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A MAIDEN’S MIND.

By MRs. OLIPHANT.

CHAPTER 1,

E had been away for five years.
H This is a very long time to look
forward to, but often it seems like no more
than a few days to look back. The years had
passed over Helen, in the quiet calm of village
life, without any marked incident to distin-
guish the passage of time, or to mark the
difference of one period of her life and another.
She had been twenty when he went away;
she was twenty-five now —but she did not
feel with any sharpness the distinction
between the two. A girl who lives at home,
in all the natural subjection of youth, grows
into a full maturity of years sometimes without
knowing that she has become a different being
from the little girl of some ten years before.
When something occurs to bring the passage
of time to her notice, she is astonished by it,
and finds out her advance in life with a
surprise which has almost a touch of shame
in it. She is ashamed to feel herself still a
girl, and yet she is so, as truly as when she was
sixteen. This, perhaps, does not happen so
often now when young women are hustled
forth into life, or hustle themselves forth,
crowding and pushing, as they so often do; but

still it does occur, in a great many cases, in the
quiet of common life. Helen woke up with a
little start, when she received Harry Mortimer's

_letter saying he was coming home, to a
curious doubt and wonder which had not

dawned upon her the day before. He was
coming home. It had seemed when he went
away as if it would be a long, long, almost
impossible, time till he should come home.
They had parted most sadly, two young
creatures very fond of each other, feeling as
if this terrible time would never come to an
end. And lo! it was over, and he was on his
way home. .

Of course, she was very glad: how could
there be any doubt on that subject? un-
feignedly, délightedly glad. When she woke
in the morning it was the first thing that came
into her mind—Harry is coming home! She
traced him, in her imagination, all through his
journey : now he would be at Suez, now at Alex-
andria, now at Marseilles. From that point
he was coming on by land as fast as the
mail train could carry him. On Wednesday
he would be with them, Some changes had
occurred since he went away. His relations
who lived in the White House, and who had
been the first tc bring him to the Rectory,



130

had broken up their household. The parents
had died, and the family was scattered. So
that instead of going there, which had been a
kind of home to him, he would come to the
Rectory direct, which, of course, through Helen,
was still more his home. That of itself would
be a little strange, for he had always stayed at
the White House, and not at the Rectory.
This was what Mrs. Huntingtower, Helen's
mother, had thought of at once. ** Of course
he will come here,” she said, ‘‘ now that the
Wests are no longer at the White House. Of
course, you are the first person he will want
to see, and he must come here.” Helen
acquiesced without making any objection ; but
it was a little startling to her. Of course, she
was the first person he would wish to see;
but the statement of that fact seemed to bring
it within the range of things controvertible :
and to think of him in the blue room, which
was the guest chamber, gave her a little shock.
He had never stayed in the Rectory before, and
now he was to come here ‘‘ of course,” as if
it were his home. It would be actually his
home, though it would also be, in another
sense, a strange house to him ; for he had no
natural home, no father’s or mother's house.
The Wests had been his nearest relatives.
Now it was a little bewildering to Helen to
think that she was, so to speak, his nearest
relative, and that the Rectory was the place
he naturally belonged to, where his letters
would be addressed, and his friends would
come to see him. The idea was strange
to her. She had a momentary feeling
as if it was not quite the right thing ; asif
there ought to be a little decent space between
them—a little veil ; something on his side that
he belonged to; not a swallowing up of his
individuality in her home. But that was only
one of her fantastic ways of thinking. She
rarely spoke of them because she knew they
were fantastic. The whole matter was a
matter of course.

Helen Huntingtower lived in a village, but it
was a village not very far out of London. A
number of the men who lived there, especially
those who occupied what were called the Villas,
went up to town every day : and even the most
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Conservative of the real village people, those
who lived on the Green, and might be said
almost to disapprove of London except during
the season, were rather contemptuous of the
Villas ; but society in Highfield had been
lately much affected, if not demoralised, by
the advent into the very Green itself, and to
one of the largest and oldest of the houses, of
a gentleman who—from its very bosom as it
were—went to town daily like the City men, by
the nine o'clock train. It was always ex-
plained to strangers that Mr. Shipley was of
the Merchant Prince order, and not what
should be called a City man. His firm was
one of those great firms which are known all
over the world, and it was understood that he
did not go to the City to work, but to sit in a
very handsome room, more like a library than
an office, and to receive people, often quite
distinguished people, who came to consult
him on various subjects. He was more like a
great consulting barrister than a man of busi-
ness in the ordinary sense of the word. The
Prime Minister, it was said, had once come to
ask Mr. Shipley's advice about the Bourses in
the other capitals, and how certain public
events were likely to affect them. Society in
Highfield was not quite clear as to what the
Bourses were ; but they had a great respect,
almost awe, of them, and felt a certain reflected
dignity upon themselves who knew Aim, be-
cause Mr. Shipley knew them so intimately.
Society, to tell the truth, had rather set itself
against the Shipleys at first. But this story
about the Bourses gave it a thrill of admira-
tion and repentance. And then their house
was much the gayest house in the neighbour-
hood. There was always ‘‘ something going
on” there. Tennis parties, croquet parties,
garden parties of all kinds all the summer,
and more serious entertainments all the year
through. By the time at which this story
opens it had become a usual thing to say on
the Green that the coming of the Shipleys
was the most fortunate thing that had hap-
pened *‘ for the young people” since Highfield
had begun to be.

1 am obliged to explain all this because
Helen, when she came out of the Rectory with



A MAIDEN'S MIND

her head -in the clouds, very much occupied
with- this event that was going to happen in
her life, and not quite sure how she felt about
it, met, a few steps from her own gate, the
only daughter of these rich people, Nora
Shipley, who was a sort of mistress of the
revels in Highfield, and much more familiar
with everything and everybody about it than
the oldest inhabitant. She had become, by a
sort of witchcraft or legerdemain, which was
always a surprise to Helen, who had never
been able quite to explain to herself how it
came about, the dearest friend of the Rector’s
daughter : and she immediately linked her arm
in Helen’s, and began to pour forth a stream
of communications on every subject, as was
her way. Helen thought the girl much
younger than herself, and a chatterbox whose
flow of conversation was pure nature and
gaiety, which no doubt was partly the case ;
but she was not, perhaps, of quite such a
simple character as Helen supposed her. She
was tall as girls are nowadays, very fluffy as
to hair, long and strong of limb, with hands
a little out of order by doing every sort of thing
that came in her way. She was exceedingly
well dressed in that manner of perfect sim-
plicity which it costs so much to keep up.
Her dresses and blouses were the despair of the
village : and yet what were they after all ? mere
cottons: the most innocent inexpensive things:
but our old silks and satins in the old days
were not half so expensive, nor, I must say,
half so nice. She was a picture of a summer
morning, as she came along with a little swing
in her movements, which was precisely the
right kind of swing for the moment, and her
head held high, with indeed a faint suspicion
of being too high, as if some muscle was a
little loose in front.

‘“ Here you are, Nelly,” she said, “I was
going to look for you, not just in the usual
way, to torment you out of your life, but
because 1 really have got something to
say to you, for once in a way. What do
you think it is? But if 1 were to give
you a hundred chances, you' would never
guess.” o s

““Tell me then,” said Helen; ‘“I never was

.draws you on.
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good at guessing. It is about some of ;'yoﬁr

- social duties,’ I suppose.”

““You are insufferable with your social
duties, Nell! when you know I hate all that
sort of thing, and like only friendship, and to
have people I love round me, and conversation
and pleasant things generally. But this time
it is-something very important, and has only
to do with myself—and one person more.”

“ One person more ? " said Helen. ““I hope
that does not mean that you are engaged to
Horace Standish, Nora ? for that would never,
never do——"

“Why should it never, never do?” said
Nora with a laugh. ¢ You are speaking the
very truth, but you don't, in the least, know
how very very true you are speaking. Poor
Horace, I have not seen him for a week, and

‘I don’t, in the least, mind if I never saw him

again. No, Nelly, you don’t know anything
about this, and it is, if you only knew, far
the most important thing in my life.”

““Tell me then,” said Helen, very calmly.
She had been told of several things before this
which were the most important in Nora's life,
and, consequently, was not so much excited as
it was her 7éle, as confidant, to be.

‘I often wonder if you are a real kindred
soul after all,” Nora said, and she made a
momentary pause. ‘‘But, whether you are
or not, you are the only one,” she added, ‘‘ and
I must tell somebody. Nelly, there was some
one—whom I met, it is nearly five years
ag,o_!l

Helen started a little, but she did not lose
her self-possession. ** You must have been
in short frocks, and it can’t have mattered,”
she said.

“ Nonsense ! I am as old as you are. You
always will take me for a chit, but I am not.
I met him first at Dulverton. He is the sort
of man, don’t you know, that you see at the
first glance is far too good for you, and that
And at last we got engaged.
I always thought he was making a mistake ;
but that, of course, made it all the nicer for
me. They would not hear of it at home, and
that made it nicer still. But he was likely to
be very well off, and he was going out to
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India. They were so relieved to find that-I
didn’t want to get married there and . then,
that they gave in.”

“Yes?” said Helen interrogatively, for Nora
here stopped short, and broke off her discourse
suddenly, There was a musing in her eyes,
as if there was a great deal more to say ; but
for a full minute she did not utter a word.

“That'’s all,” she said in a low voice : and
then gripping Helen's arm tightly, almost
furiously, with her hand—*¢ He’s coming back
to-morrow,” she said.

Helen gave a little jump and cry in her sur-
prise. ‘“ To-morrow !” with a quiver in her
voice : she felt that her own story had been
quite forestalled, and, the words taken from
her mouth. It was very, very unlikely indeed
that she would have told her own story to
Nora ; still, it was very startling to have the
cat turned in the pan like this, and the words
taken from her mouth.

“Well!"” said Nora, ‘“I suppose he may
come to-morrow if he likes : there is no law
against it.” And then Helen became aware
that she had been thinking of to-morrow as
hers, and felt as if she were deeply injured
when someone came thus in, with a dart and
a shout, to interfere with her climax of being,
She gave a little laugh, the best she could
produce, and said : ‘“ Of course, to-morrow if
he likes—of course, it is no affair of mine.”

*“But I want you to make it your affair,
Nelly ! You see you are my only friend—and
if you are not faithful to me, what shall I
do? Nelly, I told you he was a great deal
too good for me. He is the kind of man that
never does anything wrong ; since he was
born he never did a silly thing. He is as
serious as a—mustard pot. Once he had
given his promise, and what he would call his
heart, to a girl, he never could think of anyone
else. Fancy that! He has almost said his
prayers to Nora ever since that day—and,
goodness gracious me, here he is coming
home.”

“Well!” said Helen, after a little pause—
*“ for anything I can see you should be very
glad, Nora. How do you know ? If you are
alraid of his goodness, perhaps he is not so
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very good as you think. People say that,
whatever men may tell you—and, then, five
years is a very long time.” She did not know
haw to put forth this accusation against human
nature : she neither believed in, nor wished to
believe in it ; but to think of a poor man, who
had, as the girl said, almost said his prayers to
Nora, wasalmost an offence to Helen, as well as
being so very, very ridiculous. That was not
Harry's way. She thought that either Nora
was very much self-deceived, or else the man
must be a fool.

““Don't ask me how I know!"” said Nora,
“] know: and I am not at all like that. I
have a great mind to go off to-morrow on a
round of visits ; but that would not do much
good ; for, as papa says, however long you
may put off the evil day, you have to pay up
at the end. I have a little plan, however, if
you will only stand by me, Nell.” :

““If I were to stand by you for ever and
ever, | don’t see what good I could do,” said
Helen, hastily ; and then she added, with a
faint apology, *“I have so many things to do
of my own.” '

¢¢ What things of your own have you got
to do? Nothing half so important as this.
For don’t you see how much it means, Nelly ?
It would stop all my fun. I shouldn’t dare
to speak to anyone, to look at anyone, except
——, and talk sense to him, Nelly ! and read
improving books, and behave simply like—
like what you call a rational creature. Now
you do all these things by nature, Nell.”

“Do I?” Helen said, more and more
annoyed. For, to be sure, to-morrow was
her own turning-point, and she was angry
that it should be taken from her, and another
person’s interest thrust before hers, when she
had been inclined to call heaven and earth to
witness the solemnity of her own.

Nora went on for some time with that
sound of babble in her friend’s ears, which a
persistent prayer—which we don’t want to
grant, or even hear—takes to our ears when
it goes on too long. Nora's little chorus, * Oh
do, Nelly!"” ““If you will only stand by me,
Nelly!” ¢ Nobody but you can do anything
for me, Nell ! " broke in by intervals through
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this sing-song of talk, which Helen did every-
thing she could to break away from, but in
vain. Nora had drawn her in, much against
her will, through the great gates of The Place,
which is what the Shipleys’ house was called,
and into the quiet of the avenue, where no
one was to be seen, nor any possible interrup-
tion to be hoped for; not even a tradesman’s
cart, for the time of their visitation was over.
‘““Why should you be so very determined
against me?”’ Nora said. ‘It is not as if I
wanted you to do any great thing ! ”

‘1 cannot imagine what sort of thing you
want me to do ! ” Helen said at last. “What
does standing by you mean? It means
nothing at all. If it is always to be beside
you, that’s impossible, you know! You
speak as if you thought I never had anything
to take up my thoughts, of my very own!”

This was what made her so angry : to think
of how much importance to herself to-morrow
might be, and to be treated as if she had
nothing to think of but the affairs®of her
friend.

‘“ Dear Nell, if you would ask him to the
Rectory, that would be still better, and no
trouble to you, and a great help to me. Oh
hear me, Nelly! If he only saw as much of
you as he means to see of me, he would soon
find out that it was you who were the right
person. - He would, indeed! I am certain he
would. Nelly, don’t throw me off like that.
He is as nice as can be; he will'have a quantity
of money; he is really quite good-looking ; and
he has the nicest way of talking. Nelly! why
you are in a passion! Not many girls would
ask you to take such a present; oh, very,
very few. A man that would exactly suit
you, down to the ground. Why, you would
fall in love with him, I know you would—
especially as there is not anyone else =

*“How do you know there is not anyone
else ?”’ cried Helen, in high indignation, and,
having loosened her arm from Nora’s, she
turned her back upon her, and hurried away
with an indignation which was raised to
boiling point by that last suggestion—*‘es-
pecially as there is not anyone else.” How dis-
dainful, how impertinent this assumption was !
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How did she dare to foist her own rejected
lover upon Helen, asif she was a girl to accept
such a bargain? The blood boiled in Helen’s
veins. She was so angry, and so determined,
that even Nora, who never could consent that
anything she wished for was impossible, was
reduced to silence, and flung herself down on
the grass, a heap of frills and whiteness, and
even cried in a bewildered way, as people cry,
not even yet believing in it, who have never
been accustomed to be crossed in all their
life.

Cuarter II.

THe chief sensation in Helen’s mind after
Nora Shipley’s undesired reyelation, was annoy-
ance and impatience. There was something
at once ridiculous and irritating in having a
travesty of her own position thrust before her
eyes, just at the moment when she was so
fully occupied. with the situation and might
have been seeking sympathy in her own
person, had she been given that way. To
be sure, it was not in her to put the state of
her mind before Nora Shipley or anyone
else in the world; but all the same she was
angry with the girl who claimed her sym-
pathy with an egoistical indifference to any
possible dilemma of Helen’s own. She felt
prostrated, the wind taken out of her sails:
and, of course, Nora's circumstances were
more natural, more distinct and better defined
than her own. Nora knew her own mind, and
was  eager to shuffle off the bond she had
rashly made, even to the ridiculous point of
imploring her friend to take her lover off her
hands. But Helen had no certainty at all in
her mind. She did not want to get rid of her
Harry : her trouble rather was that she might
disappoint him ; that the shock of reality after
the visionary romantic bond of a five years'
engagement at such a distance might be too
much for him—or perhaps for herself. She
would not, for the world, have thrown over
Harry for anyone. The thought gave her a
keen pang, which was jealousy, for anything
she knew. No, no, the thought of casting
Harry off had never entered her mind. She
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was excited, and a little afraid of the meeting.
Should she prove to be what he had imagined
her to be all this time? Would he prove to
be what she had imagined him ? A little shiver
of alarm, a little foreboding of evil, an indig-

nant denial to herself of both these feelings.

was in her mind. And that Nora should way-
lay her, and pour out her much more common
love-tale of shallow certainties and resolutions
was intolerable. The resemblance between
the two situations was more than ridiculous, it
was insufferable. There was no resemblance !
Nora was a fickle, silly girl, who had changed
her mind. Helen, to her own thinking, was a
delicate-minded woman, feeling the great im-
portance of a crisis, doubting, pausing, hoping,
in the exquisite dilemma common to all
superior minds.

I need not say that she did not, even in the
most secret corners of her being, put this into
words. It is almost as intolerable to confess
yourself a superior being as a silly girl who
has.changed her mind. And, indeed, she had
not changed her mind : she rejected this hypo-
thesis violently. She was only frightened and
nervous at the thought of this great crisis.
Would she perhaps disappoint him? Would
he perhaps disappoint her?

“You will go and meet him at the station,
I suppose, Helen ? ” her mother said.

“ Do you think I should, mamma? do you
not think that——?”
To express herself plainly would be half a
confession ; and she would not, for the world,
have anyone suppose that there was any doubt
in. her mind. There was no doubt in her
mind! Only perhaps would he be—would
she be—? ¢ It is such a long time,"” she
said, with an attempt at a laugh. ¢ Suppose
I should not know him, or he should not know
me ! It would be so—absurd.”

‘““Helen is quite right,” said the Rector.
(Papa was a treasure! sometimes he would
understand without a word said.) ‘‘A rail-
way platform is not a place for a meeting.
I'll go to the station for Harry. It will be
much better he should find her at home.”

¢ Well, perhaps,” said Mrs. Huntingtower,
with a little shake of her head ; ‘“ I think that's

But Helen hesitated. -
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very cold for my part : but you may be right,
you two. Everything is different since my
time. I suppose, at -least, you'll like to have
him all to yourself, Helen? I'll go up to the
Shipleys’ as usual, as it is their tennis day,
and you had better come too, Robert. They
will have a great deal to say to each other the
first day.”

Helen looked half angrily, half deprecating,
at her mother. She did not feel that she wished
to be left to herself. She thought that the
support of knowing her people to be in the
house, and within call, would be a great thing ;
but, at the same time, to ask for this would be
impossible. The mother could not quite
understand that doubtful look.- Was it
possible that Helen 7—but no, no, it was not
possible. - It was merély a nervous fright at
the happiness so long looked for, now that it
had come to hand. And Helen would have
seized upon the words with delight if they had"
been spoken aloud. A nervous fr:g'ht! that
was precnsely what it was.

The hours were intolerably long till it was
time for the Rector to go to the station. And,
in the meantime, Mrs. Huntingtower had been
putting on a pretty dress for the Shipleys’
garden party, which was one of the first
functions held in the neighbourhood. She was
as slim as Helen, and did not look much older.
Decorum prevented her from playing tennis,
which, I have no doubt, she would have done
admirably. ¢‘‘But when one has a grown-up
daughter ! ” she said. This did not, however,
prevent her from making a point of being well-
dressed. And the same argument did not
apply to croquet. She called Helen to help
her to arrange her ribbons and pin her veil,
and then gave her a kiss, and said, ‘ Don’t
look so pale, dear. You have got a fit of
nervous fright.”

The very word. “‘I should not wonder if I
had ! ” said Helen, with a faint smile.

““Don’t! The sight of him will bring back
your colour : and in everything else, you are
looking very well : come, Robert,” said Mrs.
Huntingtower. He was to escort her to the
Shipleys’ before he went to the station, and"
there was just time. Helen watched them






