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NANCIEBEL: A TALE OF STRATFORD-ON-
AVON.
—_—

(By WILLIAM BLACK in Yule Tide))

CHAPTER V { Continusd .

“ Why," you see, Nanciebel,” he wrote, 1n reply, * 1y uncie and
hiw stepdaughter know very few people in London as yet ; sndas he is
a good deal in the city, the time would bang very heavily on her
hands if the matfer did not 1ake ber about a little. Then, of course,
I have to accompany these two. I could not let them wander about
London all by themselves ; but do you thiok it is any pleasure to me
to go to the Tower or to the Bouth Kensington Museum ? And then,
again, when any people send them an invitation, the mater and I are
nuro to be included, as it is known we are stayiag with them, sod it
is but netural that in a strange houss, if there is any dancing or any-
thing goiog on, Florence shouid count upon me, as her consin, I
don’t see bow you can object ; but you have such a tendency to mag-
nify triflas! ‘When I express regret over our engagement, ot ask you
to release me, then you will have a right to complain ; but in the
meantime you needn’t grumble about nothing "

Nanciebel's answer to this was wrtten in a dozen different
moods : by tarne she was indignant, rebellious, petulant, and piteonsly
imploring.

# What is the use of keeping me here?” she asked. © What is
the useof it 7 Did you see any difference in me when you came down
that day—except in the dressing of my hair? And did you think it
an improvement—an improvement worth all this lonelinees and
migery? Once you would bave said that my bair could not be im-
proved ; once you would have declared it was the prettiest in the
world ; but that was long ago—that was before your cousin Florence
came to KEngland, I koow you will be in a rage because I talk of
migery ; and you will accuse me of ingratitude, and ask what more 1
want, Well, I needn’t attempt to tell you, for yon wouldn't under-
stand ; bot I can remember the time you were more in sympathy
with my feelings, and when there was no fear of my being mirunder-
stood. Once you would not have left me to pine like this; you wonid
not have yielded to relatives ; you were ready to do snything for my
sake. But I suppose it's the way of the world ; and you, of course,
can't regret an absence that brings you so much—and such charming
—consolation,

* Now, Richard, dear, don’t,don't be angry with me—I hardly know
what I have written—I only know that I jost hate being alone. Ob,
for the happy mornings and afterooons when I could sit and listen at
every footstep on the pavement outside, and thiok that any moment
my Bichard might come in! You did not want me improved then.
I suppose you never think now of the Bideford road, and the lane
leading down to Bhottery and the meadows. It seerus a long time
ago to poor me, I sit and think that never, never again there will be
the long, still, beautiful evenings, and us two on the banks of the
Avon, seated beneath the busbes, and watching the boys fishiag on
the other side, under the Weir Brake. These were happy, bappy daya |
Will they ever come again, Bichard, dear? Do say something kind
to me when you write—I don’t mean the kindness L get from the
vicar and his daughters, but real kindness, for I am 8o lonely and
riserable 1

Now this appeal, couched in its artless language, made Mr,
Richard not a little remorseful ; and his contrition suddenly assumed
the shape of & resolve to go to coltsin Floss and tell her all about
his engagement to Naociebel. He did not stay io ask why that
should be considered as making amends to Naocy ; be only felt that
be was somebow cailed upon to tell the whole truth; then Florence
could think of him as sha pleased, Was it not due to poer Nanciebel ?
Why shonld she be ignored amid all these gaieties and distractions ?
Bhe had her righte. And she had not been too exacting—ber last
letter had been piteous rather than petulant and quarrelsome.

Bat this proved to be a terrible business, He choge en oppor-
tonity when Cousin Floes had gone out into the garden, to have a
look at the Spring blossoms, or prechance to survey, with feminine
curiosity, the backs of the artists’houses, across the low brick walls.
‘When he overtook her, she was apparently busy with ssowdrops,
and primroses, snd dsffodils; and she was so good-natured as to pick
for him a purple crocus aud aven to fix it into the lapel of his caat,
How could he refusc this simple kindness !—he was not a boor,
Nevertheless in about twenty minates or so, he and she and the
little widow were to set out for the private view of a certain picture-
gallery, where they would moet likely meet such people as they knew,
and he would be wearing Cousin Fioss's flower in his batton hole,
‘Was he going about with her, then, under false pretences? The con-
fession bad become all the more imperative,

But how was he to begin!

“ Consin,” said he, with a most unusnal hesitation—for, under
ber skiful toition, he had come to adAress her 11 the most frask aod
open and unconventional manner, * did my mather ever speak o
you—about—about—a Miss Marlow 1

She noticed his embarrasement instantly.

" 'Why, no! " ehe said, in some gurprise. * Miss Marlow !/
~I don't think I ever heard the name, Who is ghe?”

How could he explain! He wished that Cousin Floss had pot
guch clear eyes, and a mouth g0 ready to smile,

“ At present,” he went on, in rather a stammering faghion, ! she
-—phg if living with my uncle Charles at Bristol—at the Vicarage,
near Bristol.”

Cousin Floss laughed. * The poverness /,” she soid,

** No—no—but I have something to tell yon about har, I think
I ought to tell you—for scouer ot iater you will hesr of it,” he con-
tinued—eand he was bluehing like a schoolgirl, because Cousin Floss
was evidently amused by his timidity, 1 thought the Mater
wonld bave toid you—"

All of a gudden Miss Florence put her hand within his arm, in
the most [riendly way, and therely inlimated that she wisbed bim
1o pace up and down the garden path with her.

No

i Cpusin Dick I’* she protested, ** I won't hear a word! T know
what you've got Lo tell me—and I can see how it vexes you-—but I
will spare you the confession, Oh, don’t I know what dreadful flirts
young men are—don’t I know l—but they can’t help it, the poor
dears, and T am alwaye ready to forgive _them—hecause——-because—
well, becanse thete are sometimes girls wicked enough to lead them
oo, and pretend they enjoy it, too ! Qousin Dick, why should you tell
me ?—do you think it would be news?”

% Oh, but you're quite mistaken, Florence!"' he exclaimed.
# (uite mistaken | I assure you she is not the kind of girl to amuse
berself in that way at all—""'

" Oh, a simple innocent, ia sha ?" sald Cousin Floss, with another
little bit of a laugh. “Yes, they sometimes look like that—some-
timea it is part of the game—with the clever oneg——""

% Ob, but really —"

s Oh, but really,” sha repeated, with the most obvious good-nature,
« ] won't hear another word! I won't, indeed, Cousin Dick | Do you
think I don't understand? Yon see, my deat cousin, a little girl who
hae lived a good part of her life in India, and a etil! longer time in
China, and knows what & voyage in a P, and O, ship ie like-—well,
she isn’t quite a baby, you know—not quite a baby—and if yoa were
to begin with your confassions, I might have o begin with mine ; and
wouldn’t that be mutually awkward { I wish you had seen a young
aide-de-camp, a Oaptain Webster, who came on bosrd, this last trip, at
Aden, and remained with us_as far as Sues. He waaa dear—and
that's a fact ; but papa didn’t seem to see much in him—papas never
do see anythiog in young men who have a pretty moustache but no
ineome to speak of. So, yon understand, cousin, I might have =
story or two to tell as well as you ; and I ehonlda't like it, for blnshing
doesn’t become me ; besides, it is far safer and nicer for every one to
1st bygooes be bygones. No, you needn’t interrupt, Cousin Dick ; I
won’t hear another word from you—not a word ; we will both lot
bygones be bygones : I tell you, it's safer,”

And as Mrs, Kingston appeared abt this moment at the French
window, and called to them, whatcould he do? H gave up the hope
of explaining to bis consin. He went to the private view—weariog
the flower she had given him, and if any one drew inferences from hia
being continually seen with her—well how could be help that ?

In due course ¢f time the visit of Mrs, Kingston and ber sen to
their London relatives came to an end; and they returned to their
Warwickshire home. But they very socn discovered that a aingnlar
change had come over the house, Woodend was solitary as they had
never koown it to be in former days, These was something wanting
in these silent rooms : a voice, with clear laughter ringing in ita tones,
and juy, and sudacity, was now beard oo more in the hall ; the
garden, though ail the eplendours of the Bpring were beginning fo
declare themselvesin plot, and bed, and border, seemed empty now.

“ 1 gould not have believed I ehould bave migsed her so much,”
the widow said, sadly.

And as for Mr. Richard, be was ill at ease, Hie thoughts, which
he knew should have been turned towards Bristol, went in quite
anothor direction, and would hover, in spite of himself, about
Kervsington and the neighbourhood of Holland Park, TFoor Nancle-
bel’s fortoightly lettera to himself were notlocked for half eo eagerly
as Cousin Floss's basty scrawls sent down to her dear aant Cecilia ;
and Mr. Richard would lie in wait for these, and, whenever he found
one on the hall-table, be wonld at ence carry it to his mother, with
the seemingly careless question, * What has Florence to say now,
Mater 1" For, indeed, Consin Floss seemed to find & great many
things to say to the widow. She was continually writing on some
kind of excuse ; and she invariably wound up with pretty and affec-
tionate speeches, and hopes of a speedy rennion, Cousin Floss did
not write to Mr. Richard, of course—ihat was too much lo expect ;
but in one way or another hisname generally came to be mentioned ;
and sometimes there were tantalising and even impertinent messages
for hirn.

# Who is this Captain Webster, Richard, dear 7" the widow asked
oD one occasion.

Mr. Bichard blusbed angrily.

© Oh, he's some young 1dict—aide-de-camp to a Colonial governor
or something of that kind.”

“ But why should Floreoce send you this message about him 7"
Mrs, Kingaton asked again, L

“ Oh, well,” said he, with a fine air of assumed indiference,
“ Florence told me something about him before—he was on board
the steamer they came nome in—and a8 he left the ship at Gibraltar,
1 suppose she was surprised when she fonnd bim turn up in Londor.”

Meanwhile the continued unrest and downheartedness that had
characterised his manner ever since bis rewurn to Woodend had not
escaped the anxious mother’s eyes ; and one evéning she made bold
to gpeak of it,

“ Well, Mater,” said he, “ I don’t know what it is, except that |
feel I am in a wrong position altogether. [ am tired ot doing mothing,
I want to go away, Look at Nancy : the separation that was agreed
vpon tells mora hardly on her than on me, for sheis kept apart from
her friends and relatives, while 1 live just as before. Ii's hardly fair.
I think I should go away from England for a time—for a considerabls
time—until, indeed, this period of separation ends, and then I could
come back and marry Nancy, and averything would be seitled and
right, Iam sure, if once the wedding took place, all would be well,’’

“ I suppose,’ said the widow, absently, *that my .se!ﬁshneas
must be prnishedinthe end. It wasI who bave kept you in idleness,
Richard, and now you fret, ani want to go, I should have thought
you could have found same way of pasging the few montbe that muet
elapse now before the scttlement you epeak of. And if you find the
house so dull—well, I bad not intended to tell you—it was a little
gurprise we had arrapged—but Florence ia coming down to etay with
us awhile,”

‘I Florence coming down bera1” he asked slowly, and with a
strange expregsion of face.

Something peculiar in his tone struck her. She looked up as
she said—

“¥en, It was to be a little surprise for you—-="



