			Vic­tor went and re­clined on the wick­er lounge be­hind his moth­er’s chair, where he com­mand­ed a view of Ed­na’s face. He had tak­en her para­sol from her hands while he spoke to her, and he now lift­ed it and twirled it above him as he lay on his back. When Madame Le­brun com­plained that it was so dull com­ing back to the city; that she saw so few peo­ple now; that even Vic­tor, when he came up from the is­land for a day or two, had so much to oc­cu­py him and en­gage his time; then it was that the youth went in­to con­tor­tions on the lounge and winked mis­chie­vous­ly at Ed­na. She some­how felt like a con­fed­er­ate in crime, and tried to look se­vere and dis­ap­prov­ing.

			There had been but two let­ters from Robert, with lit­tle in them, they told her. Vic­tor said it was re­al­ly not worth while to go in­side for the let­ters, when his moth­er en­treat­ed him to go in search of them. He re­mem­bered the con­tents, which in truth he rat­tled off very glibly when put to the test.

			One let­ter was writ­ten from Ve­ra Cruz and the oth­er from the City of Mex­i­co. He had met Mon­tel, who was do­ing ev­ery­thing to­ward his ad­vance­ment. So far, the fi­nan­cial sit­u­a­tion was no im­prove­ment over the one he had left in New Or­leans, but of course the prospects were vast­ly bet­ter. He wrote of the City of Mex­i­co, the build­ings, the peo­ple and their habits, the con­di­tions of life which he found there. He sent his love to the fam­i­ly. He en­closed a check to his moth­er, and hoped she would af­fec­tion­ate­ly re­mem­ber him to all his friends. That was about the sub­stance of the two let­ters. Ed­na felt that if there had been a mes­sage for her, she would have re­ceived it. The de­spon­dent frame of mind in which she had left home be­gan again to over­take her, and she re­mem­bered that she wished to find Made­moi­selle Reisz.

			Madame Le­brun knew where Made­moi­selle Reisz lived. She gave Ed­na the ad­dress, re­gret­ting that she would not con­sent to stay and spend the re­main­der of the af­ter­noon, and pay a vis­it to Made­moi­selle Reisz some oth­er day. The af­ter­noon was al­ready well ad­vanced.

			Vic­tor es­cort­ed her out up­on the ban­quette, lift­ed her para­sol, and held it over her while he walked to the car with her. He en­treat­ed her to bear in mind that the dis­clo­sures of the af­ter­noon were strict­ly con­fi­den­tial. She laughed and ban­tered him a lit­tle, re­mem­ber­ing too late that she should have been dig­ni­fied and re­served.

			“How hand­some Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er looked!” said Madame Le­brun to her son.

			“Rav­ish­ing!” he ad­mit­ted. “The city at­mos­phere has im­proved her. Some way she doesn’t seem like the same wom­an.”

		
	
		
			XXI

			Some peo­ple con­tend­ed that the rea­son Made­moi­selle Reisz al­ways chose apart­ments up un­der the roof was to dis­cour­age the ap­proach of beg­gars, pedd­lars and call­ers. There were plen­ty of win­dows in her lit­tle front room. They were for the most part dingy, but as they were near­ly al­ways open it did not make so much dif­fer­ence. They of­ten ad­mit­ted in­to the room a good deal of smoke and soot; but at the same time all the light and air that there was came through them. From her win­dows could be seen the cres­cent of the riv­er, the masts of ships and the big chim­neys of the Mis­sis­sip­pi steam­ers. A mag­nif­i­cent pi­ano crowd­ed the apart­ment. In the next room she slept, and in the third and last she har­bored a gaso­line stove on which she cooked her meals when dis­in­clined to de­scend to the neigh­bor­ing restau­rant. It was there al­so that she ate, keep­ing her be­long­ings in a rare old buf­fet, dingy and bat­tered from a hun­dred years of use.

			When Ed­na knocked at Made­moi­selle Reisz’s front room door and en­tered, she dis­cov­ered that per­son stand­ing be­side the win­dow, en­gaged in mend­ing or patch­ing an old prunel­la gaiter. The lit­tle mu­si­cian laughed all over when she saw Ed­na. Her laugh con­sist­ed of a con­tor­tion of the face and all the mus­cles of the body. She seemed strik­ing­ly home­ly, stand­ing there in the af­ter­noon light. She still wore the shab­by lace and the ar­ti­fi­cial bunch of vi­o­lets on the side of her head.

			“So you re­mem­bered me at last,” said Made­moi­selle. “I had said to my­self, ‘Ah, bah! she will nev­er come.’ ”

			“Did you want me to come?” asked Ed­na with a smile.

			“I had not thought much about it,” an­swered Made­moi­selle. The two had seat­ed them­selves on a lit­tle bumpy so­fa which stood against the wall. “I am glad, how­ev­er, that you came. I have the wa­ter boil­ing back there, and was just about to make some cof­fee. You will drink a cup with me. And how is la belle dame? Al­ways hand­some! al­ways healthy! al­ways con­tent­ed!” She took Ed­na’s hand be­tween her strong wiry fin­gers, hold­ing it loose­ly with­out warmth, and ex­e­cut­ing a sort of dou­ble theme up­on the back and palm.

			“Yes,” she went on; “I some­times thought: ‘She will nev­er come. She promised as those wom­en in so­ci­ety al­ways do, with­out mean­ing it. She will not come.’ For I re­al­ly don’t be­lieve you like me, Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er.”

			“I don’t know whether I like you or not,” replied Ed­na, gaz­ing down at the lit­tle wom­an with a quizzi­cal look.

			The can­dor of Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s ad­mis­sion great­ly pleased Made­moi­selle Reisz. She ex­pressed her grat­i­fi­ca­tion by re­pair­ing forth­with to the re­gion of the gaso­line stove and re­ward­ing her guest with the promised cup of cof­fee. The cof­fee and the bis­cuit ac­com­pa­ny­ing it proved very ac­cept­able to Ed­na, who had de­clined re­fresh­ment at Madame Le­brun’s and was now be­gin­ning to feel hun­gry. Made­moi­selle set the tray which she brought in up­on a small ta­ble near at hand, and seat­ed her­self once again on the lumpy so­fa.

			“I have had a let­ter from your friend,” she re­marked, as she poured a lit­tle cream in­to Ed­na’s cup and hand­ed it to her.

			“My friend?”

			“Yes, your friend Robert. He wrote to me from the City of Mex­i­co.”

			“Wrote to you?” re­peat­ed Ed­na in amaze­ment, stir­ring her cof­fee ab­sent­ly.

			“Yes, to me. Why not? Don’t stir all the warmth out of your cof­fee; drink it. Though the let­ter might as well have been sent to you; it was noth­ing but Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er from be­gin­ning to end.”

			“Let me see it,” re­quest­ed the young wom­an, en­treat­ing­ly.

			“No; a let­ter con­cerns no one but the per­son who writes it and the one to whom it is writ­ten.”

			“Haven’t you just said it con­cerned me from be­gin­ning to end?”

			“It was writ­ten about you, not to you. ‘Have you seen Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er? How is she look­ing?’ he asks. ‘As Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er says,’ or ‘as Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er once said.’ ‘If Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er should call up­on you, play for her that Im­promp­tu of Chopin’s, my fa­vorite. I heard it here a day or two ago, but not as you play it. I should like to know how it af­fects her,’ and so on, as if he sup­posed we were con­stant­ly in each oth­er’s so­ci­ety.”

			“Let me see the let­ter.”

			“Oh, no.”

			“Have you an­swered it?”

			“No.”

			“Let me see the let­ter.”

			“No, and again, no.”

			“Then play the Im­promp­tu for me.”

			“It is grow­ing late; what time do you have to be home?”

			“Time doesn’t con­cern me. Your ques­tion seems a lit­tle rude. Play the Im­promp­tu.”

			“But you have told me noth­ing of your­self. What are you do­ing?”

			“Paint­ing!” laughed Ed­na. “I am be­com­ing an artist. Think of it!”

			“Ah! an artist! You have pre­ten­sions, Madame.”

			“Why pre­ten­sions? Do you think I could not be­come an artist?”

			“I do not know you well enough to say. I do not know your tal­ent or your tem­per­a­ment. To be an artist in­cludes much; one must pos­sess many gifts—ab­so­lute gifts—which have not been ac­quired by one’s own ef­fort. And, more­over, to suc­ceed, the artist must pos­sess the coura­geous soul.”

			“What do you mean by the coura­geous soul?”

			“Coura­geous, ma foi! The brave soul. The soul that dares and de­fies.”

			“Show me the let­ter and play for me the Im­promp­tu. You see that I have per­sis­tence. Does that qual­i­ty count for any­thing in art?”

			“It counts with a fool­ish old wom­an whom you have cap­ti­vat­ed,” replied Made­moi­selle, with her wrig­gling laugh.

			The let­ter was right there at hand in the draw­er of the lit­tle ta­ble up­on which Ed­na had just placed her cof­fee cup. Made­moi­selle opened the draw­er and drew forth the let­ter, the top­most one. She placed it in Ed­na’s hands, and with­out fur­ther com­ment arose and went to the pi­ano.

			Made­moi­selle played a soft in­ter­lude. It was an im­pro­vi­sa­tion. She sat low at the in­stru­ment, and the lines of her body set­tled in­to un­grace­ful curves and an­gles that gave it an ap­pear­ance of de­for­mi­ty. Grad­u­al­ly and im­per­cep­ti­bly the in­ter­lude melt­ed in­to the soft open­ing mi­nor chords of the Chopin Im­promp­tu.

			Ed­na did not know when the Im­promp­tu be­gan or end­ed. She sat in the so­fa cor­ner read­ing Robert’s let­ter by the fad­ing light. Made­moi­selle had glid­ed from the Chopin in­to the quiv­er­ing love notes of Isol­de’s song, and back again to the Im­promp­tu with its soul­ful and poignant long­ing.

			The shad­ows deep­ened in the lit­tle room. The mu­sic grew strange and fan­tas­tic—tur­bu­lent, in­sis­tent, plain­tive and soft with en­treaty. The shad­ows grew deep­er. The mu­sic filled the room. It float­ed out up­on the night, over the house­tops, the cres­cent of the riv­er, los­ing it­self in the si­lence of the up­per air.

			Ed­na was sob­bing, just as she had wept one mid­night at Grand Isle when strange, new voic­es awoke in her. She arose in some ag­i­ta­tion to take her de­par­ture. “May I come again, Made­moi­selle?” she asked at the thresh­old.

			“Come when­ev­er you feel like it. Be care­ful; the stairs and land­ings are dark; don’t stum­ble.”

			Made­moi­selle reen­tered and lit a can­dle. Robert’s let­ter was on the floor. She stooped and picked it up. It was crum­pled and damp with tears. Made­moi­selle smoothed the let­ter out, re­stored it to the en­ve­lope, and re­placed it in the ta­ble draw­er.

		
	
		
			XXII

			One morn­ing on his way in­to town Mr. Pon­tel­li­er stopped at the house of his old friend and fam­i­ly physi­cian, Doc­tor Man­delet. The Doc­tor was a se­mi-re­tired physi­cian, rest­ing, as the say­ing is, up­on his lau­rels. He bore a rep­u­ta­tion for wis­dom rather than skill—leav­ing the ac­tive prac­tice of medicine to his as­sis­tants and younger con­tem­po­raries—and was much sought for in mat­ters of con­sul­ta­tion. A few fam­i­lies, unit­ed to him by bonds of friend­ship, he still at­tend­ed when they re­quired the ser­vices of a physi­cian. The Pon­tel­liers were among these.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er found the Doc­tor read­ing at the open win­dow of his study. His house stood rather far back from the street, in the cen­ter of a de­light­ful gar­den, so that it was qui­et and peace­ful at the old gen­tle­man’s study win­dow. He was a great read­er. He stared up dis­ap­prov­ing­ly over his eye­glass­es as Mr. Pon­tel­li­er en­tered, won­der­ing who had the temer­i­ty to dis­turb him at that hour of the morn­ing.

			“Ah, Pon­tel­li­er! Not sick, I hope. Come and have a seat. What news do you bring this morn­ing?” He was quite port­ly, with a pro­fu­sion of gray hair, and small blue eyes which age had robbed of much of their bright­ness but none of their pen­e­tra­tion.

			“Oh! I’m nev­er sick, Doc­tor. You know that I come of tough fiber—of that old Cre­ole race of Pon­tel­liers that dry up and fi­nal­ly blow away. I came to con­sult—no, not pre­cise­ly to con­sult—to talk to you about Ed­na. I don’t know what ails her.”

			“Madame Pon­tel­li­er not well,” mar­veled the Doc­tor. “Why, I saw her—I think it was a week ago—walk­ing along Canal Street, the pic­ture of health, it seemed to me.”

			“Yes, yes; she seems quite well,” said Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, lean­ing for­ward and whirling his stick be­tween his two hands; “but she doesn’t act well. She’s odd, she’s not like her­self. I can’t make her out, and I thought per­haps you’d help me.”

			“How does she act?” in­quired the Doc­tor.

			“Well, it isn’t easy to ex­plain,” said Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, throw­ing him­self back in his chair. “She lets the house­keep­ing go to the dick­ens.”

			“Well, well; wom­en are not all alike, my dear Pon­tel­li­er. We’ve got to con­sid­er—”

			“I know that; I told you I couldn’t ex­plain. Her whole at­ti­tude—to­ward me and ev­ery­body and ev­ery­thing—has changed. You know I have a quick tem­per, but I don’t want to quar­rel or be rude to a wom­an, es­pe­cial­ly my wife; yet I’m driv­en to it, and feel like ten thou­sand dev­ils af­ter I’ve made a fool of my­self. She’s mak­ing it dev­il­ish­ly un­com­fort­able for me,” he went on ner­vous­ly. “She’s got some sort of no­tion in her head con­cern­ing the eter­nal rights of wom­en; and—you un­der­stand—we meet in the morn­ing at the break­fast ta­ble.”

			The old gen­tle­man lift­ed his shag­gy eye­brows, pro­trud­ed his thick nether lip, and tapped the arms of his chair with his cush­ioned fin­ger­tips.

			“What have you been do­ing to her, Pon­tel­li­er?”

			“Do­ing! Par­bleu!”

			“Has she,” asked the Doc­tor, with a smile, “has she been as­so­ci­at­ing of late with a cir­cle of pseu­do-in­tel­lec­tu­al wom­en—su­per-spir­i­tu­al su­pe­ri­or be­ings? My wife has been telling me about them.”

			“That’s the trou­ble,” broke in Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, “she hasn’t been as­so­ci­at­ing with any­one. She has aban­doned her Tues­days at home, has thrown over all her ac­quain­tances, and goes tramp­ing about by her­self, mop­ing in the street­cars, get­ting in af­ter dark. I tell you she’s pe­cu­liar. I don’t like it; I feel a lit­tle wor­ried over it.”

			This was a new as­pect for the Doc­tor. “Noth­ing hered­i­tary?” he asked, se­ri­ous­ly. “Noth­ing pe­cu­liar about her fam­i­ly an­tecedents, is there?”

			“Oh, no, in­deed! She comes of sound old Pres­by­te­ri­an Ken­tucky stock. The old gen­tle­man, her fa­ther, I have heard, used to atone for his week­day sins with his Sun­day de­vo­tions. I know for a fact, that his race hors­es lit­er­al­ly ran away with the pret­ti­est bit of Ken­tucky farm­ing land I ev­er laid eyes up­on. Mar­garet—you know Mar­garet—she has all the Pres­by­te­ri­an­ism undi­lut­ed. And the youngest is some­thing of a vix­en. By the way, she gets mar­ried in a cou­ple of weeks from now.”

			“Send your wife up to the wed­ding,” ex­claimed the Doc­tor, fore­see­ing a hap­py so­lu­tion. “Let her stay among her own peo­ple for a while; it will do her good.”

			“That’s what I want her to do. She won’t go to the mar­riage. She says a wed­ding is one of the most lam­en­ta­ble spec­ta­cles on earth. Nice thing for a wom­an to say to her hus­band!” ex­claimed Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, fum­ing anew at the rec­ol­lec­tion.

			“Pon­tel­li­er,” said the Doc­tor, af­ter a mo­ment’s re­flec­tion, “let your wife alone for a while. Don’t both­er her, and don’t let her both­er you. Wom­an, my dear friend, is a very pe­cu­liar and del­i­cate or­gan­ism—a sen­si­tive and high­ly or­ga­nized wom­an, such as I know Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er to be, is es­pe­cial­ly pe­cu­liar. It would re­quire an in­spired psy­chol­o­gist to deal suc­cess­ful­ly with them. And when or­di­nary fel­lows like you and me at­tempt to cope with their idio­syn­cra­sies the re­sult is bungling. Most wom­en are moody and whim­si­cal. This is some pass­ing whim of your wife, due to some cause or caus­es which you and I needn’t try to fath­om. But it will pass hap­pi­ly over, es­pe­cial­ly if you let her alone. Send her around to see me.”

			“Oh! I couldn’t do that; there’d be no rea­son for it,” ob­ject­ed Mr. Pon­tel­li­er.

			“Then I’ll go around and see her,” said the Doc­tor. “I’ll drop in to din­ner some evening en bon ami.”

			“Do! by all means,” urged Mr. Pon­tel­li­er. “What evening will you come? Say Thurs­day. Will you come Thurs­day?” he asked, ris­ing to take his leave.

			“Very well; Thurs­day. My wife may pos­si­bly have some en­gage­ment for me Thurs­day. In case she has, I shall let you know. Oth­er­wise, you may ex­pect me.”

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er turned be­fore leav­ing to say:

			“I am go­ing to New York on busi­ness very soon. I have a big scheme on hand, and want to be on the field prop­er to pull the ropes and han­dle the rib­bons. We’ll let you in on the in­side if you say so, Doc­tor,” he laughed.

			“No, I thank you, my dear sir,” re­turned the Doc­tor. “I leave such ven­tures to you younger men with the fever of life still in your blood.”

			“What I want­ed to say,” con­tin­ued Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, with his hand on the knob; “I may have to be ab­sent a good while. Would you ad­vise me to take Ed­na along?”

			“By all means, if she wish­es to go. If not, leave her here. Don’t con­tra­dict her. The mood will pass, I as­sure you. It may take a month, two, three months—pos­si­bly longer, but it will pass; have pa­tience.”

			“Well, good­bye, à jeu­di,” said Mr. Pon­tel­li­er, as he let him­self out.

			The Doc­tor would have liked dur­ing the course of con­ver­sa­tion to ask, “Is there any man in the case?” but he knew his Cre­ole too well to make such a blun­der as that.

			He did not re­sume his book im­me­di­ate­ly, but sat for a while med­i­ta­tive­ly look­ing out in­to the gar­den.

		
	
		
			XXIII

			Ed­na’s fa­ther was in the city, and had been with them sev­er­al days. She was not very warm­ly or deeply at­tached to him, but they had cer­tain tastes in com­mon, and when to­geth­er they were com­pan­ion­able. His com­ing was in the na­ture of a wel­come dis­tur­bance; it seemed to fur­nish a new di­rec­tion for her emo­tions.

			He had come to pur­chase a wed­ding gift for his daugh­ter, Janet, and an out­fit for him­self in which he might make a cred­itable ap­pear­ance at her mar­riage. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had se­lect­ed the bridal gift, as ev­ery­one im­me­di­ate­ly con­nect­ed with him al­ways de­ferred to his taste in such mat­ters. And his sug­ges­tions on the ques­tion of dress—which too of­ten as­sumes the na­ture of a prob­lem—were of in­es­timable val­ue to his fa­ther-in-law. But for the past few days the old gen­tle­man had been up­on Ed­na’s hands, and in his so­ci­ety she was be­com­ing ac­quaint­ed with a new set of sen­sa­tions. He had been a colonel in the Con­fed­er­ate army, and still main­tained, with the ti­tle, the mil­i­tary bear­ing which had al­ways ac­com­pa­nied it. His hair and mus­tache were white and silky, em­pha­siz­ing the rugged bronze of his face. He was tall and thin, and wore his coats padded, which gave a fic­ti­tious breadth and depth to his shoul­ders and chest. Ed­na and her fa­ther looked very dis­tin­guished to­geth­er, and ex­cit­ed a good deal of no­tice dur­ing their per­am­bu­la­tions. Up­on his ar­rival she be­gan by in­tro­duc­ing him to her ate­lier and mak­ing a sketch of him. He took the whole mat­ter very se­ri­ous­ly. If her tal­ent had been ten­fold greater than it was, it would not have sur­prised him, con­vinced as he was that he had be­queathed to all of his daugh­ters the germs of a mas­ter­ful ca­pa­bil­i­ty, which on­ly de­pend­ed up­on their own ef­forts to be di­rect­ed to­ward suc­cess­ful achieve­ment.

			Be­fore her pen­cil he sat rigid and un­flinch­ing, as he had faced the can­non’s mouth in days gone by. He re­sent­ed the in­tru­sion of the chil­dren, who gaped with won­der­ing eyes at him, sit­ting so stiff up there in their moth­er’s bright ate­lier. When they drew near he mo­tioned them away with an ex­pres­sive ac­tion of the foot, loath to dis­turb the fixed lines of his coun­te­nance, his arms, or his rigid shoul­ders.

			Ed­na, anx­ious to en­ter­tain him, in­vit­ed Made­moi­selle Reisz to meet him, hav­ing promised him a treat in her pi­ano play­ing; but Made­moi­selle de­clined the in­vi­ta­tion. So to­geth­er they at­tend­ed a soirée mu­si­cale at the Ratig­nolles’. Mon­sieur and Madame Ratig­nolle made much of the Colonel, in­stalling him as the guest of hon­or and en­gag­ing him at once to dine with them the fol­low­ing Sun­day, or any day which he might se­lect. Madame co­quet­ted with him in the most cap­ti­vat­ing and naive man­ner, with eyes, ges­tures, and a pro­fu­sion of com­pli­ments, till the Colonel’s old head felt thir­ty years younger on his padded shoul­ders. Ed­na mar­veled, not com­pre­hend­ing. She her­self was al­most de­void of co­quetry.

			There were one or two men whom she ob­served at the soirée mu­si­cale; but she would nev­er have felt moved to any kit­ten­ish dis­play to at­tract their no­tice—to any fe­line or fem­i­nine wiles to ex­press her­self to­ward them. Their per­son­al­i­ty at­tract­ed her in an agree­able way. Her fan­cy se­lect­ed them, and she was glad when a lull in the mu­sic gave them an op­por­tu­ni­ty to meet her and talk with her. Of­ten on the street the glance of strange eyes had lin­gered in her mem­o­ry, and some­times had dis­turbed her.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er did not at­tend these soirées mu­si­cales. He con­sid­ered them bour­geois, and found more di­ver­sion at the club. To Madame Ratig­nolle he said the mu­sic dis­pensed at her soirées was too “heavy,” too far be­yond his un­trained com­pre­hen­sion. His ex­cuse flat­tered her. But she dis­ap­proved of Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s club, and she was frank enough to tell Ed­na so.

			“It’s a pity Mr. Pon­tel­li­er doesn’t stay home more in the evenings. I think you would be more—well, if you don’t mind my say­ing it—more unit­ed, if he did.”

			“Oh! dear no!” said Ed­na, with a blank look in her eyes. “What should I do if he stayed home? We wouldn’t have any­thing to say to each oth­er.”

			She had not much of any­thing to say to her fa­ther, for that mat­ter; but he did not an­tag­o­nize her. She dis­cov­ered that he in­ter­est­ed her, though she re­al­ized that he might not in­ter­est her long; and for the first time in her life she felt as if she were thor­ough­ly ac­quaint­ed with him. He kept her busy serv­ing him and min­is­ter­ing to his wants. It amused her to do so. She would not per­mit a ser­vant or one of the chil­dren to do any­thing for him which she might do her­self. Her hus­band no­ticed, and thought it was the ex­pres­sion of a deep fil­ial at­tach­ment which he had nev­er sus­pect­ed.

			The Colonel drank nu­mer­ous “tod­dies” dur­ing the course of the day, which left him, how­ev­er, im­per­turbed. He was an ex­pert at con­coct­ing strong drinks. He had even in­vent­ed some, to which he had giv­en fan­tas­tic names, and for whose man­u­fac­ture he re­quired di­verse in­gre­di­ents that it de­volved up­on Ed­na to pro­cure for him.

			When Doc­tor Man­delet dined with the Pon­tel­liers on Thurs­day he could dis­cern in Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er no trace of that mor­bid con­di­tion which her hus­band had re­port­ed to him. She was ex­cit­ed and in a man­ner ra­di­ant. She and her fa­ther had been to the race course, and their thoughts when they seat­ed them­selves at ta­ble were still oc­cu­pied with the events of the af­ter­noon, and their talk was still of the track. The Doc­tor had not kept pace with turf af­fairs. He had cer­tain rec­ol­lec­tions of rac­ing in what he called “the good old times” when the Lecompte sta­bles flour­ished, and he drew up­on this fund of mem­o­ries so that he might not be left out and seem whol­ly de­void of the mod­ern spir­it. But he failed to im­pose up­on the Colonel, and was even far from im­press­ing him with this trumped-up knowl­edge of by­gone days. Ed­na had staked her fa­ther on his last ven­ture, with the most grat­i­fy­ing re­sults to both of them. Be­sides, they had met some very charm­ing peo­ple, ac­cord­ing to the Colonel’s im­pres­sions. Mrs. Mor­timer Mer­ri­man and Mrs. James High­camp, who were there with Al­cée Arobin, had joined them and had en­livened the hours in a fash­ion that warmed him to think of.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er him­self had no par­tic­u­lar lean­ing to­ward horserac­ing, and was even rather in­clined to dis­cour­age it as a pas­time, es­pe­cial­ly when he con­sid­ered the fate of that blue­grass farm in Ken­tucky. He en­deav­ored, in a gen­er­al way, to ex­press a par­tic­u­lar dis­ap­proval, and on­ly suc­ceed­ed in arous­ing the ire and op­po­si­tion of his fa­ther-in-law. A pret­ty dis­pute fol­lowed, in which Ed­na warm­ly es­poused her fa­ther’s cause and the Doc­tor re­mained neu­tral.

			He ob­served his host­ess at­ten­tive­ly from un­der his shag­gy brows, and not­ed a sub­tle change which had trans­formed her from the list­less wom­an he had known in­to a be­ing who, for the mo­ment, seemed pal­pi­tant with the forces of life. Her speech was warm and en­er­get­ic. There was no re­pres­sion in her glance or ges­ture. She re­mind­ed him of some beau­ti­ful, sleek an­i­mal wak­ing up in the sun.

			The din­ner was ex­cel­lent. The claret was warm and the cham­pagne was cold, and un­der their benef­i­cent in­flu­ence the threat­ened un­pleas­ant­ness melt­ed and van­ished with the fumes of the wine.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er warmed up and grew rem­i­nis­cent. He told some amus­ing plan­ta­tion ex­pe­ri­ences, rec­ol­lec­tions of old Iberville and his youth, when he hunt­ed pos­sum in com­pa­ny with some friend­ly darky; thrashed the pecan trees, shot the gros­bec, and roamed the woods and fields in mis­chievous idle­ness.

			The Colonel, with lit­tle sense of hu­mor and of the fit­ness of things, re­lat­ed a somber episode of those dark and bit­ter days, in which he had act­ed a con­spic­u­ous part and al­ways formed a cen­tral fig­ure. Nor was the Doc­tor hap­pi­er in his se­lec­tion, when he told the old, ev­er new and cu­ri­ous sto­ry of the wan­ing of a wom­an’s love, seek­ing strange, new chan­nels, on­ly to re­turn to its le­git­i­mate source af­ter days of fierce un­rest. It was one of the many lit­tle hu­man doc­u­ments which had been un­fold­ed to him dur­ing his long ca­reer as a physi­cian. The sto­ry did not seem es­pe­cial­ly to im­press Ed­na. She had one of her own to tell, of a wom­an who pad­dled away with her lover one night in a pirogue and nev­er came back. They were lost amid the Baratar­i­an Is­lands, and no one ev­er heard of them or found trace of them from that day to this. It was a pure in­ven­tion. She said that Madame An­toine had re­lat­ed it to her. That, al­so, was an in­ven­tion. Per­haps it was a dream she had had. But ev­ery glow­ing word seemed re­al to those who lis­tened. They could feel the hot breath of the South­ern night; they could hear the long sweep of the pirogue through the glis­ten­ing moon­lit wa­ter, the beat­ing of birds’ wings, ris­ing star­tled from among the reeds in the salt­wa­ter pools; they could see the faces of the lovers, pale, close to­geth­er, rapt in obliv­i­ous for­get­ful­ness, drift­ing in­to the un­known.

			The cham­pagne was cold, and its sub­tle fumes played fan­tas­tic tricks with Ed­na’s mem­o­ry that night.

			Out­side, away from the glow of the fire and the soft lamp­light, the night was chill and murky. The Doc­tor dou­bled his old-fash­ioned cloak across his breast as he strode home through the dark­ness. He knew his fel­low-crea­tures bet­ter than most men; knew that in­ner life which so sel­dom un­folds it­self to unanoint­ed eyes. He was sor­ry he had ac­cept­ed Pon­tel­li­er’s in­vi­ta­tion. He was grow­ing old, and be­gin­ning to need rest and an im­per­turbed spir­it. He did not want the se­crets of oth­er lives thrust up­on him.

			“I hope it isn’t Arobin,” he mut­tered to him­self as he walked. “I hope to heav­en it isn’t Al­cée Arobin.”

		
	
		
			XXIV

			Ed­na and her fa­ther had a warm, and al­most vi­o­lent dis­pute up­on the sub­ject of her re­fusal to at­tend her sis­ter’s wed­ding. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er de­clined to in­ter­fere, to in­ter­pose ei­ther his in­flu­ence or his au­thor­i­ty. He was fol­low­ing Doc­tor Man­delet’s ad­vice, and let­ting her do as she liked. The Colonel re­proached his daugh­ter for her lack of fil­ial kind­ness and re­spect, her want of sis­ter­ly af­fec­tion and wom­an­ly con­sid­er­a­tion. His ar­gu­ments were la­bored and un­con­vinc­ing. He doubt­ed if Janet would ac­cept any ex­cuse—for­get­ting that Ed­na had of­fered none. He doubt­ed if Janet would ev­er speak to her again, and he was sure Mar­garet would not.

			Ed­na was glad to be rid of her fa­ther when he fi­nal­ly took him­self off with his wed­ding gar­ments and his bridal gifts, with his padded shoul­ders, his Bible read­ing, his “tod­dies” and pon­der­ous oaths.

			Mr. Pon­tel­li­er fol­lowed him close­ly. He meant to stop at the wed­ding on his way to New York and en­deav­or by ev­ery means which mon­ey and love could de­vise to atone some­what for Ed­na’s in­com­pre­hen­si­ble ac­tion.

			“You are too le­nient, too le­nient by far, Léonce,” as­sert­ed the Colonel. “Au­thor­i­ty, co­er­cion are what is need­ed. Put your foot down good and hard; the on­ly way to man­age a wife. Take my word for it.”

			The Colonel was per­haps un­aware that he had co­erced his own wife in­to her grave. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had a vague sus­pi­cion of it which he thought it need­less to men­tion at that late day.

			Ed­na was not so con­scious­ly grat­i­fied at her hus­band’s leav­ing home as she had been over the de­par­ture of her fa­ther. As the day ap­proached when he was to leave her for a com­par­a­tive­ly long stay, she grew melt­ing and af­fec­tion­ate, re­mem­ber­ing his many acts of con­sid­er­a­tion and his re­peat­ed ex­pres­sions of an ar­dent at­tach­ment. She was so­lic­i­tous about his health and his wel­fare. She bus­tled around, look­ing af­ter his cloth­ing, think­ing about heavy un­der­wear, quite as Madame Ratig­nolle would have done un­der sim­i­lar cir­cum­stances. She cried when he went away, call­ing him her dear, good friend, and she was quite cer­tain she would grow lone­ly be­fore very long and go to join him in New York.

			But af­ter all, a ra­di­ant peace set­tled up­on her when she at last found her­self alone. Even the chil­dren were gone. Old Madame Pon­tel­li­er had come her­self and car­ried them off to Iberville with their quadroon. The old madame did not ven­ture to say she was afraid they would be ne­glect­ed dur­ing Léonce’s ab­sence; she hard­ly ven­tured to think so. She was hun­gry for them—even a lit­tle fierce in her at­tach­ment. She did not want them to be whol­ly “chil­dren of the pave­ment,” she al­ways said when beg­ging to have them for a space. She wished them to know the coun­try, with its streams, its fields, its woods, its free­dom, so de­li­cious to the young. She wished them to taste some­thing of the life their fa­ther had lived and known and loved when he, too, was a lit­tle child.

			When Ed­na was at last alone, she breathed a big, gen­uine sigh of re­lief. A feel­ing that was un­fa­mil­iar but very de­li­cious came over her. She walked all through the house, from one room to an­oth­er, as if in­spect­ing it for the first time. She tried the var­i­ous chairs and lounges, as if she had nev­er sat and re­clined up­on them be­fore. And she per­am­bu­lat­ed around the out­side of the house, in­ves­ti­gat­ing, look­ing to see if win­dows and shut­ters were se­cure and in or­der. The flow­ers were like new ac­quain­tances; she ap­proached them in a fa­mil­iar spir­it, and made her­self at home among them. The gar­den walks were damp, and Ed­na called to the maid to bring out her rub­ber san­dals. And there she stayed, and stooped, dig­ging around the plants, trim­ming, pick­ing dead, dry leaves. The chil­dren’s lit­tle dog came out, in­ter­fer­ing, get­ting in her way. She scold­ed him, laughed at him, played with him. The gar­den smelled so good and looked so pret­ty in the af­ter­noon sun­light. Ed­na plucked all the bright flow­ers she could find, and went in­to the house with them, she and the lit­tle dog.

			Even the kitchen as­sumed a sud­den in­ter­est­ing char­ac­ter which she had nev­er be­fore per­ceived. She went in to give di­rec­tions to the cook, to say that the butch­er would have to bring much less meat, that they would re­quire on­ly half their usu­al quan­ti­ty of bread, of milk and gro­ceries. She told the cook that she her­self would be great­ly oc­cu­pied dur­ing Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s ab­sence, and she begged her to take all thought and re­spon­si­bil­i­ty of the larder up­on her own shoul­ders.

			That night Ed­na dined alone. The can­de­labra, with a few can­dles in the cen­ter of the ta­ble, gave all the light she need­ed. Out­side the cir­cle of light in which she sat, the large din­ing-room looked solemn and shad­owy. The cook, placed up­on her met­tle, served a de­li­cious repast—a lus­cious ten­der­loin broiled à point. The wine tast­ed good; the mar­ron glacé seemed to be just what she want­ed. It was so pleas­ant, too, to dine in a com­fort­able peignoir.

			She thought a lit­tle sen­ti­men­tal­ly about Léonce and the chil­dren, and won­dered what they were do­ing. As she gave a dain­ty scrap or two to the dog­gie, she talked in­ti­mate­ly to him about Eti­enne and Raoul. He was be­side him­self with as­ton­ish­ment and de­light over these com­pan­ion­able ad­vances, and showed his ap­pre­ci­a­tion by his lit­tle quick, snap­py barks and a live­ly ag­i­ta­tion.

			Then Ed­na sat in the li­brary af­ter din­ner and read Emer­son un­til she grew sleepy. She re­al­ized that she had ne­glect­ed her read­ing, and de­ter­mined to start anew up­on a course of im­prov­ing stud­ies, now that her time was com­plete­ly her own to do with as she liked.

			Af­ter a re­fresh­ing bath, Ed­na went to bed. And as she snug­gled com­fort­ably be­neath the ei­der­down a sense of rest­ful­ness in­vad­ed her, such as she had not known be­fore.

		
	
		
			XXV

			When the weath­er was dark and cloudy Ed­na could not work. She need­ed the sun to mel­low and tem­per her mood to the stick­ing point. She had reached a stage when she seemed to be no longer feel­ing her way, work­ing, when in the hu­mor, with sure­ness and ease. And be­ing de­void of am­bi­tion, and striv­ing not to­ward ac­com­plish­ment, she drew sat­is­fac­tion from the work in it­self.

			On rainy or melan­choly days Ed­na went out and sought the so­ci­ety of the friends she had made at Grand Isle. Or else she stayed in­doors and nursed a mood with which she was be­com­ing too fa­mil­iar for her own com­fort and peace of mind. It was not de­spair; but it seemed to her as if life were pass­ing by, leav­ing its prom­ise bro­ken and un­ful­filled. Yet there were oth­er days when she lis­tened, was led on and de­ceived by fresh prom­ises which her youth held out to her.

			She went again to the races, and again. Al­cée Arobin and Mrs. High­camp called for her one bright af­ter­noon in Arobin’s drag. Mrs. High­camp was a world­ly but un­af­fect­ed, in­tel­li­gent, slim, tall blonde wom­an in the for­ties, with an in­dif­fer­ent man­ner and blue eyes that stared. She had a daugh­ter who served her as a pre­text for cul­ti­vat­ing the so­ci­ety of young men of fash­ion. Al­cée Arobin was one of them. He was a fa­mil­iar fig­ure at the race course, the opera, the fash­ion­able clubs. There was a per­pet­u­al smile in his eyes, which sel­dom failed to awak­en a cor­re­spond­ing cheer­ful­ness in any­one who looked in­to them and lis­tened to his good-hu­mored voice. His man­ner was qui­et, and at times a lit­tle in­so­lent. He pos­sessed a good fig­ure, a pleas­ing face, not over­bur­dened with depth of thought or feel­ing; and his dress was that of the con­ven­tion­al man of fash­ion.

			He ad­mired Ed­na ex­trav­a­gant­ly, af­ter meet­ing her at the races with her fa­ther. He had met her be­fore on oth­er oc­ca­sions, but she had seemed to him un­ap­proach­able un­til that day. It was at his in­sti­ga­tion that Mrs. High­camp called to ask her to go with them to the Jock­ey Club to wit­ness the turf event of the sea­son.

			There were pos­si­bly a few track men out there who knew the race horse as well as Ed­na, but there was cer­tain­ly none who knew it bet­ter. She sat be­tween her two com­pan­ions as one hav­ing au­thor­i­ty to speak. She laughed at Arobin’s pre­ten­sions, and de­plored Mrs. High­camp’s ig­no­rance. The race horse was a friend and in­ti­mate as­so­ciate of her child­hood. The at­mos­phere of the sta­bles and the breath of the blue grass pad­dock re­vived in her mem­o­ry and lin­gered in her nos­trils. She did not per­ceive that she was talk­ing like her fa­ther as the sleek geld­ings am­bled in re­view be­fore them. She played for very high stakes, and for­tune fa­vored her. The fever of the game flamed in her cheeks and eyes, and it got in­to her blood and in­to her brain like an in­tox­i­cant. Peo­ple turned their heads to look at her, and more than one lent an at­ten­tive ear to her ut­ter­ances, hop­ing there­by to se­cure the elu­sive but ev­er-de­sired “tip.” Arobin caught the con­ta­gion of ex­cite­ment which drew him to Ed­na like a mag­net. Mrs. High­camp re­mained, as usu­al, un­moved, with her in­dif­fer­ent stare and up­lift­ed eye­brows.

			Ed­na stayed and dined with Mrs. High­camp up­on be­ing urged to do so. Arobin al­so re­mained and sent away his drag.

			The din­ner was qui­et and un­in­ter­est­ing, save for the cheer­ful ef­forts of Arobin to en­liv­en things. Mrs. High­camp de­plored the ab­sence of her daugh­ter from the races, and tried to con­vey to her what she had missed by go­ing to the “Dante read­ing” in­stead of join­ing them. The girl held a gera­ni­um leaf up to her nose and said noth­ing, but looked know­ing and non­com­mit­tal. Mr. High­camp was a plain, bald-head­ed man, who on­ly talked un­der com­pul­sion. He was un­re­spon­sive. Mrs. High­camp was full of del­i­cate cour­tesy and con­sid­er­a­tion to­ward her hus­band. She ad­dressed most of her con­ver­sa­tion to him at ta­ble. They sat in the li­brary af­ter din­ner and read the evening pa­pers to­geth­er un­der the drop­light; while the younger peo­ple went in­to the draw­ing-room near by and talked. Miss High­camp played some se­lec­tions from Grieg up­on the pi­ano. She seemed to have ap­pre­hend­ed all of the com­pos­er’s cold­ness and none of his po­et­ry. While Ed­na lis­tened she could not help won­der­ing if she had lost her taste for mu­sic.

			When the time came for her to go home, Mr. High­camp grunt­ed a lame of­fer to es­cort her, look­ing down at his slip­pered feet with tact­less con­cern. It was Arobin who took her home. The car ride was long, and it was late when they reached Es­planade Street. Arobin asked per­mis­sion to en­ter for a sec­ond to light his cig­a­rette—his match safe was emp­ty. He filled his match safe, but did not light his cig­a­rette un­til he left her, af­ter she had ex­pressed her will­ing­ness to go to the races with him again.

			Ed­na was nei­ther tired nor sleepy. She was hun­gry again, for the High­camp din­ner, though of ex­cel­lent qual­i­ty, had lacked abun­dance. She rum­maged in the larder and brought forth a slice of Gruyère and some crack­ers. She opened a bot­tle of beer which she found in the ice­box. Ed­na felt ex­treme­ly rest­less and ex­cit­ed. She va­cant­ly hummed a fan­tas­tic tune as she poked at the wood em­bers on the hearth and munched a crack­er.

			She want­ed some­thing to hap­pen—some­thing, any­thing; she did not know what. She re­gret­ted that she had not made Arobin stay a half hour to talk over the hors­es with her. She count­ed the mon­ey she had won. But there was noth­ing else to do, so she went to bed, and tossed there for hours in a sort of mo­not­o­nous ag­i­ta­tion.

			In the mid­dle of the night she re­mem­bered that she had for­got­ten to write her reg­u­lar let­ter to her hus­band; and she de­cid­ed to do so next day and tell him about her af­ter­noon at the Jock­ey Club. She lay wide awake com­pos­ing a let­ter which was noth­ing like the one which she wrote next day. When the maid awoke her in the morn­ing Ed­na was dream­ing of Mr. High­camp play­ing the pi­ano at the en­trance of a mu­sic store on Canal Street, while his wife was say­ing to Al­cée Arobin, as they board­ed an Es­planade Street car:

			“What a pity that so much tal­ent has been ne­glect­ed! but I must go.”

			When, a few days lat­er, Al­cée Arobin again called for Ed­na in his drag, Mrs. High­camp was not with him. He said they would pick her up. But as that la­dy had not been ap­prised of his in­ten­tion of pick­ing her up, she was not at home. The daugh­ter was just leav­ing the house to at­tend the meet­ing of a branch Folk Lore So­ci­ety, and re­gret­ted that she could not ac­com­pa­ny them. Arobin ap­peared non­plussed, and asked Ed­na if there were any­one else she cared to ask.

			She did not deem it worth while to go in search of any of the fash­ion­able ac­quain­tances from whom she had with­drawn her­self. She thought of Madame Ratig­nolle, but knew that her fair friend did not leave the house, ex­cept to take a lan­guid walk around the block with her hus­band af­ter night­fall. Made­moi­selle Reisz would have laughed at such a re­quest from Ed­na. Madame Le­brun might have en­joyed the out­ing, but for some rea­son Ed­na did not want her. So they went alone, she and Arobin.

			The af­ter­noon was in­tense­ly in­ter­est­ing to her. The ex­cite­ment came back up­on her like a re­mit­tent fever. Her talk grew fa­mil­iar and con­fi­den­tial. It was no la­bor to be­come in­ti­mate with Arobin. His man­ner in­vit­ed easy con­fi­dence. The pre­lim­i­nary stage of be­com­ing ac­quaint­ed was one which he al­ways en­deav­ored to ig­nore when a pret­ty and en­gag­ing wom­an was con­cerned.

			He stayed and dined with Ed­na. He stayed and sat be­side the wood fire. They laughed and talked; and be­fore it was time to go he was telling her how dif­fer­ent life might have been if he had known her years be­fore. With in­gen­u­ous frank­ness he spoke of what a wicked, ill-dis­ci­plined boy he had been, and im­pul­sive­ly drew up his cuff to ex­hib­it up­on his wrist the scar from a saber cut which he had re­ceived in a du­el out­side of Paris when he was nine­teen. She touched his hand as she scanned the red ci­ca­trice on the in­side of his white wrist. A quick im­pulse that was some­what spas­mod­ic im­pelled her fin­gers to close in a sort of clutch up­on his hand. He felt the pres­sure of her point­ed nails in the flesh of his palm.

			She arose hasti­ly and walked to­ward the man­tel.

			“The sight of a wound or scar al­ways ag­i­tates and sick­ens me,” she said. “I shouldn’t have looked at it.”

			“I beg your par­don,” he en­treat­ed, fol­low­ing her; “it nev­er oc­curred to me that it might be re­pul­sive.”

			He stood close to her, and the ef­fron­tery in his eyes re­pelled the old, van­ish­ing self in her, yet drew all her awak­en­ing sen­su­ous­ness. He saw enough in her face to im­pel him to take her hand and hold it while he said his lin­ger­ing good night.

			“Will you go to the races again?” he asked.

			“No,” she said. “I’ve had enough of the races. I don’t want to lose all the mon­ey I’ve won, and I’ve got to work when the weath­er is bright, in­stead of—”

			“Yes; work; to be sure. You promised to show me your work. What morn­ing may I come up to your ate­lier? To­mor­row?”

			“No!”

			“Day af­ter?”

			“No, no.”

			“Oh, please don’t refuse me! I know some­thing of such things. I might help you with a stray sug­ges­tion or two.”

			“No. Good night. Why don’t you go af­ter you have said good night? I don’t like you,” she went on in a high, ex­cit­ed pitch, at­tempt­ing to draw away her hand. She felt that her words lacked dig­ni­ty and sin­cer­i­ty, and she knew that he felt it.

			“I’m sor­ry you don’t like me. I’m sor­ry I of­fend­ed you. How have I of­fend­ed you? What have I done? Can’t you for­give me?” And he bent and pressed his lips up­on her hand as if he wished nev­er more to with­draw them.

			“Mr. Arobin,” she com­plained, “I’m great­ly up­set by the ex­cite­ment of the af­ter­noon; I’m not my­self. My man­ner must have mis­led you in some way. I wish you to go, please.” She spoke in a mo­not­o­nous, dull tone. He took his hat from the ta­ble, and stood with eyes turned from her, look­ing in­to the dy­ing fire. For a mo­ment or two he kept an im­pres­sive si­lence.

			“Your man­ner has not mis­led me, Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er,” he said fi­nal­ly. “My own emo­tions have done that. I couldn’t help it. When I’m near you, how could I help it? Don’t think any­thing of it, don’t both­er, please. You see, I go when you com­mand me. If you wish me to stay away, I shall do so. If you let me come back, I—oh! you will let me come back?”

			He cast one ap­peal­ing glance at her, to which she made no re­sponse. Al­cée Arobin’s man­ner was so gen­uine that it of­ten de­ceived even him­self.

			Ed­na did not care or think whether it were gen­uine or not. When she was alone she looked me­chan­i­cal­ly at the back of her hand which he had kissed so warm­ly. Then she leaned her head down on the man­tel­piece. She felt some­what like a wom­an who in a mo­ment of pas­sion is be­trayed in­to an act of in­fi­deli­ty, and re­al­izes the sig­nif­i­cance of the act with­out be­ing whol­ly awak­ened from its glam­our. The thought was pass­ing vague­ly through her mind, “What would he think?”

			She did not mean her hus­band; she was think­ing of Robert Le­brun. Her hus­band seemed to her now like a per­son whom she had mar­ried with­out love as an ex­cuse.

			She lit a can­dle and went up to her room. Al­cée Arobin was ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing to her. Yet his pres­ence, his man­ners, the warmth of his glances, and above all the touch of his lips up­on her hand had act­ed like a nar­cot­ic up­on her.

			She slept a lan­guorous sleep, in­ter­wo­ven with van­ish­ing dreams.

		
	
		
			XXVI

			Al­cée Arobin wrote Ed­na an elab­o­rate note of apol­o­gy, pal­pi­tant with sin­cer­i­ty. It em­bar­rassed her; for in a cool­er, qui­eter mo­ment it ap­peared to her, ab­surd that she should have tak­en his ac­tion so se­ri­ous­ly, so dra­mat­i­cal­ly. She felt sure that the sig­nif­i­cance of the whole oc­cur­rence had lain in her own self-con­scious­ness. If she ig­nored his note it would give un­due im­por­tance to a triv­ial af­fair. If she replied to it in a se­ri­ous spir­it it would still leave in his mind the im­pres­sion that she had in a sus­cep­ti­ble mo­ment yield­ed to his in­flu­ence. Af­ter all, it was no great mat­ter to have one’s hand kissed. She was pro­voked at his hav­ing writ­ten the apol­o­gy. She an­swered in as light and ban­ter­ing a spir­it as she fan­cied it de­served, and said she would be glad to have him look in up­on her at work when­ev­er he felt the in­cli­na­tion and his busi­ness gave him the op­por­tu­ni­ty.

			He re­spond­ed at once by pre­sent­ing him­self at her home with all his dis­arm­ing naivete. And then there was scarce­ly a day which fol­lowed that she did not see him or was not re­mind­ed of him. He was pro­lif­ic in pre­texts. His at­ti­tude be­came one of good-hu­mored sub­servience and tac­it ado­ra­tion. He was ready at all times to sub­mit to her moods, which were as of­ten kind as they were cold. She grew ac­cus­tomed to him. They be­came in­ti­mate and friend­ly by im­per­cep­ti­ble de­grees, and then by leaps. He some­times talked in a way that as­ton­ished her at first and brought the crim­son in­to her face; in a way that pleased her at last, ap­peal­ing to the an­i­mal­ism that stirred im­pa­tient­ly with­in her.

			There was noth­ing which so qui­et­ed the tur­moil of Ed­na’s sens­es as a vis­it to Made­moi­selle Reisz. It was then, in the pres­ence of that per­son­al­i­ty which was of­fen­sive to her, that the wom­an, by her di­vine art, seemed to reach Ed­na’s spir­it and set it free.

			It was misty, with heavy, low­er­ing at­mos­phere, one af­ter­noon, when Ed­na climbed the stairs to the pi­anist’s apart­ments un­der the roof. Her clothes were drip­ping with mois­ture. She felt chilled and pinched as she en­tered the room. Made­moi­selle was pok­ing at a rusty stove that smoked a lit­tle and warmed the room in­dif­fer­ent­ly. She was en­deav­or­ing to heat a pot of choco­late on the stove. The room looked cheer­less and dingy to Ed­na as she en­tered. A bust of Beethoven, cov­ered with a hood of dust, scowled at her from the man­tel­piece.

			“Ah! here comes the sun­light!” ex­claimed Made­moi­selle, ris­ing from her knees be­fore the stove. “Now it will be warm and bright enough; I can let the fire alone.”

			She closed the stove door with a bang, and ap­proach­ing, as­sist­ed in re­mov­ing Ed­na’s drip­ping mack­in­tosh.

			“You are cold; you look mis­er­able. The choco­late will soon be hot. But would you rather have a taste of brandy? I have scarce­ly touched the bot­tle which you brought me for my cold.” A piece of red flan­nel was wrapped around Made­moi­selle’s throat; a stiff neck com­pelled her to hold her head on one side.

			“I will take some brandy,” said Ed­na, shiv­er­ing as she re­moved her gloves and over­shoes. She drank the liquor from the glass as a man would have done. Then fling­ing her­self up­on the un­com­fort­able so­fa she said, “Made­moi­selle, I am go­ing to move away from my house on Es­planade Street.”

			“Ah!” ejac­u­lat­ed the mu­si­cian, nei­ther sur­prised nor es­pe­cial­ly in­ter­est­ed. Noth­ing ev­er seemed to as­ton­ish her very much. She was en­deav­or­ing to ad­just the bunch of vi­o­lets which had be­come loose from its fas­ten­ing in her hair. Ed­na drew her down up­on the so­fa, and tak­ing a pin from her own hair, se­cured the shab­by ar­ti­fi­cial flow­ers in their ac­cus­tomed place.

			“Aren’t you as­ton­ished?”

			“Pass­ably. Where are you go­ing? to New York? to Iberville? to your fa­ther in Mis­sis­sip­pi? where?”

			“Just two steps away,” laughed Ed­na, “in a lit­tle four-room house around the cor­ner. It looks so cozy, so invit­ing and rest­ful, when­ev­er I pass by; and it’s for rent. I’m tired look­ing af­ter that big house. It nev­er seemed like mine, any­way—like home. It’s too much trou­ble. I have to keep too many ser­vants. I am tired both­er­ing with them.”

			“That is not your true rea­son, ma belle. There is no use in telling me lies. I don’t know your rea­son, but you have not told me the truth.” Ed­na did not protest or en­deav­or to jus­ti­fy her­self.

			“The house, the mon­ey that pro­vides for it, are not mine. Isn’t that enough rea­son?”

			“They are your hus­band’s,” re­turned Made­moi­selle, with a shrug and a ma­li­cious el­e­va­tion of the eye­brows.

			“Oh! I see there is no de­ceiv­ing you. Then let me tell you: It is a caprice. I have a lit­tle mon­ey of my own from my moth­er’s es­tate, which my fa­ther sends me by driblets. I won a large sum this win­ter on the races, and I am be­gin­ning to sell my sketch­es. Laid­pore is more and more pleased with my work; he says it grows in force and in­di­vid­u­al­i­ty. I can­not judge of that my­self, but I feel that I have gained in ease and con­fi­dence. How­ev­er, as I said, I have sold a good many through Laid­pore. I can live in the tiny house for lit­tle or noth­ing, with one ser­vant. Old Ce­les­tine, who works oc­ca­sion­al­ly for me, says she will come stay with me and do my work. I know I shall like it, like the feel­ing of free­dom and in­de­pen­dence.”

			“What does your hus­band say?”

			“I have not told him yet. I on­ly thought of it this morn­ing. He will think I am de­ment­ed, no doubt. Per­haps you think so.”

			Made­moi­selle shook her head slow­ly. “Your rea­son is not yet clear to me,” she said.

			Nei­ther was it quite clear to Ed­na her­self; but it un­fold­ed it­self as she sat for a while in si­lence. In­stinct had prompt­ed her to put away her hus­band’s boun­ty in cast­ing off her al­le­giance. She did not know how it would be when he re­turned. There would have to be an un­der­stand­ing, an ex­pla­na­tion. Con­di­tions would some way ad­just them­selves, she felt; but what­ev­er came, she had re­solved nev­er again to be­long to an­oth­er than her­self.

			“I shall give a grand din­ner be­fore I leave the old house!” Ed­na ex­claimed. “You will have to come to it, Made­moi­selle. I will give you ev­ery­thing that you like to eat and to drink. We shall sing and laugh and be mer­ry for once.” And she ut­tered a sigh that came from the very depths of her be­ing.

			If Made­moi­selle hap­pened to have re­ceived a let­ter from Robert dur­ing the in­ter­val of Ed­na’s vis­its, she would give her the let­ter un­so­licit­ed. And she would seat her­self at the pi­ano and play as her hu­mor prompt­ed her while the young wom­an read the let­ter.

			The lit­tle stove was roar­ing; it was red-hot, and the choco­late in the tin siz­zled and sput­tered. Ed­na went for­ward and opened the stove door, and Made­moi­selle ris­ing, took a let­ter from un­der the bust of Beethoven and hand­ed it to Ed­na.

			“An­oth­er! so soon!” she ex­claimed, her eyes filled with de­light. “Tell me, Made­moi­selle, does he know that I see his let­ters?”

			“Nev­er in the world! He would be an­gry and would nev­er write to me again if he thought so. Does he write to you? Nev­er a line. Does he send you a mes­sage? Nev­er a word. It is be­cause he loves you, poor fool, and is try­ing to for­get you, since you are not free to lis­ten to him or to be­long to him.”

			“Why do you show me his let­ters, then?”

			“Haven’t you begged for them? Can I refuse you any­thing? Oh! you can­not de­ceive me,” and Made­moi­selle ap­proached her beloved in­stru­ment and be­gan to play. Ed­na did not at once read the let­ter. She sat hold­ing it in her hand, while the mu­sic pen­e­trat­ed her whole be­ing like an ef­ful­gence, warm­ing and bright­en­ing the dark places of her soul. It pre­pared her for joy and ex­ul­ta­tion.

			“Oh!” she ex­claimed, let­ting the let­ter fall to the floor. “Why did you not tell me?” She went and grasped Made­moi­selle’s hands up from the keys. “Oh! un­kind! ma­li­cious! Why did you not tell me?”

			“That he was com­ing back? No great news, ma foi. I won­der he did not come long ago.”

			“But when, when?” cried Ed­na, im­pa­tient­ly. “He does not say when.”

			“He says ‘very soon.’ You know as much about it as I do; it is all in the let­ter.”

			“But why? Why is he com­ing? Oh, if I thought—” and she snatched the let­ter from the floor and turned the pages this way and that way, look­ing for the rea­son, which was left un­told.

			“If I were young and in love with a man,” said Made­moi­selle, turn­ing on the stool and press­ing her wiry hands be­tween her knees as she looked down at Ed­na, who sat on the floor hold­ing the let­ter, “it seems to me he would have to be some grand es­prit; a man with lofty aims and abil­i­ty to reach them; one who stood high enough to at­tract the no­tice of his fel­low-men. It seems to me if I were young and in love I should nev­er deem a man of or­di­nary cal­iber wor­thy of my de­vo­tion.”

			“Now it is you who are telling lies and seek­ing to de­ceive me, Made­moi­selle; or else you have nev­er been in love, and know noth­ing about it. Why,” went on Ed­na, clasp­ing her knees and look­ing up in­to Made­moi­selle’s twist­ed face, “do you sup­pose a wom­an knows why she loves? Does she se­lect? Does she say to her­self: ‘Go to! Here is a dis­tin­guished states­man with pres­i­den­tial pos­si­bil­i­ties; I shall pro­ceed to fall in love with him.’ Or, ‘I shall set my heart up­on this mu­si­cian, whose fame is on ev­ery tongue?’ Or, ‘This fi­nancier, who con­trols the world’s mon­ey mar­kets?’ ”

			“You are pur­pose­ly mis­un­der­stand­ing me, ma reine. Are you in love with Robert?”

			“Yes,” said Ed­na. It was the first time she had ad­mit­ted it, and a glow over­spread her face, blotch­ing it with red spots.

			“Why?” asked her com­pan­ion. “Why do you love him when you ought not to?”

			Ed­na, with a mo­tion or two, dragged her­self on her knees be­fore Made­moi­selle Reisz, who took the glow­ing face be­tween her two hands.

			“Why? Be­cause his hair is brown and grows away from his tem­ples; be­cause he opens and shuts his eyes, and his nose is a lit­tle out of draw­ing; be­cause he has two lips and a square chin, and a lit­tle fin­ger which he can’t straight­en from hav­ing played base­ball too en­er­get­i­cal­ly in his youth. Be­cause—”

			“Be­cause you do, in short,” laughed Made­moi­selle. “What will you do when he comes back?” she asked.

			“Do? Noth­ing, ex­cept feel glad and hap­py to be alive.”

			She was al­ready glad and hap­py to be alive at the mere thought of his re­turn. The murky, low­er­ing sky, which had de­pressed her a few hours be­fore, seemed brac­ing and in­vig­o­rat­ing as she splashed through the streets on her way home.

			She stopped at a con­fec­tion­er’s and or­dered a huge box of bon­bons for the chil­dren in Iberville. She slipped a card in the box, on which she scrib­bled a ten­der mes­sage and sent an abun­dance of kiss­es.

			Be­fore din­ner in the evening Ed­na wrote a charm­ing let­ter to her hus­band, telling him of her in­ten­tion to move for a while in­to the lit­tle house around the block, and to give a farewell din­ner be­fore leav­ing, re­gret­ting that he was not there to share it, to help out with the menu and as­sist her in en­ter­tain­ing the guests. Her let­ter was bril­liant and brim­ming with cheer­ful­ness.

		
	
		
			XXVII

			“What is the mat­ter with you?” asked Arobin that evening. “I nev­er found you in such a hap­py mood.” Ed­na was tired by that time, and was re­clin­ing on the lounge be­fore the fire.

			“Don’t you know the weath­er prophet has told us we shall see the sun pret­ty soon?”

			“Well, that ought to be rea­son enough,” he ac­qui­esced. “You wouldn’t give me an­oth­er if I sat here all night im­plor­ing you.” He sat close to her on a low tabouret, and as he spoke his fin­gers light­ly touched the hair that fell a lit­tle over her fore­head. She liked the touch of his fin­gers through her hair, and closed her eyes sen­si­tive­ly.

			“One of these days,” she said, “I’m go­ing to pull my­self to­geth­er for a while and think—try to de­ter­mine what char­ac­ter of a wom­an I am; for, can­did­ly, I don’t know. By all the codes which I am ac­quaint­ed with, I am a dev­il­ish­ly wicked spec­i­men of the sex. But some way I can’t con­vince my­self that I am. I must think about it.”

			“Don’t. What’s the use? Why should you both­er think­ing about it when I can tell you what man­ner of wom­an you are.” His fin­gers strayed oc­ca­sion­al­ly down to her warm, smooth cheeks and firm chin, which was grow­ing a lit­tle full and dou­ble.

			“Oh, yes! You will tell me that I am adorable; ev­ery­thing that is cap­ti­vat­ing. Spare your­self the ef­fort.”

			“No; I shan’t tell you any­thing of the sort, though I shouldn’t be ly­ing if I did.”

			“Do you know Made­moi­selle Reisz?” she asked ir­rel­e­vant­ly.

			“The pi­anist? I know her by sight. I’ve heard her play.”

			“She says queer things some­times in a ban­ter­ing way that you don’t no­tice at the time and you find your­self think­ing about af­ter­ward.”

			“For in­stance?”

			“Well, for in­stance, when I left her to­day, she put her arms around me and felt my shoul­der blades, to see if my wings were strong, she said. ‘The bird that would soar above the lev­el plain of tra­di­tion and prej­u­dice must have strong wings. It is a sad spec­ta­cle to see the weak­lings bruised, ex­haust­ed, flut­ter­ing back to earth.’ ”

			“Whith­er would you soar?”

			“I’m not think­ing of any ex­tra­or­di­nary flights. I on­ly half com­pre­hend her.”

			“I’ve heard she’s par­tial­ly de­ment­ed,” said Arobin.

			“She seems to me won­der­ful­ly sane,” Ed­na replied.

			“I’m told she’s ex­treme­ly dis­agree­able and un­pleas­ant. Why have you in­tro­duced her at a mo­ment when I de­sired to talk of you?”

			“Oh! talk of me if you like,” cried Ed­na, clasp­ing her hands be­neath her head; “but let me think of some­thing else while you do.”

			“I’m jeal­ous of your thoughts tonight. They’re mak­ing you a lit­tle kinder than usu­al; but some way I feel as if they were wan­der­ing, as if they were not here with me.” She on­ly looked at him and smiled. His eyes were very near. He leaned up­on the lounge with an arm ex­tend­ed across her, while the oth­er hand still rest­ed up­on her hair. They con­tin­ued silent­ly to look in­to each oth­er’s eyes. When he leaned for­ward and kissed her, she clasped his head, hold­ing his lips to hers.

			It was the first kiss of her life to which her na­ture had re­al­ly re­spond­ed. It was a flam­ing torch that kin­dled de­sire.

		
	
		
			XXVIII

			Ed­na cried a lit­tle that night af­ter Arobin left her. It was on­ly one phase of the mul­ti­tudi­nous emo­tions which had as­sailed her. There was with her an over­whelm­ing feel­ing of ir­re­spon­si­bil­i­ty. There was the shock of the un­ex­pect­ed and the un­ac­cus­tomed. There was her hus­band’s re­proach look­ing at her from the ex­ter­nal things around her which he had pro­vid­ed for her ex­ter­nal ex­is­tence. There was Robert’s re­proach mak­ing it­self felt by a quick­er, fiercer, more over­pow­er­ing love, which had awak­ened with­in her to­ward him. Above all, there was un­der­stand­ing. She felt as if a mist had been lift­ed from her eyes, en­abling her to took up­on and com­pre­hend the sig­nif­i­cance of life, that mon­ster made up of beau­ty and bru­tal­i­ty. But among the con­flict­ing sen­sa­tions which as­sailed her, there was nei­ther shame nor re­morse. There was a dull pang of re­gret be­cause it was not the kiss of love which had in­flamed her, be­cause it was not love which had held this cup of life to her lips.

		
	
		
			XXIX

			With­out even wait­ing for an an­swer from her hus­band re­gard­ing his opin­ion or wish­es in the mat­ter, Ed­na has­tened her prepa­ra­tions for quit­ting her home on Es­planade Street and mov­ing in­to the lit­tle house around the block. A fever­ish anx­i­ety at­tend­ed her ev­ery ac­tion in that di­rec­tion. There was no mo­ment of de­lib­er­a­tion, no in­ter­val of re­pose be­tween the thought and its ful­fill­ment. Ear­ly up­on the morn­ing fol­low­ing those hours passed in Arobin’s so­ci­ety, Ed­na set about se­cur­ing her new abode and hur­ry­ing her ar­range­ments for oc­cu­py­ing it. With­in the precincts of her home she felt like one who has en­tered and lin­gered with­in the por­tals of some for­bid­den tem­ple in which a thou­sand muf­fled voic­es bade her be­gone.

			What­ev­er was her own in the house, ev­ery­thing which she had ac­quired aside from her hus­band’s boun­ty, she caused to be trans­port­ed to the oth­er house, sup­ply­ing sim­ple and mea­ger de­fi­cien­cies from her own re­sources.

			Arobin found her with rolled sleeves, work­ing in com­pa­ny with the house­maid when he looked in dur­ing the af­ter­noon. She was splen­did and ro­bust, and had nev­er ap­peared hand­somer than in the old blue gown, with a red silk hand­ker­chief knot­ted at ran­dom around her head to pro­tect her hair from the dust. She was mount­ed up­on a high steplad­der, un­hook­ing a pic­ture from the wall when he en­tered. He had found the front door open, and had fol­lowed his ring by walk­ing in un­cer­e­mo­ni­ous­ly.

			“Come down!” he said. “Do you want to kill your­self?” She greet­ed him with af­fect­ed care­less­ness, and ap­peared ab­sorbed in her oc­cu­pa­tion.

			If he had ex­pect­ed to find her lan­guish­ing, re­proach­ful, or in­dulging in sen­ti­men­tal tears, he must have been great­ly sur­prised.

			He was no doubt pre­pared for any emer­gen­cy, ready for any one of the fore­go­ing at­ti­tudes, just as he bent him­self eas­i­ly and nat­u­ral­ly to the sit­u­a­tion which con­front­ed him.

			“Please come down,” he in­sist­ed, hold­ing the lad­der and look­ing up at her.

			“No,” she an­swered; “Ellen is afraid to mount the lad­der. Joe is work­ing over at the ‘pi­geon house’—that’s the name Ellen gives it, be­cause it’s so small and looks like a pi­geon house—and some­one has to do this.”

			Arobin pulled off his coat, and ex­pressed him­self ready and will­ing to tempt fate in her place. Ellen brought him one of her dust-caps, and went in­to con­tor­tions of mirth, which she found it im­pos­si­ble to con­trol, when she saw him put it on be­fore the mir­ror as grotesque­ly as he could. Ed­na her­self could not re­frain from smil­ing when she fas­tened it at his re­quest. So it was he who in turn mount­ed the lad­der, un­hook­ing pic­tures and cur­tains, and dis­lodg­ing or­na­ments as Ed­na di­rect­ed. When he had fin­ished he took off his dust-cap and went out to wash his hands.

			Ed­na was sit­ting on the tabouret, idly brush­ing the tips of a feath­er duster along the car­pet when he came in again.

			“Is there any­thing more you will let me do?” he asked.

			“That is all,” she an­swered. “Ellen can man­age the rest.” She kept the young wom­an oc­cu­pied in the draw­ing-room, un­will­ing to be left alone with Arobin.

			“What about the din­ner?” he asked; “the grand event, the coup d’état?”

			“It will be day af­ter to­mor­row. Why do you call it the ‘coup d’état?’ Oh! it will be very fine; all my best of ev­ery­thing—crys­tal, sil­ver and gold, Sèvres, flow­ers, mu­sic, and cham­pagne to swim in. I’ll let Léonce pay the bills. I won­der what he’ll say when he sees the bills.”

			“And you ask me why I call it a coup d’état?” Arobin had put on his coat, and he stood be­fore her and asked if his cra­vat was plumb. She told him it was, look­ing no high­er than the tip of his col­lar.

			“When do you go to the ‘pi­geon house?’—with all due ac­knowl­edg­ment to Ellen.”

			“Day af­ter to­mor­row, af­ter the din­ner. I shall sleep there.”

			“Ellen, will you very kind­ly get me a glass of wa­ter?” asked Arobin. “The dust in the cur­tains, if you will par­don me for hint­ing such a thing, has parched my throat to a crisp.”

			“While Ellen gets the wa­ter,” said Ed­na, ris­ing, “I will say good­bye and let you go. I must get rid of this grime, and I have a mil­lion things to do and think of.”

			“When shall I see you?” asked Arobin, seek­ing to de­tain her, the maid hav­ing left the room.

			“At the din­ner, of course. You are in­vit­ed.”

			“Not be­fore?—not tonight or to­mor­row morn­ing or to­mor­row noon or night? or the day af­ter morn­ing or noon? Can’t you see your­self, with­out my telling you, what an eter­ni­ty it is?”

			He had fol­lowed her in­to the hall and to the foot of the stair­way, look­ing up at her as she mount­ed with her face half turned to him.

			“Not an in­stant soon­er,” she said. But she laughed and looked at him with eyes that at once gave him courage to wait and made it tor­ture to wait.

		
	
		
			XXX

			Though Ed­na had spo­ken of the din­ner as a very grand af­fair, it was in truth a very small af­fair and very se­lect, in so much as the guests in­vit­ed were few and were se­lect­ed with dis­crim­i­na­tion. She had count­ed up­on an even dozen seat­ing them­selves at her round ma­hogany board, for­get­ting for the mo­ment that Madame Ratig­nolle was to the last de­gree souf­frante and un­pre­sentable, and not fore­see­ing that Madame Le­brun would send a thou­sand re­grets at the last mo­ment. So there were on­ly ten, af­ter all, which made a cozy, com­fort­able num­ber.

			There were Mr. and Mrs. Mer­ri­man, a pret­ty, vi­va­cious lit­tle wom­an in the thir­ties; her hus­band, a jovial fel­low, some­thing of a shal­low-pate, who laughed a good deal at oth­er peo­ple’s wit­ti­cisms, and had there­by made him­self ex­treme­ly pop­u­lar. Mrs. High­camp had ac­com­pa­nied them. Of course, there was Al­cée Arobin; and Made­moi­selle Reisz had con­sent­ed to come. Ed­na had sent her a fresh bunch of vi­o­lets with black lace trim­mings for her hair. Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle brought him­self and his wife’s ex­cus­es. Vic­tor Le­brun, who hap­pened to be in the city, bent up­on re­lax­ation, had ac­cept­ed with alacrity. There was a Miss May­blunt, no longer in her teens, who looked at the world through lorgnettes and with the keen­est in­ter­est. It was thought and said that she was in­tel­lec­tu­al; it was sus­pect­ed of her that she wrote un­der a nom de guerre. She had come with a gen­tle­man by the name of Gou­ver­nail, con­nect­ed with one of the dai­ly pa­pers, of whom noth­ing spe­cial could be said, ex­cept that he was ob­ser­vant and seemed qui­et and in­of­fen­sive. Ed­na her­self made the tenth, and at half-past eight they seat­ed them­selves at ta­ble, Arobin and Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle on ei­ther side of their host­ess.

			Mrs. High­camp sat be­tween Arobin and Vic­tor Le­brun. Then came Mrs. Mer­ri­man, Mr. Gou­ver­nail, Miss May­blunt, Mr. Mer­ri­man, and Made­moi­selle Reisz next to Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle.

			There was some­thing ex­treme­ly gor­geous about the ap­pear­ance of the ta­ble, an ef­fect of splen­dor con­veyed by a cov­er of pale yel­low satin un­der strips of lace­work. There were wax can­dles, in mas­sive brass can­de­labra, burn­ing soft­ly un­der yel­low silk shades; full, fra­grant ros­es, yel­low and red, abound­ed. There were sil­ver and gold, as she had said there would be, and crys­tal which glit­tered like the gems which the wom­en wore.

			The or­di­nary stiff din­ing chairs had been dis­card­ed for the oc­ca­sion and re­placed by the most com­modi­ous and lux­u­ri­ous which could be col­lect­ed through­out the house. Made­moi­selle Reisz, be­ing ex­ceed­ing­ly diminu­tive, was el­e­vat­ed up­on cush­ions, as small chil­dren are some­times hoist­ed at ta­ble up­on bulky vol­umes.

			“Some­thing new, Ed­na?” ex­claimed Miss May­blunt, with lorgnette di­rect­ed to­ward a mag­nif­i­cent clus­ter of di­a­monds that sparkled, that al­most sput­tered, in Ed­na’s hair, just over the cen­ter of her fore­head.

			“Quite new; ‘brand’ new, in fact; a present from my hus­band. It ar­rived this morn­ing from New York. I may as well ad­mit that this is my birth­day, and that I am twen­ty-nine. In good time I ex­pect you to drink my health. Mean­while, I shall ask you to be­gin with this cock­tail, com­posed—would you say ‘com­posed?’ ” with an ap­peal to Miss May­blunt—“com­posed by my fa­ther in hon­or of Sis­ter Janet’s wed­ding.”

			Be­fore each guest stood a tiny glass that looked and sparkled like a gar­net gem.

			“Then, all things con­sid­ered,” spoke Arobin, “it might not be amiss to start out by drink­ing the Colonel’s health in the cock­tail which he com­posed, on the birth­day of the most charm­ing of wom­en—the daugh­ter whom he in­vent­ed.”

			Mr. Mer­ri­man’s laugh at this sal­ly was such a gen­uine out­burst and so con­ta­gious that it start­ed the din­ner with an agree­able swing that nev­er slack­ened.

			Miss May­blunt begged to be al­lowed to keep her cock­tail un­touched be­fore her, just to look at. The col­or was mar­velous! She could com­pare it to noth­ing she had ev­er seen, and the gar­net lights which it emit­ted were un­speak­ably rare. She pro­nounced the Colonel an artist, and stuck to it.

			Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle was pre­pared to take things se­ri­ous­ly; the mets, the en­tremets, the ser­vice, the dec­o­ra­tions, even the peo­ple. He looked up from his pom­pano and in­quired of Arobin if he were re­lat­ed to the gen­tle­man of that name who formed one of the firm of Lait­ner and Arobin, lawyers. The young man ad­mit­ted that Lait­ner was a warm per­son­al friend, who per­mit­ted Arobin’s name to dec­o­rate the firm’s let­ter­heads and to ap­pear up­on a shin­gle that graced Per­di­do Street.

			“There are so many in­quis­i­tive peo­ple and in­sti­tu­tions abound­ing,” said Arobin, “that one is re­al­ly forced as a mat­ter of con­ve­nience these days to as­sume the virtue of an oc­cu­pa­tion if he has it not.” Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle stared a lit­tle, and turned to ask Made­moi­selle Reisz if she con­sid­ered the sym­pho­ny con­certs up to the stan­dard which had been set the pre­vi­ous win­ter. Made­moi­selle Reisz an­swered Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle in French, which Ed­na thought a lit­tle rude, un­der the cir­cum­stances, but char­ac­ter­is­tic. Made­moi­selle had on­ly dis­agree­able things to say of the sym­pho­ny con­certs, and in­sult­ing re­marks to make of all the mu­si­cians of New Or­leans, singly and col­lec­tive­ly. All her in­ter­est seemed to be cen­tered up­on the del­i­ca­cies placed be­fore her.

			Mr. Mer­ri­man said that Mr. Arobin’s re­mark about in­quis­i­tive peo­ple re­mind­ed him of a man from Wa­co the oth­er day at the St. Charles Ho­tel—but as Mr. Mer­ri­man’s sto­ries were al­ways lame and lack­ing point, his wife sel­dom per­mit­ted him to com­plete them. She in­ter­rupt­ed him to ask if he re­mem­bered the name of the au­thor whose book she had bought the week be­fore to send to a friend in Gene­va. She was talk­ing “books” with Mr. Gou­ver­nail and try­ing to draw from him his opin­ion up­on cur­rent lit­er­ary top­ics. Her hus­band told the sto­ry of the Wa­co man pri­vate­ly to Miss May­blunt, who pre­tend­ed to be great­ly amused and to think it ex­treme­ly clever.

			Mrs. High­camp hung with lan­guid but un­af­fect­ed in­ter­est up­on the warm and im­petu­ous vol­u­bil­i­ty of her left-hand neigh­bor, Vic­tor Le­brun. Her at­ten­tion was nev­er for a mo­ment with­drawn from him af­ter seat­ing her­self at ta­ble; and when he turned to Mrs. Mer­ri­man, who was pret­ti­er and more vi­va­cious than Mrs. High­camp, she wait­ed with easy in­dif­fer­ence for an op­por­tu­ni­ty to re­claim his at­ten­tion. There was the oc­ca­sion­al sound of mu­sic, of man­dolins, suf­fi­cient­ly re­moved to be an agree­able ac­com­pa­ni­ment rather than an in­ter­rup­tion to the con­ver­sa­tion. Out­side the soft, mo­not­o­nous splash of a foun­tain could be heard; the sound pen­e­trat­ed in­to the room with the heavy odor of jes­samine that came through the open win­dows.

			The gold­en shim­mer of Ed­na’s satin gown spread in rich folds on ei­ther side of her. There was a soft fall of lace en­cir­cling her shoul­ders. It was the col­or of her skin, with­out the glow, the myr­i­ad liv­ing tints that one may some­times dis­cov­er in vi­brant flesh. There was some­thing in her at­ti­tude, in her whole ap­pear­ance when she leaned her head against the high-backed chair and spread her arms, which sug­gest­ed the re­gal wom­an, the one who rules, who looks on, who stands alone.

			But as she sat there amid her guests, she felt the old en­nui over­tak­ing her; the hope­less­ness which so of­ten as­sailed her, which came up­on her like an ob­ses­sion, like some­thing ex­tra­ne­ous, in­de­pen­dent of vo­li­tion. It was some­thing which an­nounced it­self; a chill breath that seemed to is­sue from some vast cav­ern where­in dis­cords wait­ed. There came over her the acute long­ing which al­ways sum­moned in­to her spir­i­tu­al vi­sion the pres­ence of the beloved one, over­pow­er­ing her at once with a sense of the unattain­able.

			The mo­ments glid­ed on, while a feel­ing of good fel­low­ship passed around the cir­cle like a mys­tic cord, hold­ing and bind­ing these peo­ple to­geth­er with jest and laugh­ter. Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle was the first to break the pleas­ant charm. At ten o’clock he ex­cused him­self. Madame Ratig­nolle was wait­ing for him at home. She was bi­en souf­frante, and she was filled with vague dread, which on­ly her hus­band’s pres­ence could al­lay.

			Made­moi­selle Reisz arose with Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle, who of­fered to es­cort her to the car. She had eat­en well; she had tast­ed the good, rich wines, and they must have turned her head, for she bowed pleas­ant­ly to all as she with­drew from ta­ble. She kissed Ed­na up­on the shoul­der, and whis­pered: “Bonne nu­it, ma reine; soyez sage.” She had been a lit­tle be­wil­dered up­on ris­ing, or rather, de­scend­ing from her cush­ions, and Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle gal­lant­ly took her arm and led her away.

			Mrs. High­camp was weav­ing a gar­land of ros­es, yel­low and red. When she had fin­ished the gar­land, she laid it light­ly up­on Vic­tor’s black curls. He was re­clin­ing far back in the lux­u­ri­ous chair, hold­ing a glass of cham­pagne to the light.

			As if a ma­gi­cian’s wand had touched him, the gar­land of ros­es trans­formed him in­to a vi­sion of Ori­en­tal beau­ty. His cheeks were the col­or of crushed grapes, and his dusky eyes glowed with a lan­guish­ing fire.

			“Sapristi!” ex­claimed Arobin.

			But Mrs. High­camp had one more touch to add to the pic­ture. She took from the back of her chair a white silken scarf, with which she had cov­ered her shoul­ders in the ear­ly part of the evening. She draped it across the boy in grace­ful folds, and in a way to con­ceal his black, con­ven­tion­al evening dress. He did not seem to mind what she did to him, on­ly smiled, show­ing a faint gleam of white teeth, while he con­tin­ued to gaze with nar­row­ing eyes at the light through his glass of cham­pagne.

			“Oh! to be able to paint in col­or rather than in words!” ex­claimed Miss May­blunt, los­ing her­self in a rhap­sod­ic dream as she looked at him.

			
				
					“ ‘There was a graven im­age of De­sire
					

					Paint­ed with red blood on a ground of gold.’ ”
				

			

			mur­mured Gou­ver­nail, un­der his breath.

			The ef­fect of the wine up­on Vic­tor was to change his ac­cus­tomed vol­u­bil­i­ty in­to si­lence. He seemed to have aban­doned him­self to a rever­ie, and to be see­ing pleas­ing vi­sions in the am­ber bead.

			“Sing,” en­treat­ed Mrs. High­camp. “Won’t you sing to us?”

			“Let him alone,” said Arobin.

			“He’s pos­ing,” of­fered Mr. Mer­ri­man; “let him have it out.”

			“I be­lieve he’s par­a­lyzed,” laughed Mrs. Mer­ri­man. And lean­ing over the youth’s chair, she took the glass from his hand and held it to his lips. He sipped the wine slow­ly, and when he had drained the glass she laid it up­on the ta­ble and wiped his lips with her lit­tle filmy hand­ker­chief.

			“Yes, I’ll sing for you,” he said, turn­ing in his chair to­ward Mrs. High­camp. He clasped his hands be­hind his head, and look­ing up at the ceil­ing be­gan to hum a lit­tle, try­ing his voice like a mu­si­cian tun­ing an in­stru­ment. Then, look­ing at Ed­na, he be­gan to sing:

			
				
					“Ah! si tu savais!”
				

			

			“Stop!” she cried, “don’t sing that. I don’t want you to sing it,” and she laid her glass so im­petu­ous­ly and blind­ly up­on the ta­ble as to shat­ter it against a carafe. The wine spilled over Arobin’s legs and some of it trick­led down up­on Mrs. High­camp’s black gauze gown. Vic­tor had lost all idea of cour­tesy, or else he thought his host­ess was not in earnest, for he laughed and went on:

			
				
					“Ah! si tu savais!
					

					Ce que tes yeux me dis­ent”—
				

			

			“Oh! you mustn’t! you mustn’t,” ex­claimed Ed­na, and push­ing back her chair she got up, and go­ing be­hind him placed her hand over his mouth. He kissed the soft palm that pressed up­on his lips.

			“No, no, I won’t, Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er. I didn’t know you meant it,” look­ing up at her with ca­ress­ing eyes. The touch of his lips was like a pleas­ing sting to her hand. She lift­ed the gar­land of ros­es from his head and flung it across the room.

			“Come, Vic­tor; you’ve posed long enough. Give Mrs. High­camp her scarf.”

			Mrs. High­camp un­draped the scarf from about him with her own hands. Miss May­blunt and Mr. Gou­ver­nail sud­den­ly con­ceived the no­tion that it was time to say good night. And Mr. and Mrs. Mer­ri­man won­dered how it could be so late.

			Be­fore part­ing from Vic­tor, Mrs. High­camp in­vit­ed him to call up­on her daugh­ter, who she knew would be charmed to meet him and talk French and sing French songs with him. Vic­tor ex­pressed his de­sire and in­ten­tion to call up­on Miss High­camp at the first op­por­tu­ni­ty which pre­sent­ed it­self. He asked if Arobin were go­ing his way. Arobin was not.

			The man­dolin play­ers had long since stolen away. A pro­found still­ness had fall­en up­on the broad, beau­ti­ful street. The voic­es of Ed­na’s dis­band­ing guests jarred like a dis­cor­dant note up­on the qui­et har­mo­ny of the night.

		
	
		
			XXXI

			“Well?” ques­tioned Arobin, who had re­mained with Ed­na af­ter the oth­ers had de­part­ed.

			“Well,” she re­it­er­at­ed, and stood up, stretch­ing her arms, and feel­ing the need to re­lax her mus­cles af­ter hav­ing been so long seat­ed.

			“What next?” he asked.

			“The ser­vants are all gone. They left when the mu­si­cians did. I have dis­missed them. The house has to be closed and locked, and I shall trot around to the pi­geon house, and shall send Ce­les­tine over in the morn­ing to straight­en things up.”

			He looked around, and be­gan to turn out some of the lights.

			“What about up­stairs?” he in­quired.

			“I think it is all right; but there may be a win­dow or two un­latched. We had bet­ter look; you might take a can­dle and see. And bring me my wrap and hat on the foot of the bed in the mid­dle room.”

			He went up with the light, and Ed­na be­gan clos­ing doors and win­dows. She hat­ed to shut in the smoke and the fumes of the wine. Arobin found her cape and hat, which he brought down and helped her to put on.

			When ev­ery­thing was se­cured and the lights put out, they left through the front door, Arobin lock­ing it and tak­ing the key, which he car­ried for Ed­na. He helped her down the steps.

			“Will you have a spray of jes­samine?” he asked, break­ing off a few blos­soms as he passed.

			“No; I don’t want any­thing.”

			She seemed dis­heart­ened, and had noth­ing to say. She took his arm, which he of­fered her, hold­ing up the weight of her satin train with the oth­er hand. She looked down, notic­ing the black line of his leg mov­ing in and out so close to her against the yel­low shim­mer of her gown. There was the whis­tle of a rail­way train some­where in the dis­tance, and the mid­night bells were ring­ing. They met no one in their short walk.

			The “pi­geon house” stood be­hind a locked gate, and a shal­low parterre that had been some­what ne­glect­ed. There was a small front porch, up­on which a long win­dow and the front door opened. The door opened di­rect­ly in­to the par­lor; there was no side en­try. Back in the yard was a room for ser­vants, in which old Ce­les­tine had been en­sconced.

			Ed­na had left a lamp burn­ing low up­on the ta­ble. She had suc­ceed­ed in mak­ing the room look hab­it­able and home­like. There were some books on the ta­ble and a lounge near at hand. On the floor was a fresh mat­ting, cov­ered with a rug or two; and on the walls hung a few taste­ful pic­tures. But the room was filled with flow­ers. These were a sur­prise to her. Arobin had sent them, and had had Ce­les­tine dis­trib­ute them dur­ing Ed­na’s ab­sence. Her bed­room was ad­join­ing, and across a small pas­sage were the din­ing-room and kitchen.

			Ed­na seat­ed her­self with ev­ery ap­pear­ance of dis­com­fort.

			“Are you tired?” he asked.

			“Yes, and chilled, and mis­er­able. I feel as if I had been wound up to a cer­tain pitch—too tight—and some­thing in­side of me had snapped.” She rest­ed her head against the ta­ble up­on her bare arm.

			“You want to rest,” he said, “and to be qui­et. I’ll go; I’ll leave you and let you rest.”

			“Yes,” she replied.

			He stood up be­side her and smoothed her hair with his soft, mag­net­ic hand. His touch con­veyed to her a cer­tain phys­i­cal com­fort. She could have fall­en qui­et­ly asleep there if he had con­tin­ued to pass his hand over her hair. He brushed the hair up­ward from the nape of her neck.

			“I hope you will feel bet­ter and hap­pi­er in the morn­ing,” he said. “You have tried to do too much in the past few days. The din­ner was the last straw; you might have dis­pensed with it.”

			“Yes,” she ad­mit­ted; “it was stupid.”

			“No, it was de­light­ful; but it has worn you out.” His hand had strayed to her beau­ti­ful shoul­ders, and he could feel the re­sponse of her flesh to his touch. He seat­ed him­self be­side her and kissed her light­ly up­on the shoul­der.

			“I thought you were go­ing away,” she said, in an un­even voice.

			“I am, af­ter I have said good night.”

			“Good night,” she mur­mured.

			He did not an­swer, ex­cept to con­tin­ue to ca­ress her. He did not say good night un­til she had be­come sup­ple to his gen­tle, se­duc­tive en­treaties.

		
	
		
			XXXII

			When Mr. Pon­tel­li­er learned of his wife’s in­ten­tion to aban­don her home and take up her res­i­dence else­where, he im­me­di­ate­ly wrote her a let­ter of un­qual­i­fied dis­ap­proval and re­mon­strance. She had giv­en rea­sons which he was un­will­ing to ac­knowl­edge as ad­e­quate. He hoped she had not act­ed up­on her rash im­pulse; and he begged her to con­sid­er first, fore­most, and above all else, what peo­ple would say. He was not dream­ing of scan­dal when he ut­tered this warn­ing; that was a thing which would nev­er have en­tered in­to his mind to con­sid­er in con­nec­tion with his wife’s name or his own. He was sim­ply think­ing of his fi­nan­cial in­tegri­ty. It might get noised about that the Pon­tel­liers had met with re­vers­es, and were forced to con­duct their mé­nage on a hum­bler scale than hereto­fore. It might do in­cal­cu­la­ble mis­chief to his busi­ness prospects.

			But re­mem­ber­ing Ed­na’s whim­si­cal turn of mind of late, and fore­see­ing that she had im­me­di­ate­ly act­ed up­on her im­petu­ous de­ter­mi­na­tion, he grasped the sit­u­a­tion with his usu­al prompt­ness and han­dled it with his well-known busi­ness tact and clev­er­ness.

			The same mail which brought to Ed­na his let­ter of dis­ap­proval car­ried in­struc­tions—the most minute in­struc­tions—to a well-known ar­chi­tect con­cern­ing the re­mod­el­ing of his home, changes which he had long con­tem­plat­ed, and which he de­sired car­ried for­ward dur­ing his tem­po­rary ab­sence.

			Ex­pert and re­li­able pack­ers and movers were en­gaged to con­vey the fur­ni­ture, car­pets, pic­tures—ev­ery­thing mov­able, in short—to places of se­cu­ri­ty. And in an in­cred­i­bly short time the Pon­tel­li­er house was turned over to the ar­ti­sans. There was to be an ad­di­tion—a small snug­gery; there was to be fres­co­ing, and hard­wood floor­ing was to be put in­to such rooms as had not yet been sub­ject­ed to this im­prove­ment.

			Fur­ther­more, in one of the dai­ly pa­pers ap­peared a brief no­tice to the ef­fect that Mr. and Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er were con­tem­plat­ing a sum­mer so­journ abroad, and that their hand­some res­i­dence on Es­planade Street was un­der­go­ing sump­tu­ous al­ter­ations, and would not be ready for oc­cu­pan­cy un­til their re­turn. Mr. Pon­tel­li­er had saved ap­pear­ances!

			Ed­na ad­mired the skill of his ma­neu­ver, and avoid­ed any oc­ca­sion to balk his in­ten­tions. When the sit­u­a­tion as set forth by Mr. Pon­tel­li­er was ac­cept­ed and tak­en for grant­ed, she was ap­par­ent­ly sat­is­fied that it should be so.

			The pi­geon house pleased her. It at once as­sumed the in­ti­mate char­ac­ter of a home, while she her­self in­vest­ed it with a charm which it re­flect­ed like a warm glow. There was with her a feel­ing of hav­ing de­scend­ed in the so­cial scale, with a cor­re­spond­ing sense of hav­ing risen in the spir­i­tu­al. Ev­ery step which she took to­ward re­liev­ing her­self from obli­ga­tions added to her strength and ex­pan­sion as an in­di­vid­u­al. She be­gan to look with her own eyes; to see and to ap­pre­hend the deep­er un­der­cur­rents of life. No longer was she con­tent to “feed up­on opin­ion” when her own soul had in­vit­ed her.

			Af­ter a lit­tle while, a few days, in fact, Ed­na went up and spent a week with her chil­dren in Iberville. They were de­li­cious Feb­ru­ary days, with all the sum­mer’s prom­ise hov­er­ing in the air.

			How glad she was to see the chil­dren! She wept for very plea­sure when she felt their lit­tle arms clasp­ing her; their hard, rud­dy cheeks pressed against her own glow­ing cheeks. She looked in­to their faces with hun­gry eyes that could not be sat­is­fied with look­ing. And what sto­ries they had to tell their moth­er! About the pigs, the cows, the mules! About rid­ing to the mill be­hind Gluglu; fish­ing back in the lake with their Un­cle Jasper; pick­ing pecans with Li­die’s lit­tle black brood, and haul­ing chips in their ex­press wag­on. It was a thou­sand times more fun to haul re­al chips for old lame Susie’s re­al fire than to drag paint­ed blocks along the ban­quette on Es­planade Street!

			She went with them her­self to see the pigs and the cows, to look at the dark­ies lay­ing the cane, to thrash the pecan trees, and catch fish in the back lake. She lived with them a whole week long, giv­ing them all of her­self, and gath­er­ing and fill­ing her­self with their young ex­is­tence. They lis­tened, breath­less, when she told them the house in Es­planade Street was crowd­ed with work­men, ham­mer­ing, nail­ing, saw­ing, and fill­ing the place with clat­ter. They want­ed to know where their bed was; what had been done with their rock­ing-horse; and where did Joe sleep, and where had Ellen gone, and the cook? But, above all, they were fired with a de­sire to see the lit­tle house around the block. Was there any place to play? Were there any boys next door? Raoul, with pes­simistic fore­bod­ing, was con­vinced that there were on­ly girls next door. Where would they sleep, and where would pa­pa sleep? She told them the fairies would fix it all right.

			The old Madame was charmed with Ed­na’s vis­it, and show­ered all man­ner of del­i­cate at­ten­tions up­on her. She was de­light­ed to know that the Es­planade Street house was in a dis­man­tled con­di­tion. It gave her the prom­ise and pre­text to keep the chil­dren in­def­i­nite­ly.

			It was with a wrench and a pang that Ed­na left her chil­dren. She car­ried away with her the sound of their voic­es and the touch of their cheeks. All along the jour­ney home­ward their pres­ence lin­gered with her like the mem­o­ry of a de­li­cious song. But by the time she had re­gained the city the song no longer echoed in her soul. She was again alone.

		
	
		
			XXXIII

			It hap­pened some­times when Ed­na went to see Made­moi­selle Reisz that the lit­tle mu­si­cian was ab­sent, giv­ing a les­son or mak­ing some small nec­es­sary house­hold pur­chase. The key was al­ways left in a se­cret hid­ing-place in the en­try, which Ed­na knew. If Made­moi­selle hap­pened to be away, Ed­na would usu­al­ly en­ter and wait for her re­turn.

			When she knocked at Made­moi­selle Reisz’s door one af­ter­noon there was no re­sponse; so un­lock­ing the door, as usu­al, she en­tered and found the apart­ment de­sert­ed, as she had ex­pect­ed. Her day had been quite filled up, and it was for a rest, for a refuge, and to talk about Robert, that she sought out her friend.

			She had worked at her can­vas—a young Ital­ian char­ac­ter study—all the morn­ing, com­plet­ing the work with­out the mod­el; but there had been many in­ter­rup­tions, some in­ci­dent to her mod­est house­keep­ing, and oth­ers of a so­cial na­ture.

			Madame Ratig­nolle had dragged her­self over, avoid­ing the too pub­lic thor­ough­fares, she said. She com­plained that Ed­na had ne­glect­ed her much of late. Be­sides, she was con­sumed with cu­rios­i­ty to see the lit­tle house and the man­ner in which it was con­duct­ed. She want­ed to hear all about the din­ner par­ty; Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle had left so ear­ly. What had hap­pened af­ter he left? The cham­pagne and grapes which Ed­na sent over were too de­li­cious. She had so lit­tle ap­petite; they had re­freshed and toned her stom­ach. Where on earth was she go­ing to put Mr. Pon­tel­li­er in that lit­tle house, and the boys? And then she made Ed­na prom­ise to go to her when her hour of tri­al over­took her.

			“At any time—any time of the day or night, dear,” Ed­na as­sured her.

			Be­fore leav­ing Madame Ratig­nolle said:

			“In some way you seem to me like a child, Ed­na. You seem to act with­out a cer­tain amount of re­flec­tion which is nec­es­sary in this life. That is the rea­son I want to say you mustn’t mind if I ad­vise you to be a lit­tle care­ful while you are liv­ing here alone. Why don’t you have some­one come and stay with you? Wouldn’t Made­moi­selle Reisz come?”

			“No; she wouldn’t wish to come, and I shouldn’t want her al­ways with me.”

			“Well, the rea­son—you know how evil-mind­ed the world is—some­one was talk­ing of Al­cée Arobin vis­it­ing you. Of course, it wouldn’t mat­ter if Mr. Arobin had not such a dread­ful rep­u­ta­tion. Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle was telling me that his at­ten­tions alone are con­sid­ered enough to ru­in a wom­an’s name.”

			“Does he boast of his suc­cess­es?” asked Ed­na, in­dif­fer­ent­ly, squint­ing at her pic­ture.

			“No, I think not. I be­lieve he is a de­cent fel­low as far as that goes. But his char­ac­ter is so well known among the men. I shan’t be able to come back and see you; it was very, very im­pru­dent to­day.”

			“Mind the step!” cried Ed­na.

			“Don’t ne­glect me,” en­treat­ed Madame Ratig­nolle; “and don’t mind what I said about Arobin, or hav­ing some­one to stay with you.”

			“Of course not,” Ed­na laughed. “You may say any­thing you like to me.” They kissed each oth­er good­bye. Madame Ratig­nolle had not far to go, and Ed­na stood on the porch a while watch­ing her walk down the street.

			Then in the af­ter­noon Mrs. Mer­ri­man and Mrs. High­camp had made their “par­ty call.” Ed­na felt that they might have dis­pensed with the for­mal­i­ty. They had al­so come to in­vite her to play vingt-et-un one evening at Mrs. Mer­ri­man’s. She was asked to go ear­ly, to din­ner, and Mr. Mer­ri­man or Mr. Arobin would take her home. Ed­na ac­cept­ed in a half­heart­ed way. She some­times felt very tired of Mrs. High­camp and Mrs. Mer­ri­man.

			Late in the af­ter­noon she sought refuge with Made­moi­selle Reisz, and stayed there alone, wait­ing for her, feel­ing a kind of re­pose in­vade her with the very at­mos­phere of the shab­by, un­pre­ten­tious lit­tle room.

			Ed­na sat at the win­dow, which looked out over the house­tops and across the riv­er. The win­dow frame was filled with pots of flow­ers, and she sat and picked the dry leaves from a rose gera­ni­um. The day was warm, and the breeze which blew from the riv­er was very pleas­ant. She re­moved her hat and laid it on the pi­ano. She went on pick­ing the leaves and dig­ging around the plants with her hat pin. Once she thought she heard Made­moi­selle Reisz ap­proach­ing. But it was a young black girl, who came in, bring­ing a small bun­dle of laun­dry, which she de­posit­ed in the ad­join­ing room, and went away.

			Ed­na seat­ed her­self at the pi­ano, and soft­ly picked out with one hand the bars of a piece of mu­sic which lay open be­fore her. A half-hour went by. There was the oc­ca­sion­al sound of peo­ple go­ing and com­ing in the low­er hall. She was grow­ing in­ter­est­ed in her oc­cu­pa­tion of pick­ing out the aria, when there was a sec­ond rap at the door. She vague­ly won­dered what these peo­ple did when they found Made­moi­selle’s door locked.

			“Come in,” she called, turn­ing her face to­ward the door. And this time it was Robert Le­brun who pre­sent­ed him­self. She at­tempt­ed to rise; she could not have done so with­out be­tray­ing the ag­i­ta­tion which mas­tered her at sight of him, so she fell back up­on the stool, on­ly ex­claim­ing, “Why, Robert!”

			He came and clasped her hand, seem­ing­ly with­out know­ing what he was say­ing or do­ing.

			“Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er! How do you hap­pen—oh! how well you look! Is Made­moi­selle Reisz not here? I nev­er ex­pect­ed to see you.”

			“When did you come back?” asked Ed­na in an un­steady voice, wip­ing her face with her hand­ker­chief. She seemed ill at ease on the pi­ano stool, and he begged her to take the chair by the win­dow.

			She did so, me­chan­i­cal­ly, while he seat­ed him­self on the stool.

			“I re­turned day be­fore yes­ter­day,” he an­swered, while he leaned his arm on the keys, bring­ing forth a crash of dis­cor­dant sound.

			“Day be­fore yes­ter­day!” she re­peat­ed, aloud; and went on think­ing to her­self, “day be­fore yes­ter­day,” in a sort of an un­com­pre­hend­ing way. She had pic­tured him seek­ing her at the very first hour, and he had lived un­der the same sky since day be­fore yes­ter­day; while on­ly by ac­ci­dent had he stum­bled up­on her. Made­moi­selle must have lied when she said, “Poor fool, he loves you.”

			“Day be­fore yes­ter­day,” she re­peat­ed, break­ing off a spray of Made­moi­selle’s gera­ni­um; “then if you had not met me here to­day you wouldn’t—when—that is, didn’t you mean to come and see me?”

			“Of course, I should have gone to see you. There have been so many things—” he turned the leaves of Made­moi­selle’s mu­sic ner­vous­ly. “I start­ed in at once yes­ter­day with the old firm. Af­ter all there is as much chance for me here as there was there—that is, I might find it prof­itable some day. The Mex­i­cans were not very con­ge­nial.”

			So he had come back be­cause the Mex­i­cans were not con­ge­nial; be­cause busi­ness was as prof­itable here as there; be­cause of any rea­son, and not be­cause he cared to be near her. She re­mem­bered the day she sat on the floor, turn­ing the pages of his let­ter, seek­ing the rea­son which was left un­told.

			She had not no­ticed how he looked—on­ly feel­ing his pres­ence; but she turned de­lib­er­ate­ly and ob­served him. Af­ter all, he had been ab­sent but a few months, and was not changed. His hair—the col­or of hers—waved back from his tem­ples in the same way as be­fore. His skin was not more burned than it had been at Grand Isle. She found in his eyes, when he looked at her for one silent mo­ment, the same ten­der ca­ress, with an added warmth and en­treaty which had not been there be­fore—the same glance which had pen­e­trat­ed to the sleep­ing places of her soul and awak­ened them.

			A hun­dred times Ed­na had pic­tured Robert’s re­turn, and imag­ined their first meet­ing. It was usu­al­ly at her home, whith­er he had sought her out at once. She al­ways fan­cied him ex­press­ing or be­tray­ing in some way his love for her. And here, the re­al­i­ty was that they sat ten feet apart, she at the win­dow, crush­ing gera­ni­um leaves in her hand and smelling them, he twirling around on the pi­ano stool, say­ing:

			“I was very much sur­prised to hear of Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s ab­sence; it’s a won­der Made­moi­selle Reisz did not tell me; and your mov­ing—moth­er told me yes­ter­day. I should think you would have gone to New York with him, or to Iberville with the chil­dren, rather than be both­ered here with house­keep­ing. And you are go­ing abroad, too, I hear. We shan’t have you at Grand Isle next sum­mer; it won’t seem—do you see much of Made­moi­selle Reisz? She of­ten spoke of you in the few let­ters she wrote.”

			“Do you re­mem­ber that you promised to write to me when you went away?” A flush over­spread his whole face.

			“I couldn’t be­lieve that my let­ters would be of any in­ter­est to you.”

			“That is an ex­cuse; it isn’t the truth.” Ed­na reached for her hat on the pi­ano. She ad­just­ed it, stick­ing the hat pin through the heavy coil of hair with some de­lib­er­a­tion.

			“Are you not go­ing to wait for Made­moi­selle Reisz?” asked Robert.

			“No; I have found when she is ab­sent this long, she is li­able not to come back till late.” She drew on her gloves, and Robert picked up his hat.

			“Won’t you wait for her?” asked Ed­na.

			“Not if you think she will not be back till late,” adding, as if sud­den­ly aware of some dis­cour­tesy in his speech, “and I should miss the plea­sure of walk­ing home with you.” Ed­na locked the door and put the key back in its hid­ing-place.

			They went to­geth­er, pick­ing their way across mud­dy streets and side­walks en­cum­bered with the cheap dis­play of small trades­men. Part of the dis­tance they rode in the car, and af­ter dis­em­bark­ing, passed the Pon­tel­li­er man­sion, which looked bro­ken and half torn asun­der. Robert had nev­er known the house, and looked at it with in­ter­est.

			“I nev­er knew you in your home,” he re­marked.

			“I am glad you did not.”

			“Why?” She did not an­swer. They went on around the cor­ner, and it seemed as if her dreams were com­ing true af­ter all, when he fol­lowed her in­to the lit­tle house.

			“You must stay and dine with me, Robert. You see I am all alone, and it is so long since I have seen you. There is so much I want to ask you.”

			She took off her hat and gloves. He stood ir­res­o­lute, mak­ing some ex­cuse about his moth­er who ex­pect­ed him; he even mut­tered some­thing about an en­gage­ment. She struck a match and lit the lamp on the ta­ble; it was grow­ing dusk. When he saw her face in the lamp­light, look­ing pained, with all the soft lines gone out of it, he threw his hat aside and seat­ed him­self.

			“Oh! you know I want to stay if you will let me!” he ex­claimed. All the soft­ness came back. She laughed, and went and put her hand on his shoul­der.

			“This is the first mo­ment you have seemed like the old Robert. I’ll go tell Ce­les­tine.” She hur­ried away to tell Ce­les­tine to set an ex­tra place. She even sent her off in search of some added del­i­ca­cy which she had not thought of for her­self. And she rec­om­mend­ed great care in drip­ping the cof­fee and hav­ing the omelet done to a prop­er turn.

			When she reen­tered, Robert was turn­ing over mag­a­zines, sketch­es, and things that lay up­on the ta­ble in great dis­or­der. He picked up a pho­to­graph, and ex­claimed:

			“Al­cée Arobin! What on earth is his pic­ture do­ing here?”

			“I tried to make a sketch of his head one day,” an­swered Ed­na, “and he thought the pho­to­graph might help me. It was at the oth­er house. I thought it had been left there. I must have packed it up with my draw­ing ma­te­ri­als.”

			“I should think you would give it back to him if you have fin­ished with it.”

			“Oh! I have a great many such pho­to­graphs. I nev­er think of re­turn­ing them. They don’t amount to any­thing.” Robert kept on look­ing at the pic­ture.

			“It seems to me—do you think his head worth draw­ing? Is he a friend of Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s? You nev­er said you knew him.”

			“He isn’t a friend of Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s; he’s a friend of mine. I al­ways knew him—that is, it is on­ly of late that I know him pret­ty well. But I’d rather talk about you, and know what you have been see­ing and do­ing and feel­ing out there in Mex­i­co.” Robert threw aside the pic­ture.

			“I’ve been see­ing the waves and the white beach of Grand Isle; the qui­et, grassy street of the Chénière; the old fort at Grande Terre. I’ve been work­ing like a ma­chine, and feel­ing like a lost soul. There was noth­ing in­ter­est­ing.”

			She leaned her head up­on her hand to shade her eyes from the light.

			“And what have you been see­ing and do­ing and feel­ing all these days?” he asked.

			“I’ve been see­ing the waves and the white beach of Grand Isle; the qui­et, grassy street of the Chénière Cam­i­na­da; the old sun­ny fort at Grande Terre. I’ve been work­ing with a lit­tle more com­pre­hen­sion than a ma­chine, and still feel­ing like a lost soul. There was noth­ing in­ter­est­ing.”

			“Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, you are cru­el,” he said, with feel­ing, clos­ing his eyes and rest­ing his head back in his chair. They re­mained in si­lence till old Ce­les­tine an­nounced din­ner.

		
	
		
			XXXIV

			The din­ing-room was very small. Ed­na’s round ma­hogany would have al­most filled it. As it was there was but a step or two from the lit­tle ta­ble to the kitchen, to the man­tel, the small buf­fet, and the side door that opened out on the nar­row brick-paved yard.

			A cer­tain de­gree of cer­e­mo­ny set­tled up­on them with the an­nounce­ment of din­ner. There was no re­turn to per­son­al­i­ties. Robert re­lat­ed in­ci­dents of his so­journ in Mex­i­co, and Ed­na talked of events like­ly to in­ter­est him, which had oc­curred dur­ing his ab­sence. The din­ner was of or­di­nary qual­i­ty, ex­cept for the few del­i­ca­cies which she had sent out to pur­chase. Old Ce­les­tine, with a ban­dana tignon twist­ed about her head, hob­bled in and out, tak­ing a per­son­al in­ter­est in ev­ery­thing; and she lin­gered oc­ca­sion­al­ly to talk pa­tois with Robert, whom she had known as a boy.

			He went out to a neigh­bor­ing cigar stand to pur­chase cig­a­rette pa­pers, and when he came back he found that Ce­les­tine had served the black cof­fee in the par­lor.

			“Per­haps I shouldn’t have come back,” he said. “When you are tired of me, tell me to go.”

			“You nev­er tire me. You must have for­got­ten the hours and hours at Grand Isle in which we grew ac­cus­tomed to each oth­er and used to be­ing to­geth­er.”

			“I have for­got­ten noth­ing at Grand Isle,” he said, not look­ing at her, but rolling a cig­a­rette. His to­bac­co pouch, which he laid up­on the ta­ble, was a fan­tas­tic em­broi­dered silk af­fair, ev­i­dent­ly the hand­i­work of a wom­an.

			“You used to car­ry your to­bac­co in a rub­ber pouch,” said Ed­na, pick­ing up the pouch and ex­am­in­ing the needle­work.

			“Yes; it was lost.”

			“Where did you buy this one? In Mex­i­co?”

			“It was giv­en to me by a Ve­ra Cruz girl; they are very gen­er­ous,” he replied, strik­ing a match and light­ing his cig­a­rette.

			“They are very hand­some, I sup­pose, those Mex­i­can wom­en; very pic­turesque, with their black eyes and their lace scarfs.”

			“Some are; oth­ers are hideous, just as you find wom­en ev­ery­where.”

			“What was she like—the one who gave you the pouch? You must have known her very well.”

			“She was very or­di­nary. She wasn’t of the slight­est im­por­tance. I knew her well enough.”

			“Did you vis­it at her house? Was it in­ter­est­ing? I should like to know and hear about the peo­ple you met, and the im­pres­sions they made on you.”

			“There are some peo­ple who leave im­pres­sions not so last­ing as the im­print of an oar up­on the wa­ter.”

			“Was she such a one?”

			“It would be un­gen­er­ous for me to ad­mit that she was of that or­der and kind.” He thrust the pouch back in his pock­et, as if to put away the sub­ject with the tri­fle which had brought it up.

			Arobin dropped in with a mes­sage from Mrs. Mer­ri­man, to say that the card par­ty was post­poned on ac­count of the ill­ness of one of her chil­dren.

			“How do you do, Arobin?” said Robert, ris­ing from the ob­scu­ri­ty.

			“Oh! Le­brun. To be sure! I heard yes­ter­day you were back. How did they treat you down in Mex­ique?”

			“Fair­ly well.”

			“But not well enough to keep you there. Stun­ning girls, though, in Mex­i­co. I thought I should nev­er get away from Ve­ra Cruz when I was down there a cou­ple of years ago.”

			“Did they em­broi­der slip­pers and to­bac­co pouch­es and hat­bands and things for you?” asked Ed­na.

			“Oh! my! no! I didn’t get so deep in their re­gard. I fear they made more im­pres­sion on me than I made on them.”

			“You were less for­tu­nate than Robert, then.”

			“I am al­ways less for­tu­nate than Robert. Has he been im­part­ing ten­der con­fi­dences?”

			“I’ve been im­pos­ing my­self long enough,” said Robert, ris­ing, and shak­ing hands with Ed­na. “Please con­vey my re­gards to Mr. Pon­tel­li­er when you write.”

			He shook hands with Arobin and went away.

			“Fine fel­low, that Le­brun,” said Arobin when Robert had gone. “I nev­er heard you speak of him.”

			“I knew him last sum­mer at Grand Isle,” she replied. “Here is that pho­to­graph of yours. Don’t you want it?”

			“What do I want with it? Throw it away.” She threw it back on the ta­ble.

			“I’m not go­ing to Mrs. Mer­ri­man’s,” she said. “If you see her, tell her so. But per­haps I had bet­ter write. I think I shall write now, and say that I am sor­ry her child is sick, and tell her not to count on me.”

			“It would be a good scheme,” ac­qui­esced Arobin. “I don’t blame you; stupid lot!”

			Ed­na opened the blot­ter, and hav­ing pro­cured pa­per and pen, be­gan to write the note. Arobin lit a cigar and read the evening pa­per, which he had in his pock­et.

			“What is the date?” she asked. He told her.

			“Will you mail this for me when you go out?”

			“Cer­tain­ly.” He read to her lit­tle bits out of the news­pa­per, while she straight­ened things on the ta­ble.

			“What do you want to do?” he asked, throw­ing aside the pa­per. “Do you want to go out for a walk or a drive or any­thing? It would be a fine night to drive.”

			“No; I don’t want to do any­thing but just be qui­et. You go away and amuse your­self. Don’t stay.”

			“I’ll go away if I must; but I shan’t amuse my­self. You know that I on­ly live when I am near you.”

			He stood up to bid her good night.

			“Is that one of the things you al­ways say to wom­en?”

			“I have said it be­fore, but I don’t think I ev­er came so near mean­ing it,” he an­swered with a smile. There were no warm lights in her eyes; on­ly a dreamy, ab­sent look.

			“Good night. I adore you. Sleep well,” he said, and he kissed her hand and went away.

			She stayed alone in a kind of rever­ie—a sort of stu­por. Step by step she lived over ev­ery in­stant of the time she had been with Robert af­ter he had en­tered Made­moi­selle Reisz’s door. She re­called his words, his looks. How few and mea­ger they had been for her hun­gry heart! A vi­sion—a tran­scen­dent­ly se­duc­tive vi­sion of a Mex­i­can girl arose be­fore her. She writhed with a jeal­ous pang. She won­dered when he would come back. He had not said he would come back. She had been with him, had heard his voice and touched his hand. But some way he had seemed near­er to her off there in Mex­i­co.

		
	
		
			XXXV

			The morn­ing was full of sun­light and hope. Ed­na could see be­fore her no de­nial—on­ly the prom­ise of ex­ces­sive joy. She lay in bed awake, with bright eyes full of spec­u­la­tion. “He loves you, poor fool.” If she could but get that con­vic­tion firm­ly fixed in her mind, what mat­tered about the rest? She felt she had been child­ish and un­wise the night be­fore in giv­ing her­self over to de­spon­den­cy. She re­ca­pit­u­lat­ed the mo­tives which no doubt ex­plained Robert’s re­serve. They were not in­sur­mount­able; they would not hold if he re­al­ly loved her; they could not hold against her own pas­sion, which he must come to re­al­ize in time. She pic­tured him go­ing to his busi­ness that morn­ing. She even saw how he was dressed; how he walked down one street, and turned the cor­ner of an­oth­er; saw him bend­ing over his desk, talk­ing to peo­ple who en­tered the of­fice, go­ing to his lunch, and per­haps watch­ing for her on the street. He would come to her in the af­ter­noon or evening, sit and roll his cig­a­rette, talk a lit­tle, and go away as he had done the night be­fore. But how de­li­cious it would be to have him there with her! She would have no re­grets, nor seek to pen­e­trate his re­serve if he still chose to wear it.

			Ed­na ate her break­fast on­ly half dressed. The maid brought her a de­li­cious print­ed scrawl from Raoul, ex­press­ing his love, ask­ing her to send him some bon­bons, and telling her they had found that morn­ing ten tiny white pigs all ly­ing in a row be­side Li­die’s big white pig.

			A let­ter al­so came from her hus­band, say­ing he hoped to be back ear­ly in March, and then they would get ready for that jour­ney abroad which he had promised her so long, which he felt now ful­ly able to af­ford; he felt able to trav­el as peo­ple should, with­out any thought of small economies—thanks to his re­cent spec­u­la­tions in Wall Street.

			Much to her sur­prise she re­ceived a note from Arobin, writ­ten at mid­night from the club. It was to say good morn­ing to her, to hope she had slept well, to as­sure her of his de­vo­tion, which he trust­ed she in some faintest man­ner re­turned.

			All these let­ters were pleas­ing to her. She an­swered the chil­dren in a cheer­ful frame of mind, promis­ing them bon­bons, and con­grat­u­lat­ing them up­on their hap­py find of the lit­tle pigs.

			She an­swered her hus­band with friend­ly eva­sive­ness—not with any fixed de­sign to mis­lead him, on­ly be­cause all sense of re­al­i­ty had gone out of her life; she had aban­doned her­self to Fate, and await­ed the con­se­quences with in­dif­fer­ence.

			To Arobin’s note she made no re­ply. She put it un­der Ce­les­tine’s stove-lid.

			Ed­na worked sev­er­al hours with much spir­it. She saw no one but a pic­ture deal­er, who asked her if it were true that she was go­ing abroad to study in Paris.

			She said pos­si­bly she might, and he ne­go­ti­at­ed with her for some Parisian stud­ies to reach him in time for the hol­i­day trade in De­cem­ber.

			Robert did not come that day. She was keen­ly dis­ap­point­ed. He did not come the fol­low­ing day, nor the next. Each morn­ing she awoke with hope, and each night she was a prey to de­spon­den­cy. She was tempt­ed to seek him out. But far from yield­ing to the im­pulse, she avoid­ed any oc­ca­sion which might throw her in his way. She did not go to Made­moi­selle Reisz’s nor pass by Madame Le­brun’s, as she might have done if he had still been in Mex­i­co.

			When Arobin, one night, urged her to drive with him, she went—out to the lake, on the Shell Road. His hors­es were full of met­tle, and even a lit­tle un­man­age­able. She liked the rapid gait at which they spun along, and the quick, sharp sound of the hors­es’ hoofs on the hard road. They did not stop any­where to eat or to drink. Arobin was not need­less­ly im­pru­dent. But they ate and they drank when they re­gained Ed­na’s lit­tle din­ing-room—which was com­par­a­tive­ly ear­ly in the evening.

			It was late when he left her. It was get­ting to be more than a pass­ing whim with Arobin to see her and be with her. He had de­tect­ed the la­tent sen­su­al­i­ty, which un­fold­ed un­der his del­i­cate sense of her na­ture’s re­quire­ments like a tor­pid, tor­rid, sen­si­tive blos­som.

			There was no de­spon­den­cy when she fell asleep that night; nor was there hope when she awoke in the morn­ing.

		
	
		
			XXXVI

			There was a gar­den out in the sub­urbs; a small, leafy cor­ner, with a few green ta­bles un­der the or­ange trees. An old cat slept all day on the stone step in the sun, and an old mu­la­tresse slept her idle hours away in her chair at the open win­dow, till some­one hap­pened to knock on one of the green ta­bles. She had milk and cream cheese to sell, and bread and but­ter. There was no one who could make such ex­cel­lent cof­fee or fry a chick­en so gold­en brown as she.

			The place was too mod­est to at­tract the at­ten­tion of peo­ple of fash­ion, and so qui­et as to have es­caped the no­tice of those in search of plea­sure and dis­si­pa­tion. Ed­na had dis­cov­ered it ac­ci­den­tal­ly one day when the high-board gate stood ajar. She caught sight of a lit­tle green ta­ble, blotched with the check­ered sun­light that fil­tered through the quiv­er­ing leaves over­head. With­in she had found the slum­ber­ing mu­la­tresse, the drowsy cat, and a glass of milk which re­mind­ed her of the milk she had tast­ed in Iberville.

			She of­ten stopped there dur­ing her per­am­bu­la­tions; some­times tak­ing a book with her, and sit­ting an hour or two un­der the trees when she found the place de­sert­ed. Once or twice she took a qui­et din­ner there alone, hav­ing in­struct­ed Ce­les­tine be­fore­hand to pre­pare no din­ner at home. It was the last place in the city where she would have ex­pect­ed to meet any­one she knew.

			Still she was not as­ton­ished when, as she was par­tak­ing of a mod­est din­ner late in the af­ter­noon, look­ing in­to an open book, stroking the cat, which had made friends with her—she was not great­ly as­ton­ished to see Robert come in at the tall gar­den gate.

			“I am des­tined to see you on­ly by ac­ci­dent,” she said, shov­ing the cat off the chair be­side her. He was sur­prised, ill at ease, al­most em­bar­rassed at meet­ing her thus so un­ex­pect­ed­ly.

			“Do you come here of­ten?” he asked.

			“I al­most live here,” she said.

			“I used to drop in very of­ten for a cup of Catiche’s good cof­fee. This is the first time since I came back.”

			“She’ll bring you a plate, and you will share my din­ner. There’s al­ways enough for two—even three.” Ed­na had in­tend­ed to be in­dif­fer­ent and as re­served as he when she met him; she had reached the de­ter­mi­na­tion by a la­bo­ri­ous train of rea­son­ing, in­ci­dent to one of her de­spon­dent moods. But her re­solve melt­ed when she saw him be­fore de­sign­ing Prov­i­dence had led him in­to her path.

			“Why have you kept away from me, Robert?” she asked, clos­ing the book that lay open up­on the ta­ble.

			“Why are you so per­son­al, Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er? Why do you force me to id­i­ot­ic sub­terfuges?” he ex­claimed with sud­den warmth. “I sup­pose there’s no use telling you I’ve been very busy, or that I’ve been sick, or that I’ve been to see you and not found you at home. Please let me off with any one of these ex­cus­es.”

			“You are the em­bod­i­ment of self­ish­ness,” she said. “You save your­self some­thing—I don’t know what—but there is some self­ish mo­tive, and in spar­ing your­self you nev­er con­sid­er for a mo­ment what I think, or how I feel your ne­glect and in­dif­fer­ence. I sup­pose this is what you would call un­wom­an­ly; but I have got in­to a habit of ex­press­ing my­self. It doesn’t mat­ter to me, and you may think me un­wom­an­ly if you like.”

			“No; I on­ly think you cru­el, as I said the oth­er day. Maybe not in­ten­tion­al­ly cru­el; but you seem to be forc­ing me in­to dis­clo­sures which can re­sult in noth­ing; as if you would have me bare a wound for the plea­sure of look­ing at it, with­out the in­ten­tion or pow­er of heal­ing it.”

			“I’m spoil­ing your din­ner, Robert; nev­er mind what I say. You haven’t eat­en a morsel.”

			“I on­ly came in for a cup of cof­fee.” His sen­si­tive face was all dis­fig­ured with ex­cite­ment.

			“Isn’t this a de­light­ful place?” she re­marked. “I am so glad it has nev­er ac­tu­al­ly been dis­cov­ered. It is so qui­et, so sweet, here. Do you no­tice there is scarce­ly a sound to be heard? It’s so out of the way; and a good walk from the car. How­ev­er, I don’t mind walk­ing. I al­ways feel so sor­ry for wom­en who don’t like to walk; they miss so much—so many rare lit­tle glimpses of life; and we wom­en learn so lit­tle of life on the whole.

			“Catiche’s cof­fee is al­ways hot. I don’t know how she man­ages it, here in the open air. Ce­les­tine’s cof­fee gets cold bring­ing it from the kitchen to the din­ing-room. Three lumps! How can you drink it so sweet? Take some of the cress with your chop; it’s so bit­ing and crisp. Then there’s the ad­van­tage of be­ing able to smoke with your cof­fee out here. Now, in the city—aren’t you go­ing to smoke?”

			“Af­ter a while,” he said, lay­ing a cigar on the ta­ble.

			“Who gave it to you?” she laughed.

			“I bought it. I sup­pose I’m get­ting reck­less; I bought a whole box.” She was de­ter­mined not to be per­son­al again and make him un­com­fort­able.

			The cat made friends with him, and climbed in­to his lap when he smoked his cigar. He stroked her silky fur, and talked a lit­tle about her. He looked at Ed­na’s book, which he had read; and he told her the end, to save her the trou­ble of wad­ing through it, he said.

			Again he ac­com­pa­nied her back to her home; and it was af­ter dusk when they reached the lit­tle “pi­geon-house.” She did not ask him to re­main, which he was grate­ful for, as it per­mit­ted him to stay with­out the dis­com­fort of blun­der­ing through an ex­cuse which he had no in­ten­tion of con­sid­er­ing. He helped her to light the lamp; then she went in­to her room to take off her hat and to bathe her face and hands.

			When she came back Robert was not ex­am­in­ing the pic­tures and mag­a­zines as be­fore; he sat off in the shad­ow, lean­ing his head back on the chair as if in a rever­ie. Ed­na lin­gered a mo­ment be­side the ta­ble, ar­rang­ing the books there. Then she went across the room to where he sat. She bent over the arm of his chair and called his name.

			“Robert,” she said, “are you asleep?”

			“No,” he an­swered, look­ing up at her.

			She leaned over and kissed him—a soft, cool, del­i­cate kiss, whose volup­tuous sting pen­e­trat­ed his whole be­ing—then she moved away from him. He fol­lowed, and took her in his arms, just hold­ing her close to him. She put her hand up to his face and pressed his cheek against her own. The ac­tion was full of love and ten­der­ness. He sought her lips again. Then he drew her down up­on the so­fa be­side him and held her hand in both of his.

			“Now you know,” he said, “now you know what I have been fight­ing against since last sum­mer at Grand Isle; what drove me away and drove me back again.”

			“Why have you been fight­ing against it?” she asked. Her face glowed with soft lights.

			“Why? Be­cause you were not free; you were Léonce Pon­tel­li­er’s wife. I couldn’t help lov­ing you if you were ten times his wife; but so long as I went away from you and kept away I could help telling you so.” She put her free hand up to his shoul­der, and then against his cheek, rub­bing it soft­ly. He kissed her again. His face was warm and flushed.

			“There in Mex­i­co I was think­ing of you all the time, and long­ing for you.”

			“But not writ­ing to me,” she in­ter­rupt­ed.

			“Some­thing put in­to my head that you cared for me; and I lost my sens­es. I for­got ev­ery­thing but a wild dream of your some way be­com­ing my wife.”

			“Your wife!”

			“Re­li­gion, loy­al­ty, ev­ery­thing would give way if on­ly you cared.”

			“Then you must have for­got­ten that I was Léonce Pon­tel­li­er’s wife.”

			“Oh! I was de­ment­ed, dream­ing of wild, im­pos­si­ble things, re­call­ing men who had set their wives free, we have heard of such things.”

			“Yes, we have heard of such things.”

			“I came back full of vague, mad in­ten­tions. And when I got here—”

			“When you got here you nev­er came near me!” She was still ca­ress­ing his cheek.

			“I re­al­ized what a cur I was to dream of such a thing, even if you had been will­ing.”

			She took his face be­tween her hands and looked in­to it as if she would nev­er with­draw her eyes more. She kissed him on the fore­head, the eyes, the cheeks, and the lips.

			“You have been a very, very fool­ish boy, wast­ing your time dream­ing of im­pos­si­ble things when you speak of Mr. Pon­tel­li­er set­ting me free! I am no longer one of Mr. Pon­tel­li­er’s pos­ses­sions to dis­pose of or not. I give my­self where I choose. If he were to say, ‘Here, Robert, take her and be hap­py; she is yours,’ I should laugh at you both.”

			His face grew a lit­tle white. “What do you mean?” he asked.

			There was a knock at the door. Old Ce­les­tine came in to say that Madame Ratig­nolle’s ser­vant had come around the back way with a mes­sage that Madame had been tak­en sick and begged Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er to go to her im­me­di­ate­ly.

			“Yes, yes,” said Ed­na, ris­ing; “I promised. Tell her yes—to wait for me. I’ll go back with her.”

			“Let me walk over with you,” of­fered Robert.

			“No,” she said; “I will go with the ser­vant.” She went in­to her room to put on her hat, and when she came in again she sat once more up­on the so­fa be­side him. He had not stirred. She put her arms about his neck.

			“Good­bye, my sweet Robert. Tell me good­bye.” He kissed her with a de­gree of pas­sion which had not be­fore en­tered in­to his ca­ress, and strained her to him.

			“I love you,” she whis­pered, “on­ly you; no one but you. It was you who awoke me last sum­mer out of a life­long, stupid dream. Oh! you have made me so un­hap­py with your in­dif­fer­ence. Oh! I have suf­fered, suf­fered! Now you are here we shall love each oth­er, my Robert. We shall be ev­ery­thing to each oth­er. Noth­ing else in the world is of any con­se­quence. I must go to my friend; but you will wait for me? No mat­ter how late; you will wait for me, Robert?”

			“Don’t go; don’t go! Oh! Ed­na, stay with me,” he plead­ed. “Why should you go? Stay with me, stay with me.”

			“I shall come back as soon as I can; I shall find you here.” She buried her face in his neck, and said good­bye again. Her se­duc­tive voice, to­geth­er with his great love for her, had en­thralled his sens­es, had de­prived him of ev­ery im­pulse but the long­ing to hold her and keep her.

		
	
		
			XXXVII

			Ed­na looked in at the drug store. Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle was putting up a mix­ture him­self, very care­ful­ly, drop­ping a red liq­uid in­to a tiny glass. He was grate­ful to Ed­na for hav­ing come; her pres­ence would be a com­fort to his wife. Madame Ratig­nolle’s sis­ter, who had al­ways been with her at such try­ing times, had not been able to come up from the plan­ta­tion, and Adèle had been in­con­solable un­til Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er so kind­ly promised to come to her. The nurse had been with them at night for the past week, as she lived a great dis­tance away. And Dr. Man­delet had been com­ing and go­ing all the af­ter­noon. They were then look­ing for him any mo­ment.

			Ed­na has­tened up­stairs by a pri­vate stair­way that led from the rear of the store to the apart­ments above. The chil­dren were all sleep­ing in a back room. Madame Ratig­nolle was in the sa­lon, whith­er she had strayed in her suf­fer­ing im­pa­tience. She sat on the so­fa, clad in an am­ple white peignoir, hold­ing a hand­ker­chief tight in her hand with a ner­vous clutch. Her face was drawn and pinched, her sweet blue eyes hag­gard and un­nat­u­ral. All her beau­ti­ful hair had been drawn back and plait­ed. It lay in a long braid on the so­fa pil­low, coiled like a gold­en ser­pent. The nurse, a com­fort­able look­ing Griffe wom­an in white apron and cap, was urg­ing her to re­turn to her bed­room.

			“There is no use, there is no use,” she said at once to Ed­na. “We must get rid of Man­delet; he is get­ting too old and care­less. He said he would be here at half-past sev­en; now it must be eight. See what time it is, Josephine.”

			The wom­an was pos­sessed of a cheer­ful na­ture, and re­fused to take any sit­u­a­tion too se­ri­ous­ly, es­pe­cial­ly a sit­u­a­tion with which she was so fa­mil­iar. She urged Madame to have courage and pa­tience. But Madame on­ly set her teeth hard in­to her un­der lip, and Ed­na saw the sweat gath­er in beads on her white fore­head. Af­ter a mo­ment or two she ut­tered a pro­found sigh and wiped her face with the hand­ker­chief rolled in a ball. She ap­peared ex­haust­ed. The nurse gave her a fresh hand­ker­chief, sprin­kled with cologne wa­ter.

			“This is too much!” she cried. “Man­delet ought to be killed! Where is Alphonse? Is it pos­si­ble I am to be aban­doned like this—ne­glect­ed by ev­ery­one?”

			“Ne­glect­ed, in­deed!” ex­claimed the nurse. Wasn’t she there? And here was Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er leav­ing, no doubt, a pleas­ant evening at home to de­vote to her? And wasn’t Mon­sieur Ratig­nolle com­ing that very in­stant through the hall? And Josephine was quite sure she had heard Doc­tor Man­delet’s coupé. Yes, there it was, down at the door.

			Adèle con­sent­ed to go back to her room. She sat on the edge of a lit­tle low couch next to her bed.

			Doc­tor Man­delet paid no at­ten­tion to Madame Ratig­nolle’s up­braid­ings. He was ac­cus­tomed to them at such times, and was too well con­vinced of her loy­al­ty to doubt it.

			He was glad to see Ed­na, and want­ed her to go with him in­to the sa­lon and en­ter­tain him. But Madame Ratig­nolle would not con­sent that Ed­na should leave her for an in­stant. Be­tween ag­o­niz­ing mo­ments, she chat­ted a lit­tle, and said it took her mind off her suf­fer­ings.

			Ed­na be­gan to feel un­easy. She was seized with a vague dread. Her own like ex­pe­ri­ences seemed far away, un­re­al, and on­ly half re­mem­bered. She re­called faint­ly an ec­sta­sy of pain, the heavy odor of chlo­ro­form, a stu­por which had dead­ened sen­sa­tion, and an awak­en­ing to find a lit­tle new life to which she had giv­en be­ing, added to the great un­num­bered mul­ti­tude of souls that come and go.

			She be­gan to wish she had not come; her pres­ence was not nec­es­sary. She might have in­vent­ed a pre­text for stay­ing away; she might even in­vent a pre­text now for go­ing. But Ed­na did not go. With an in­ward agony, with a flam­ing, out­spo­ken re­volt against the ways of Na­ture, she wit­nessed the scene of tor­ture.

			She was still stunned and speech­less with emo­tion when lat­er she leaned over her friend to kiss her and soft­ly say good­bye. Adèle, press­ing her cheek, whis­pered in an ex­haust­ed voice: “Think of the chil­dren, Ed­na. Oh think of the chil­dren! Re­mem­ber them!”

		
	
		
			XXXVIII

			Ed­na still felt dazed when she got out­side in the open air. The Doc­tor’s coupé had re­turned for him and stood be­fore the porte-cochère. She did not wish to en­ter the coupé, and told Doc­tor Man­delet she would walk; she was not afraid, and would go alone. He di­rect­ed his car­riage to meet him at Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s, and he start­ed to walk home with her.

			Up—away up, over the nar­row street be­tween the tall hous­es, the stars were blaz­ing. The air was mild and ca­ress­ing, but cool with the breath of spring and the night. They walked slow­ly, the Doc­tor with a heavy, mea­sured tread and his hands be­hind him; Ed­na, in an ab­sent­mind­ed way, as she had walked one night at Grand Isle, as if her thoughts had gone ahead of her and she was striv­ing to over­take them.

			“You shouldn’t have been there, Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er,” he said. “That was no place for you. Adèle is full of whims at such times. There were a dozen wom­en she might have had with her, unim­pres­sion­able wom­en. I felt that it was cru­el, cru­el. You shouldn’t have gone.”

			“Oh, well!” she an­swered, in­dif­fer­ent­ly. “I don’t know that it mat­ters af­ter all. One has to think of the chil­dren some time or oth­er; the soon­er the bet­ter.”

			“When is Léonce com­ing back?”

			“Quite soon. Some time in March.”

			“And you are go­ing abroad?”

			“Per­haps—no, I am not go­ing. I’m not go­ing to be forced in­to do­ing things. I don’t want to go abroad. I want to be let alone. No­body has any right—ex­cept chil­dren, per­haps—and even then, it seems to me—or it did seem—” She felt that her speech was voic­ing the in­co­heren­cy of her thoughts, and stopped abrupt­ly.

			“The trou­ble is,” sighed the Doc­tor, grasp­ing her mean­ing in­tu­itive­ly, “that youth is giv­en up to il­lu­sions. It seems to be a pro­vi­sion of Na­ture; a de­coy to se­cure moth­ers for the race. And Na­ture takes no ac­count of moral con­se­quences, of ar­bi­trary con­di­tions which we cre­ate, and which we feel obliged to main­tain at any cost.”

			“Yes,” she said. “The years that are gone seem like dreams—if one might go on sleep­ing and dream­ing—but to wake up and find—oh! well! per­haps it is bet­ter to wake up af­ter all, even to suf­fer, rather than to re­main a dupe to il­lu­sions all one’s life.”

			“It seems to me, my dear child,” said the Doc­tor at part­ing, hold­ing her hand, “you seem to me to be in trou­ble. I am not go­ing to ask for your con­fi­dence. I will on­ly say that if ev­er you feel moved to give it to me, per­haps I might help you. I know I would un­der­stand. And I tell you there are not many who would—not many, my dear.”

			“Some way I don’t feel moved to speak of things that trou­ble me. Don’t think I am un­grate­ful or that I don’t ap­pre­ci­ate your sym­pa­thy. There are pe­ri­ods of de­spon­den­cy and suf­fer­ing which take pos­ses­sion of me. But I don’t want any­thing but my own way. That is want­ing a good deal, of course, when you have to tram­ple up­on the lives, the hearts, the prej­u­dices of oth­ers—but no mat­ter—still, I shouldn’t want to tram­ple up­on the lit­tle lives. Oh! I don’t know what I’m say­ing, Doc­tor. Good night. Don’t blame me for any­thing.”

			“Yes, I will blame you if you don’t come and see me soon. We will talk of things you nev­er have dreamt of talk­ing about be­fore. It will do us both good. I don’t want you to blame your­self, what­ev­er comes. Good night, my child.”

			She let her­self in at the gate, but in­stead of en­ter­ing she sat up­on the step of the porch. The night was qui­et and sooth­ing. All the tear­ing emo­tion of the last few hours seemed to fall away from her like a somber, un­com­fort­able gar­ment, which she had but to loosen to be rid of. She went back to that hour be­fore Adèle had sent for her; and her sens­es kin­dled afresh in think­ing of Robert’s words, the pres­sure of his arms, and the feel­ing of his lips up­on her own. She could pic­ture at that mo­ment no greater bliss on earth than pos­ses­sion of the beloved one. His ex­pres­sion of love had al­ready giv­en him to her in part. When she thought that he was there at hand, wait­ing for her, she grew numb with the in­tox­i­ca­tion of ex­pectan­cy. It was so late; he would be asleep per­haps. She would awak­en him with a kiss. She hoped he would be asleep that she might arouse him with her ca­ress­es.

			Still, she re­mem­bered Adèle’s voice whis­per­ing, “Think of the chil­dren; think of them.” She meant to think of them; that de­ter­mi­na­tion had driv­en in­to her soul like a death wound—but not tonight. To­mor­row would be time to think of ev­ery­thing.

			Robert was not wait­ing for her in the lit­tle par­lor. He was nowhere at hand. The house was emp­ty. But he had scrawled on a piece of pa­per that lay in the lamp­light:

			“I love you. Good­bye—be­cause I love you.”

			Ed­na grew faint when she read the words. She went and sat on the so­fa. Then she stretched her­self out there, nev­er ut­ter­ing a sound. She did not sleep. She did not go to bed. The lamp sput­tered and went out. She was still awake in the morn­ing, when Ce­les­tine un­locked the kitchen door and came in to light the fire.

		
	
		
			XXXIX

			Vic­tor, with ham­mer and nails and scraps of scant­ling, was patch­ing a cor­ner of one of the gal­leries. Mariequi­ta sat near by, dan­gling her legs, watch­ing him work, and hand­ing him nails from the tool­box. The sun was beat­ing down up­on them. The girl had cov­ered her head with her apron fold­ed in­to a square pad. They had been talk­ing for an hour or more. She was nev­er tired of hear­ing Vic­tor de­scribe the din­ner at Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s. He ex­ag­ger­at­ed ev­ery de­tail, mak­ing it ap­pear a ver­i­ta­ble Lu­cil­lean feast. The flow­ers were in tubs, he said. The cham­pagne was quaffed from huge gold­en gob­lets. Venus ris­ing from the foam could have pre­sent­ed no more en­tranc­ing a spec­ta­cle than Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, blaz­ing with beau­ty and di­a­monds at the head of the board, while the oth­er wom­en were all of them youth­ful houris, pos­sessed of in­com­pa­ra­ble charms. She got it in­to her head that Vic­tor was in love with Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er, and he gave her eva­sive an­swers, framed so as to con­firm her be­lief. She grew sullen and cried a lit­tle, threat­en­ing to go off and leave him to his fine ladies. There were a dozen men crazy about her at the Chénière; and since it was the fash­ion to be in love with mar­ried peo­ple, why, she could run away any time she liked to New Or­leans with Celi­na’s hus­band.

			Celi­na’s hus­band was a fool, a cow­ard, and a pig, and to prove it to her, Vic­tor in­tend­ed to ham­mer his head in­to a jel­ly the next time he en­coun­tered him. This as­sur­ance was very con­sol­ing to Mariequi­ta. She dried her eyes, and grew cheer­ful at the prospect.

			They were still talk­ing of the din­ner and the al­lure­ments of city life when Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er her­self slipped around the cor­ner of the house. The two young­sters stayed dumb with amaze­ment be­fore what they con­sid­ered to be an ap­pari­tion. But it was re­al­ly she in flesh and blood, look­ing tired and a lit­tle trav­el-stained.

			“I walked up from the wharf,” she said, “and heard the ham­mer­ing. I sup­posed it was you, mend­ing the porch. It’s a good thing. I was al­ways trip­ping over those loose planks last sum­mer. How drea­ry and de­sert­ed ev­ery­thing looks!”

			It took Vic­tor some lit­tle time to com­pre­hend that she had come in Beaudelet’s lug­ger, that she had come alone, and for no pur­pose but to rest.

			“There’s noth­ing fixed up yet, you see. I’ll give you my room; it’s the on­ly place.”

			“Any cor­ner will do,” she as­sured him.

			“And if you can stand Philomel’s cook­ing,” he went on, “though I might try to get her moth­er while you are here. Do you think she would come?” turn­ing to Mariequi­ta.

			Mariequi­ta thought that per­haps Philomel’s moth­er might come for a few days, and mon­ey enough.

			Be­hold­ing Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er make her ap­pear­ance, the girl had at once sus­pect­ed a lovers’ ren­dezvous. But Vic­tor’s as­ton­ish­ment was so gen­uine, and Mrs. Pon­tel­li­er’s in­dif­fer­ence so ap­par­ent, that the dis­turb­ing no­tion did not lodge long in her brain. She con­tem­plat­ed with the great­est in­ter­est this wom­an who gave the most sump­tu­ous din­ners in Amer­i­ca, and who had all the men in New Or­leans at her feet.

			“What time will you have din­ner?” asked Ed­na. “I’m very hun­gry; but don’t get any­thing ex­tra.”

			“I’ll have it ready in lit­tle or no time,” he said, bustling and pack­ing away his tools. “You may go to my room to brush up and rest your­self. Mariequi­ta will show you.”

			“Thank you,” said Ed­na. “But, do you know, I have a no­tion to go down to the beach and take a good wash and even a lit­tle swim, be­fore din­ner?”

			“The wa­ter is too cold!” they both ex­claimed. “Don’t think of it.”

			“Well, I might go down and try—dip my toes in. Why, it seems to me the sun is hot enough to have warmed the very depths of the ocean. Could you get me a cou­ple of tow­els? I’d bet­ter go right away, so as to be back in time. It would be a lit­tle too chilly if I wait­ed till this af­ter­noon.”

			Mariequi­ta ran over to Vic­tor’s room, and re­turned with some tow­els, which she gave to Ed­na.

			“I hope you have fish for din­ner,” said Ed­na, as she start­ed to walk away; “but don’t do any­thing ex­tra if you haven’t.”

			“Run and find Philomel’s moth­er,” Vic­tor in­struct­ed the girl. “I’ll go to the kitchen and see what I can do. By Gim­miny! Wom­en have no con­sid­er­a­tion! She might have sent me word.”

			Ed­na walked on down to the beach rather me­chan­i­cal­ly, not notic­ing any­thing spe­cial ex­cept that the sun was hot. She was not dwelling up­on any par­tic­u­lar train of thought. She had done all the think­ing which was nec­es­sary af­ter Robert went away, when she lay awake up­on the so­fa till morn­ing.

			She had said over and over to her­self: “To­day it is Arobin; to­mor­row it will be some­one else. It makes no dif­fer­ence to me, it doesn’t mat­ter about Léonce Pon­tel­li­er—but Raoul and Eti­enne!” She un­der­stood now clear­ly what she had meant long ago when she said to Adèle Ratig­nolle that she would give up the unessen­tial, but she would nev­er sac­ri­fice her­self for her chil­dren.

			De­spon­den­cy had come up­on her there in the wake­ful night, and had nev­er lift­ed. There was no one thing in the world that she de­sired. There was no hu­man be­ing whom she want­ed near her ex­cept Robert; and she even re­al­ized that the day would come when he, too, and the thought of him would melt out of her ex­is­tence, leav­ing her alone. The chil­dren ap­peared be­fore her like an­tag­o­nists who had over­come her; who had over­pow­ered and sought to drag her in­to the soul’s slav­ery for the rest of her days. But she knew a way to elude them. She was not think­ing of these things when she walked down to the beach.

			The wa­ter of the Gulf stretched out be­fore her, gleam­ing with the mil­lion lights of the sun. The voice of the sea is se­duc­tive, nev­er ceas­ing, whis­per­ing, clam­or­ing, mur­mur­ing, invit­ing the soul to wan­der in abysses of soli­tude. All along the white beach, up and down, there was no liv­ing thing in sight. A bird with a bro­ken wing was beat­ing the air above, reel­ing, flut­ter­ing, cir­cling dis­abled down, down to the wa­ter.

			Ed­na had found her old bathing suit still hang­ing, fad­ed, up­on its ac­cus­tomed peg.

			She put it on, leav­ing her cloth­ing in the bath­house. But when she was there be­side the sea, ab­so­lute­ly alone, she cast the un­pleas­ant, prick­ing gar­ments from her, and for the first time in her life she stood naked in the open air, at the mer­cy of the sun, the breeze that beat up­on her, and the waves that in­vit­ed her.

			How strange and aw­ful it seemed to stand naked un­der the sky! how de­li­cious! She felt like some new­born crea­ture, open­ing its eyes in a fa­mil­iar world that it had nev­er known.

			The foamy wave­lets curled up to her white feet, and coiled like ser­pents about her an­kles. She walked out. The wa­ter was chill, but she walked on. The wa­ter was deep, but she lift­ed her white body and reached out with a long, sweep­ing stroke. The touch of the sea is sen­su­ous, en­fold­ing the body in its soft, close em­brace.

			She went on and on. She re­mem­bered the night she swam far out, and re­called the ter­ror that seized her at the fear of be­ing un­able to re­gain the shore. She did not look back now, but went on and on, think­ing of the blue­grass mead­ow that she had tra­versed when a lit­tle child, be­liev­ing that it had no be­gin­ning and no end.

			Her arms and legs were grow­ing tired.

			She thought of Léonce and the chil­dren. They were a part of her life. But they need not have thought that they could pos­sess her, body and soul. How Made­moi­selle Reisz would have laughed, per­haps sneered, if she knew! “And you call your­self an artist! What pre­ten­sions, Madame! The artist must pos­sess the coura­geous soul that dares and de­fies.”

			Ex­haus­tion was press­ing up­on and over­pow­er­ing her.

			“Good­bye—be­cause I love you.” He did not know; he did not un­der­stand. He would nev­er un­der­stand. Per­haps Doc­tor Man­delet would have un­der­stood if she had seen him—but it was too late; the shore was far be­hind her, and her strength was gone.

			She looked in­to the dis­tance, and the old ter­ror flamed up for an in­stant, then sank again. Ed­na heard her fa­ther’s voice and her sis­ter Mar­garet’s. She heard the bark­ing of an old dog that was chained to the sycamore tree. The spurs of the cav­al­ry of­fi­cer clanged as he walked across the porch. There was the hum of bees, and the musky odor of pinks filled the air.
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