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			I

			For reas­ons which many per­sons thought ri­dicu­lous, Mrs. Lightfoot Lee de­cided to pass the winter in Wash­ing­ton. She was in ex­cel­lent health, but she said that the cli­mate would do her good. In New York she had troops of friends, but she sud­denly be­came eager to see again the very small num­ber of those who lived on the Po­tom­ac. It was only to her closest in­tim­ates that she hon­estly ac­know­ledged her­self to be tor­tured by en­nui. Since her hus­band’s death, five years be­fore, she had lost her taste for New York so­ci­ety; she had felt no in­terest in the price of stocks, and very little in the men who dealt in them; she had be­come ser­i­ous. What was it all worth, this wil­der­ness of men and wo­men as mono­ton­ous as the brown­stone houses they lived in? In her des­pair she had re­sor­ted to des­per­ate meas­ures. She had read philo­sophy in the ori­gin­al Ger­man, and the more she read, the more she was dis­heartened that so much cul­ture should lead to noth­ing—noth­ing. After talk­ing of Her­bert Spen­cer for an en­tire even­ing with a very lit­er­ary tran­scend­ent­al com­mis­sion-mer­chant, she could not see that her time had been bet­ter em­ployed than when in former days she had passed it in flirt­ing with a very agree­able young stock­broker; in­deed, there was an evid­ent proof to the con­trary, for the flir­ta­tion might lead to some­thing—had, in fact, led to mar­riage; while the philo­sophy could lead to noth­ing, un­less it were per­haps to an­oth­er even­ing of the same kind, be­cause tran­scend­ent­al philo­soph­ers are mostly eld­erly men, usu­ally mar­ried, and, when en­gaged in busi­ness, some­what apt to be sleepy to­wards even­ing. Nev­er­the­less Mrs. Lee did her best to turn her study to prac­tic­al use. She plunged in­to phil­an­thropy, vis­ited pris­ons, in­spec­ted hos­pit­als, read the lit­er­at­ure of pau­per­ism and crime, sat­ur­ated her­self with the stat­ist­ics of vice, un­til her mind had nearly lost sight of vir­tue. At last it rose in re­bel­lion against her, and she came to the lim­it of her strength. This path, too, seemed to lead nowhere. She de­clared that she had lost the sense of duty, and that, so far as con­cerned her, all the pau­pers and crim­in­als in New York might hence­for­ward rise in their majesty and man­age every rail­way on the con­tin­ent. Why should she care? What was the city to her? She could find noth­ing in it that seemed to de­mand sal­va­tion. What gave pe­cu­li­ar sanc­tity to num­bers? Why were a mil­lion people, who all re­sembled each oth­er, any way more in­ter­est­ing than one per­son? What as­pir­a­tion could she help to put in­to the mind of this great mil­lion-armed mon­ster that would make it worth her love or re­spect? Re­li­gion? A thou­sand power­ful churches were do­ing their best, and she could see no chance for a new faith of which she was to be the in­spired proph­et. Am­bi­tion? High pop­u­lar ideals? Pas­sion for whatever is lofty and pure? The very words ir­rit­ated her. Was she not her­self de­voured by am­bi­tion, and was she not now eat­ing her heart out be­cause she could find no one ob­ject worth a sac­ri­fice?

			Was it am­bi­tion—real am­bi­tion—or was it mere rest­less­ness that made Mrs. Lightfoot Lee so bit­ter against New York and Phil­adelphia, Bal­timore and Bo­ston, Amer­ic­an life in gen­er­al and all life in par­tic­u­lar? What did she want? Not so­cial po­s­i­tion, for she her­self was an em­in­ently re­spect­able Phil­adelphi­an by birth; her fath­er a fam­ous cler­gy­man; and her hus­band had been equally ir­re­proach­able, a des­cend­ant of one branch of the Vir­gin­ia Lees, which had drif­ted to New York in search of for­tune, and had found it, or enough of it to keep the young man there. His wid­ow had her own place in so­ci­ety which no one dis­puted. Though not bright­er than her neigh­bours, the world per­sisted in classing her among clev­er wo­men; she had wealth, or at least enough of it to give her all that money can give by way of pleas­ure to a sens­ible wo­man in an Amer­ic­an city; she had her house and her car­riage; she dressed well; her table was good, and her fur­niture was nev­er al­lowed to fall be­hind the latest stand­ard of dec­or­at­ive art. She had trav­elled in Europe, and after sev­er­al vis­its, cov­er­ing some years of time, had re­turned home, car­ry­ing in one hand, as it were, a green-grey land­scape, a re­mark­ably pleas­ing spe­ci­men of Corot, and in the oth­er some bales of Per­sian and Syr­i­an rugs and em­broid­er­ies, Ja­pan­ese bronzes and por­cel­ain. With this she de­clared Europe to be ex­hausted, and she frankly avowed that she was Amer­ic­an to the tips of her fin­gers; she neither knew nor greatly cared wheth­er Amer­ica or Europe were best to live in; she had no vi­ol­ent love for either, and she had no ob­jec­tion to ab­us­ing both; but she meant to get all that Amer­ic­an life had to of­fer, good or bad, and to drink it down to the dregs, fully de­term­ined that whatever there was in it she would have, and that whatever could be made out of it she would man­u­fac­ture. “I know,” said she, “that Amer­ica pro­duces pet­ro­leum and pigs; I have seen both on the steam­ers; and I am told it pro­duces sil­ver and gold. There is choice enough for any wo­man.”

			Yet, as has been already said, Mrs. Lee’s first ex­per­i­ence was not a suc­cess. She soon de­clared that New York might rep­res­ent the pet­ro­leum or the pigs, but the gold of life was not to be dis­covered there by her eyes. Not but that there was vari­ety enough; a vari­ety of people, oc­cu­pa­tions, aims, and thoughts; but that all these, after grow­ing to a cer­tain height, stopped short. They found noth­ing to hold them up. She knew, more or less in­tim­ately, a dozen men whose for­tunes ranged between one mil­lion and forty mil­lions. What did they do with their money? What could they do with it that was dif­fer­ent from what oth­er men did? After all, it is ab­surd to spend more money than is enough to sat­is­fy all one’s wants; it is vul­gar to live in two houses in the same street, and to drive six horses abreast. Yet, after set­ting aside a cer­tain in­come suf­fi­cient for all one’s wants, what was to be done with the rest? To let it ac­cu­mu­late was to own one’s fail­ure; Mrs. Lee’s great griev­ance was that it did ac­cu­mu­late, without chan­ging or im­prov­ing the qual­ity of its own­ers. To spend it in char­ity and pub­lic works was doubt­less praise­worthy, but was it wise? Mrs. Lee had read enough polit­ic­al eco­nomy and pau­per re­ports to be nearly con­vinced that pub­lic work should be pub­lic duty, and that great be­ne­fac­tions do harm as well as good. And even sup­pos­ing it spent on these ob­jects, how could it do more than in­crease and per­petu­ate that same kind of hu­man nature which was her great griev­ance? Her New York friends could not meet this ques­tion ex­cept by fall­ing back upon their nat­ive com­mon­places, which she reck­lessly trampled upon, aver­ring that, much as she ad­mired the geni­us of the fam­ous trav­el­ler, Mr. Gul­li­v­er, she nev­er had been able, since she be­came a wid­ow, to ac­cept the Brobd­ing­na­gi­an doc­trine that he who made two blades of grass grow where only one grew be­fore de­served bet­ter of man­kind than the whole race of politi­cians. She would not find fault with the philo­soph­er had he re­quired that the grass should be of an im­proved qual­ity; “but,” said she, “I can­not hon­estly pre­tend that I should be pleased to see two New York men where I now see one; the idea is too ri­dicu­lous; more than one and a half would be fatal to me.”

			Then came her Bo­ston friends, who sug­ges­ted that high­er edu­ca­tion was pre­cisely what she wanted; she should throw her­self in­to a cru­sade for uni­ver­sit­ies and art-schools. Mrs. Lee turned upon them with a sweet smile; “Do you know,” said she, “that we have in New York already the richest uni­ver­sity in Amer­ica, and that its only trouble has al­ways been that it can get no schol­ars even by pay­ing for them? Do you want me to go out in­to the streets and way­lay boys? If the hea­then re­fuse to be con­ver­ted, can you give me power over the stake and the sword to com­pel them to come in? And sup­pose you can? Sup­pose I march all the boys in Fifth Av­en­ue down to the uni­ver­sity and have them all prop­erly taught Greek and Lat­in, Eng­lish lit­er­at­ure, eth­ics, and Ger­man philo­sophy. What then? You do it in Bo­ston. Now tell me hon­estly what comes of it. I sup­pose you have there a bril­liant so­ci­ety; num­bers of po­ets, schol­ars, philo­soph­ers, states­men, all up and down Beacon Street. Your even­ings must be spark­ling. Your press must scin­til­late. How is it that we New York­ers nev­er hear of it? We don’t go much in­to your so­ci­ety; but when we do, it doesn’t seem so very much bet­ter than our own. You are just like the rest of us. You grow six inches high, and then you stop. Why will not some­body grow to be a tree and cast a shad­ow?”

			The av­er­age mem­ber of New York so­ci­ety, al­though not un­used to this con­temp­tu­ous kind of treat­ment from his lead­ers, re­tali­ated in his blind, com­mon­sense way. “What does the wo­man want?” he said. “Is her head turned with the Tu­iler­ies and Marl­bor­ough House? Does she think her­self made for a throne? Why does she not lec­ture for wo­men’s rights? Why not go on the stage? If she can­not be con­ten­ted like oth­er people, what need is there for ab­us­ing us just be­cause she feels her­self no taller than we are? What does she ex­pect to get from her sharp tongue? What does she know, any­way?”

			Mrs. Lee cer­tainly knew very little. She had read vo­ra­ciously and promis­cu­ously one sub­ject after an­oth­er. Ruskin and Taine had danced mer­rily through her mind, hand in hand with Dar­win and Stu­art Mill, Gust­ave Droz and Al­gernon Swin­burne. She had even la­boured over the lit­er­at­ure of her own coun­try. She was per­haps, the only wo­man in New York who knew some­thing of Amer­ic­an his­tory. Cer­tainly she could not have re­peated the list of Pres­id­ents in their or­der, but she knew that the Con­sti­tu­tion di­vided the gov­ern­ment in­to Ex­ec­ut­ive, Le­gis­lat­ive, and Ju­di­ciary; she was aware that the Pres­id­ent, the Speak­er, and the Chief Justice were im­port­ant per­son­ages, and in­stinct­ively she wondered wheth­er they might not solve her prob­lem; wheth­er they were the shade trees which she saw in her dreams.

			Here, then, was the ex­plan­a­tion of her rest­less­ness, dis­con­tent, am­bi­tion—call it what you will. It was the feel­ing of a pas­sen­ger on an ocean steam­er whose mind will not give him rest un­til he has been in the en­gine-room and talked with the en­gin­eer. She wanted to see with her own eyes the ac­tion of primary forces; to touch with her own hand the massive ma­chinery of so­ci­ety; to meas­ure with her own mind the ca­pa­city of the motive power. She was bent upon get­ting to the heart of the great Amer­ic­an mys­tery of demo­cracy and gov­ern­ment. She cared little where her pur­suit might lead her, for she put no ex­tra­vag­ant value upon life, hav­ing already, as she said, ex­hausted at least two lives, and be­ing fairly hardened to in­sens­ib­il­ity in the pro­cess. “To lose a hus­band and a baby,” said she, “and keep one’s cour­age and reas­on, one must be­come very hard or very soft. I am now pure steel. You may beat my heart with a trip-ham­mer and it will beat the trip-ham­mer back again.”

			Per­haps after ex­haust­ing the polit­ic­al world she might try again else­where; she did not pre­tend to say where she might then go, or what she should do; but at present she meant to see what amuse­ment there might be in polit­ics. Her friends asked what kind of amuse­ment she ex­pec­ted to find among the il­lit­er­ate swarm of or­din­ary people who in Wash­ing­ton rep­res­en­ted con­stitu­en­cies so dreary that in com­par­is­on New York was a New Jer­u­s­alem, and Broad Street a grove of Aca­deme. She replied that if Wash­ing­ton so­ci­ety were so bad as this, she should have gained all she wanted, for it would be a pleas­ure to re­turn—pre­cisely the feel­ing she longed for. In her own mind, how­ever, she frowned on the idea of seek­ing for men. What she wished to see, she thought, was the clash of in­terests, the in­terests of forty mil­lions of people and a whole con­tin­ent, cen­ter­ing at Wash­ing­ton; guided, re­strained, con­trolled, or un­res­trained and un­con­trol­lable, by men of or­din­ary mould; the tre­mend­ous forces of gov­ern­ment, and the ma­chinery of so­ci­ety, at work. What she wanted, was Power.

			Per­haps the force of the en­gine was a little con­fused in her mind with that of the en­gin­eer, the power with the men who wiel­ded it. Per­haps the hu­man in­terest of polit­ics was after all what really at­trac­ted her, and, how­ever strongly she might deny it, the pas­sion for ex­er­cising power, for its own sake, might dazzle and mis­lead a wo­man who had ex­hausted all the or­din­ary fem­in­ine re­sources. But why spec­u­late about her motives? The stage was be­fore her, the cur­tain was rising, the act­ors were ready to enter; she had only to go quietly on among the su­per­nu­mer­ar­ies and see how the play was ac­ted and the stage ef­fects were pro­duced; how the great tra­gedi­ans mouthed, and the stage-man­ager swore.

		
	
		
			II

			On the first of Decem­ber, Mrs. Lee took the train for Wash­ing­ton, and be­fore five o’clock that even­ing she was en­ter­ing her newly hired house on La­fay­ette Square. She shrugged her shoulders with a mingled ex­pres­sion of con­tempt and grief at the curi­ous bar­bar­ism of the cur­tains and the wall­pa­pers, and her next two days were oc­cu­pied with a life-and-death struggle to get the mas­tery over her sur­round­ings. In this aw­ful con­test the in­teri­or of the doomed house suffered as though a de­mon were in it; not a chair, not a mir­ror, not a car­pet, was left un­touched, and in the midst of the worst con­fu­sion the new mis­tress sat, calm as the statue of An­drew Jack­son in the square un­der her eyes, and is­sued her or­ders with as much de­cision as that hero had ever shown. To­wards the close of the second day, vic­tory crowned her fore­head. A new era, a no­bler con­cep­tion of duty and ex­ist­ence, had dawned upon that be­nighted and hea­then res­id­ence. The wealth of Syr­ia and Per­sia was poured out upon the mel­an­choly Wilton car­pets; em­broidered comets and woven gold from Ja­pan and Te­her­an de­pended from and covered over every sad stuff-cur­tain; a strange med­ley of sketches, paint­ings, fans, em­broid­er­ies, and por­cel­ain was hung, nailed, pinned, or stuck against the wall; fi­nally the do­mest­ic al­tarpiece, the mys­tic­al Corot land­scape, was hois­ted to its place over the par­lour fire, and then all was over. The set­ting sun streamed softly in at the win­dows, and peace reigned in that re­deemed house and in the heart of its mis­tress.

			“I think it will do now, Sybil,” said she, sur­vey­ing the scene.

			“It must,” replied Sybil. “You haven’t a plate or a fan or col­oured scarf left. You must send out and buy some of these old negro-wo­men’s bandan­nas if you are go­ing to cov­er any­thing else. What is the use? Do you sup­pose any hu­man be­ing in Wash­ing­ton will like it? They will think you de­men­ted.”

			“There is such a thing as self-re­spect,” replied her sis­ter, calmly.

			Sybil—Miss Sybil Ross—was Madeleine Lee’s sis­ter. The keen­est psy­cho­lo­gist could not have de­tec­ted a single fea­ture qual­ity which they had in com­mon, and for that reas­on they were de­voted friends. Madeleine was thirty, Sybil twenty-four. Madeleine was in­des­crib­able; Sybil was trans­par­ent. Madeleine was of me­di­um height with a grace­ful fig­ure, a well-set head, and enough golden-brown hair to frame a face full of vary­ing ex­pres­sion. Her eyes were nev­er for two con­sec­ut­ive hours of the same shade, but were more of­ten blue than grey. People who en­vied her smile said that she cul­tiv­ated a sense of hu­mour in or­der to show her teeth. Per­haps they were right; but there was no doubt that her habit of talk­ing with ges­tic­u­la­tion would nev­er have grown upon her un­less she had known that her hands were not only beau­ti­ful but ex­press­ive. She dressed as skil­fully as New York wo­men do, but in grow­ing older she began to show symp­toms of dan­ger­ous un­con­ven­tion­al­ity. She had been heard to ex­press a low opin­ion of her coun­try­wo­men who blindly fell down be­fore the golden calf of Mr. Worth, and she had even fought a battle of great sever­ity, while it las­ted, with one of her best-dressed friends who had been in­vited—and had gone—to Mr. Worth’s af­ter­noon tea-parties. The secret was that Mrs. Lee had artist­ic tend­en­cies, and un­less they were checked in time, there was no know­ing what might be the con­sequence. But as yet they had done no harm; in­deed, they rather helped to give her that sort of at­mo­sphere which be­longs only to cer­tain wo­men; as in­des­crib­able as the af­ter­glow; as im­palp­able as an In­di­an sum­mer mist; and nonex­ist­ent ex­cept to people who feel rather than reas­on. Sybil had none of it. The ima­gin­a­tion gave up all at­tempts to soar where she came. A more straight­for­ward, down­right, gay, sym­path­et­ic, shal­low, warm­hearted, sternly prac­tic­al young wo­man has rarely touched this plan­et. Her mind had room for neither grave­stones nor guide­books; she could not have lived in the past or the fu­ture if she had spent her days in churches and her nights in tombs. “She was not clev­er, like Madeleine, thank Heav­en.” Madeleine was not an or­tho­dox mem­ber of the church; ser­mons bored her, and cler­gy­men nev­er failed to ir­rit­ate every nerve in her ex­cit­able sys­tem. Sybil was a simple and de­vout wor­ship­per at the ritu­al­ist­ic al­tar; she bent humbly be­fore the Paul­ist fath­ers. When she went to a ball she al­ways had the best part­ner in the room, and took it as a mat­ter of course; but then, she al­ways prayed for one; some­how it strengthened her faith. Her sis­ter took care nev­er to laugh at her on this score, or to shock her re­li­gious opin­ions. “Time enough,” said she, “for her to for­get re­li­gion when re­li­gion fails her.” As for reg­u­lar at­tend­ance at church, Madeleine was able to re­con­cile their habits without trouble. She her­self had not entered a church for years; she said it gave her un­chris­ti­an feel­ings; but Sybil had a voice of ex­cel­lent qual­ity, well trained and cul­tiv­ated: Madeleine in­sisted that she should sing in the choir, and by this little man­oeuvre, the di­ver­gence of their paths was made less evid­ent. Madeleine did not sing, and there­fore could not go to church with Sybil. This out­rageous fal­lacy seemed per­fectly to an­swer its pur­pose, and Sybil ac­cep­ted it, in good faith, as a fair work­ing prin­ciple which ex­plained it­self.

			Madeleine was sober in her tastes. She wasted no money. She made no dis­play. She walked rather than drove, and wore neither dia­monds nor bro­cades. But the gen­er­al im­pres­sion she made was nev­er­the­less one of lux­ury. On the oth­er hand, her sis­ter had her dresses from Par­is, and wore them and her or­na­ments ac­cord­ing to all the for­mu­las; she was good-naturedly cor­rect, and bent her round white shoulders to whatever bur­den the Parisi­an auto­crat chose to put upon them. Madeleine nev­er in­terfered, and al­ways paid the bills.

			Be­fore they had been ten days in Wash­ing­ton, they fell gently in­to their place and were car­ried along without an ef­fort on the stream of so­cial life. So­ci­ety was kind; there was no reas­on for its be­ing oth­er­wise. Mrs. Lee and her sis­ter had no en­emies, held no of­fices, and did their best to make them­selves pop­u­lar. Sybil had not passed sum­mers at New­port and win­ters in New York in vain; and neither her face nor her fig­ure, her voice nor her dan­cing, needed apo­logy. Polit­ics were not her strong point. She was in­duced to go once to the Cap­it­ol and to sit ten minutes in the gal­lery of the Sen­ate. No one ever knew what her im­pres­sions were; with fem­in­ine tact she man­aged not to be­tray her­self. But, in truth, her no­tion of le­gis­lat­ive bod­ies was vague, float­ing between her ex­per­i­ence at church and at the op­era, so that the idea of a per­form­ance of some kind was nev­er out of her head. To her mind the Sen­ate was a place where people went to re­cite speeches, and she na­ively as­sumed that the speeches were use­ful and had a pur­pose, but as they did not in­terest her she nev­er went again. This is a very com­mon con­cep­tion of Con­gress; many Con­gress­men share it.

			Her sis­ter was more pa­tient and bolder. She went to the Cap­it­ol nearly every day for at least two weeks. At the end of that time her in­terest began to flag, and she thought it bet­ter to read the de­bates every morn­ing in the Con­gres­sion­al Re­cord. Find­ing this a la­bor­i­ous and not al­ways an in­struct­ive task, she began to skip the dull parts; and in the ab­sence of any ex­cit­ing ques­tion, she at last resigned her­self to skip­ping the whole. Nev­er­the­less she still had en­ergy to vis­it the Sen­ate gal­lery oc­ca­sion­ally when she was told that a splen­did orator was about to speak on a ques­tion of deep in­terest to his coun­try. She listened with a little dis­pos­i­tion to ad­mire, if she could; and, whenev­er she could, she did ad­mire. She said noth­ing, but she listened sharply. She wanted to learn how the ma­chinery of gov­ern­ment worked, and what was the qual­ity of the men who con­trolled it. One by one, she passed them through her cru­cibles, and tested them by acids and by fire. A few sur­vived her tests and came out alive, though more or less dis­figured, where she had found im­pur­it­ies. Of the whole num­ber, only one re­tained un­der this pro­cess enough char­ac­ter to in­terest her.

			In these early vis­its to Con­gress, Mrs. Lee some­times had the com­pany of John Car­ring­ton, a Wash­ing­ton law­yer about forty years old, who, by vir­tue of be­ing a Vir­gini­an and a dis­tant con­nec­tion of her hus­band, called him­self a cous­in, and took a tone of semi-in­tim­acy, which Mrs. Lee ac­cep­ted be­cause Car­ring­ton was a man whom she liked, and be­cause he was one whom life had treated hardly. He was of that un­for­tu­nate gen­er­a­tion in the south which began ex­ist­ence with civil war, and he was per­haps the more un­for­tu­nate be­cause, like most edu­cated Vir­gini­ans of the old Wash­ing­ton school, he had seen from the first that, whatever is­sue the war took, Vir­gin­ia and he must be ruined. At twenty-two he had gone in­to the rebel army as a private and car­ried his mus­ket mod­estly through a cam­paign or two, after which he slowly rose to the rank of seni­or cap­tain in his re­gi­ment, and closed his ser­vices on the staff of a ma­jor-gen­er­al, al­ways do­ing scru­pu­lously enough what he con­ceived to be his duty, and nev­er do­ing it with en­thu­si­asm. When the rebel armies sur­rendered, he rode away to his fam­ily plant­a­tion—not a dif­fi­cult thing to do, for it was only a few miles from Ap­po­mat­tox—and at once began to study law; then, leav­ing his moth­er and sis­ters to do what they could with the worn-out plant­a­tion, he began the prac­tice of law in Wash­ing­ton, hop­ing thus to sup­port him­self and them. He had suc­ceeded after a fash­ion, and for the first time the fu­ture seemed not ab­so­lutely dark. Mrs. Lee’s house was an oas­is to him, and he found him­self, to his sur­prise, al­most gay in her com­pany. The gaiety was of a very quiet kind, and Sybil, while friendly with him, averred that he was cer­tainly dull; but this dull­ness had a fas­cin­a­tion for Madeleine, who, hav­ing tasted many more kinds of the wine of life than Sybil, had learned to value cer­tain del­ic­acies of age and fla­vour that were lost upon young­er and coars­er pal­ates. He talked rather slowly and al­most with ef­fort, but he had some­thing of the dig­nity—oth­ers call it stiff­ness—of the old Vir­gin­ia school, and twenty years of con­stant re­spons­ib­il­ity and de­ferred hope had ad­ded a touch of care that bordered closely on sad­ness. His great at­trac­tion was that he nev­er talked or seemed to think of him­self. Mrs. Lee trus­ted in him by in­stinct. “He is a type!” said she; “he is my idea of George Wash­ing­ton at thirty.”

			One morn­ing in Decem­ber, Car­ring­ton entered Mrs. Lee’s par­lour to­wards noon, and asked if she cared to vis­it the Cap­it­ol.

			“You will have a chance of hear­ing today what may be the last great speech of our greatest states­man,” said he; “you should come.”

			“A splen­did sample of our nat­ive raw ma­ter­i­al, sir?” asked she, fresh from a read­ing of Dick­ens, and his fam­ous pic­ture of Amer­ic­an states­man­ship.

			“Pre­cisely so,” said Car­ring­ton; “the Prair­ie Gi­ant of Pe­o­nia, the Fa­vour­ite Son of Illinois; the man who came with­in three votes of get­ting the party nom­in­a­tion for the Pres­id­ency last spring, and was only de­feated be­cause ten small in­triguers are sharp­er than one big one. The Hon­our­able Silas P. Ratcliffe, Sen­at­or from Illinois; he will be run for the Pres­id­ency yet.”

			“What does the P. stand for?” asked Sybil.

			“I don’t re­mem­ber ever to have heard his middle name,” said Car­ring­ton. “Per­haps it is Pe­o­nia or Prair­ie; I can’t say.”

			“He is the man whose ap­pear­ance struck me so much when we were in the Sen­ate last week, is he not? A great, pon­der­ous man, over six feet high, very sen­at­ori­al and dig­ni­fied, with a large head and rather good fea­tures?” in­quired Mrs. Lee.

			“The same,” replied Car­ring­ton. “By all means hear him speak. He is the stum­bling-block of the new Pres­id­ent, who is to be al­lowed no peace un­less he makes terms with Ratcliffe; and so every­one thinks that the Prair­ie Gi­ant of Pe­o­nia will have the choice of the State or Treas­ury De­part­ment. If he takes either it will be the Treas­ury, for he is a des­per­ate polit­ic­al man­ager, and will want the pat­ron­age for the next na­tion­al con­ven­tion.”

			Mrs. Lee was de­lighted to hear the de­bate, and Car­ring­ton was de­lighted to sit through it by her side, and to ex­change run­ning com­ments with her on the speeches and the speak­ers.

			“Have you ever met the Sen­at­or?” asked she.

			“I have ac­ted sev­er­al times as coun­sel be­fore his com­mit­tees. He is an ex­cel­lent chair­man, al­ways at­tent­ive and gen­er­ally civil.”

			“Where was he born?”

			“The fam­ily is a New Eng­land one, and I be­lieve re­spect­able. He came, I think, from some place in the Con­necti­c­ut Val­ley, but wheth­er Ver­mont, New Hamp­shire, or Mas­sachu­setts, I don’t know.”

			“Is he an edu­cated man?”

			“He got a kind of clas­sic­al edu­ca­tion at one of the coun­try col­leges there. I sus­pect he has as much edu­ca­tion as is good for him. But he went West very soon after leav­ing col­lege, and be­ing then young and fresh from that hot­bed of ab­ol­i­tion, he threw him­self in­to the anti-slavery move­ment in Illinois, and after a long struggle he rose with the wave. He would not do the same thing now.”

			“Why not?”

			“He is older, more ex­per­i­enced, and not so wise. Be­sides, he has no longer the time to wait. Can you see his eyes from here? I call them Yan­kee eyes.”

			“Don’t ab­use the Yan­kees,” said Mrs. Lee; “I am half Yan­kee my­self.”

			“Is that ab­use? Do you mean to deny that they have eyes?”

			“I con­cede that there may be eyes among them; but Vir­gini­ans are not fair judges of their ex­pres­sion.”

			“Cold eyes,” he con­tin­ued; “steel grey, rather small, not un­pleas­ant in good-hu­mour, diabol­ic in a pas­sion, but worst when a little sus­pi­cious; then they watch you as though you were a young rattlesnake, to be killed when con­veni­ent.”

			“Does he not look you in the face?”

			“Yes; but not as though he liked you. His eyes only seem to ask the pos­sible uses you might be put to. Ah, the vice-pres­id­ent has giv­en him the floor; now we shall have it. Hard voice, is it not? like his eyes. Hard man­ner, like his voice. Hard all through.”

			“What a pity he is so dread­fully sen­at­ori­al!” said Mrs. Lee; “oth­er­wise I rather ad­mire him.”

			“Now he is set­tling down to his work,” con­tin­ued Car­ring­ton. “See how he dodges all the sharp is­sues. What a thing it is to be a Yan­kee! What a geni­us the fel­low has for lead­ing a party! Do you see how well it is all done? The new Pres­id­ent flattered and con­cili­ated, the party united and giv­en a strong lead. And now we shall see how the Pres­id­ent will deal with him. Ten to one on Ratcliffe. Come, there is that stu­pid ass from Mis­souri get­ting up. Let us go.”

			As they passed down the steps and out in­to the Av­en­ue, Mrs. Lee turned to Car­ring­ton as though she had been re­flect­ing deeply and had at length reached a de­cision.

			“Mr. Car­ring­ton,” said she, “I want to know Sen­at­or Ratcliffe.”

			“You will meet him to­mor­row even­ing,” replied Car­ring­ton, “at your sen­at­ori­al din­ner.”

			The Sen­at­or from New York, the Hon­our­able Schuyler Clin­ton, was an old ad­mirer of Mrs. Lee, and his wife was a cous­in of hers, more or less dis­tant. They had lost no time in hon­our­ing the let­ter of cred­it she thus had upon them, and in­vited her and her sis­ter to a sol­emn din­ner, as im­pos­ing as polit­ic­al dig­nity could make it. Mr. Car­ring­ton, as a con­nec­tion of hers, was one of the party, and al­most the only one among the twenty per­sons at table who had neither an of­fice, nor a title, nor a con­stitu­ency. Sen­at­or Clin­ton re­ceived Mrs. Lee and her sis­ter with tender en­thu­si­asm, for they were at­tract­ive spe­ci­mens of his con­stitu­ents. He pressed their hands and evid­ently re­strained him­self only by an ef­fort from em­bra­cing them, for the Sen­at­or had a marked re­gard for pretty wo­men, and had made love to every girl with any pre­ten­sions to beauty that had ap­peared in the State of New York for fully half a cen­tury. At the same time he whispered an apo­logy in her ear; he re­gret­ted so much that he was ob­liged to fore­go the pleas­ure of tak­ing her to din­ner; Wash­ing­ton was the only city in Amer­ica where this could have happened, but it was a fact that ladies here were very great stick­i­ers for etiquette; on the oth­er hand he had the sad con­sol­a­tion that she would be the gain­er, for he had al­lot­ted to her Lord Skye, the Brit­ish Min­is­ter, “a most agree­able man and not mar­ried, as I have the mis­for­tune to be;” and on the oth­er side “I have ven­tured to place Sen­at­or Ratcliffe, of Illinois, whose ad­mir­able speech I saw you listen­ing to with such rapt at­ten­tion yes­ter­day. I thought you might like to know him. Did I do right?” Madeleine as­sured him that he had di­vined her in­most wishes, and he turned with even more warmth of af­fec­tion to her sis­ter: “As for you, my dear—dear Sybil, what can I do to make your din­ner agree­able? If I give your sis­ter a cor­on­et, I am only sorry not to have a dia­dem for you. But I have done everything in my power. The first Sec­ret­ary of the Rus­si­an Leg­a­tion, Count Popoff, will take you in; a charm­ing young man, my dear Sybil; and on your oth­er side I have placed the As­sist­ant Sec­ret­ary of State, whom you know.” And so, after the due delay, the party settled them­selves at the din­ner-table, and Mrs. Lee found Sen­at­or Ratcliffe’s grey eyes rest­ing on her face for a mo­ment as they sat down.

			Lord Skye was very agree­able, and, at al­most any oth­er mo­ment of her life, Mrs. Lee would have liked noth­ing bet­ter than to talk with him from the be­gin­ning to the end of her din­ner. Tall, slender, bald-headed, awk­ward, and stam­mer­ing with his elab­or­ate Brit­ish stam­mer whenev­er it suited his con­veni­ence to do so; a sharp ob­serv­er who had wit which he com­monly con­cealed; a hu­mour­ist who was sat­is­fied to laugh si­lently at his own hu­mour; a dip­lo­mat­ist who used the mask of frank­ness with great ef­fect; Lord Skye was one of the most pop­u­lar men in Wash­ing­ton. Every­one knew that he was a ruth­less crit­ic of Amer­ic­an man­ners, but he had the art to com­bine ri­dicule with good-hu­mour, and he was all the more pop­u­lar ac­cord­ingly. He was an out­spoken ad­mirer of Amer­ic­an wo­men in everything ex­cept their voices, and he did not even shrink from oc­ca­sion­ally quizz­ing a little the na­tion­al pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies of his own coun­try­wo­men; a sure piece of flat­tery to their Amer­ic­an cous­ins. He would gladly have de­voted him­self to Mrs. Lee, but de­cent ci­vil­ity re­quired that he should pay some at­ten­tion to his host­ess, and he was too good a dip­lo­mat­ist not to be at­tent­ive to a host­ess who was the wife of a Sen­at­or, and that Sen­at­or the chair­man of the com­mit­tee of for­eign re­la­tions.

			The mo­ment his head was turned, Mrs. Lee dashed at her Pe­o­nia Gi­ant, who was then con­sum­ing his fish, and wish­ing he un­der­stood why the Brit­ish Min­is­ter had worn no gloves, while he him­self had sac­ri­ficed his con­vic­tions by wear­ing the largest and whitest pair of French kids that could be bought for money on Pennsylvania Av­en­ue. There was a little touch of mor­ti­fic­a­tion in the idea that he was not quite at home among fash­ion­able people, and at this in­stant he felt that true hap­pi­ness was only to be found among the simple and hon­est sons and daugh­ters of toil. A cer­tain secret jeal­ousy of the Brit­ish Min­is­ter is al­ways lurk­ing in the breast of every Amer­ic­an Sen­at­or, if he is truly demo­crat­ic; for demo­cracy, rightly un­der­stood, is the gov­ern­ment of the people, by the people, for the be­ne­fit of Sen­at­ors, and there is al­ways a danger that the Brit­ish Min­is­ter may not un­der­stand this polit­ic­al prin­ciple as he should. Lord Skye had run the risk of mak­ing two blun­ders; of of­fend­ing the Sen­at­or from New York by neg­lect­ing his wife, and the Sen­at­or from Illinois by en­gross­ing the at­ten­tion of Mrs. Lee. A young Eng­lish­man would have done both, but Lord Skye had stud­ied the Amer­ic­an con­sti­tu­tion. The wife of the Sen­at­or from New York now thought him most agree­able, and at the same mo­ment the Sen­at­or from Illinois awoke to the con­vic­tion that after all, even in frivol­ous and fash­ion­able circles, true dig­nity is in no danger of neg­lect; an Amer­ic­an Sen­at­or rep­res­ents a sov­er­eign state; the great state of Illinois is as big as Eng­land—with the con­veni­ent omis­sion of Wales, Scot­land, Ire­land, Canada, In­dia, Aus­tralia, and a few oth­er con­tin­ents and is­lands; and in short, it was per­fectly clear that Lord Skye was not for­mid­able to him, even in light so­ci­ety; had not Mrs. Lee her­self as good as said that no po­s­i­tion equalled that of an Amer­ic­an Sen­at­or?

			In ten minutes Mrs. Lee had this de­voted states­man at her feet. She had not stud­ied the Sen­ate without a pur­pose. She had read with un­err­ing in­stinct one gen­er­al char­ac­ter­ist­ic of all Sen­at­ors, a bound­less and guile­less thirst for flat­tery, en­gendered by daily draughts from polit­ic­al friends or de­pend­ents, then be­com­ing a ne­ces­sity like a dram, and swal­lowed with a heavy smile of in­ef­fable con­tent. A single glance at Mr. Ratcliffe’s face showed Madeleine that she need not be afraid of flat­ter­ing too grossly; her own self-re­spect, not his, was the only re­straint upon her use of this fem­in­ine bait.

			She opened upon him with an ap­par­ent sim­pli­city and grav­ity, a quiet re­pose of man­ner, and an evid­ent con­scious­ness of her own strength, which meant that she was most dan­ger­ous.

			“I heard your speech yes­ter­day, Mr. Ratcliffe. I am glad to have a chance of telling you how much I was im­pressed by it. It seemed to me mas­terly. Do you not find that it has had a great ef­fect?”

			“I thank you, madam. I hope it will help to unite the party, but as yet we have had no time to meas­ure its res­ults. That will re­quire sev­er­al days more.” The Sen­at­or spoke in his sen­at­ori­al man­ner, elab­or­ate, con­des­cend­ing, and a little on his guard.

			“Do you know,” said Mrs. Lee, turn­ing to­wards him as though he were a val­ued friend, and look­ing deep in­to his eyes, “Do you know that every­one told me I should be shocked by the fall­ing off in polit­ic­al abil­ity at Wash­ing­ton? I did not be­lieve them, and since hear­ing your speech I am sure they are mis­taken. Do you your­self think there is less abil­ity in Con­gress than there used to be?”

			“Well, madam, it is dif­fi­cult to an­swer that ques­tion. Gov­ern­ment is not so easy now as it was formerly. There are dif­fer­ent cus­toms. There are many men of fair abil­it­ies in pub­lic life; many more than there used to be; and there is sharp­er cri­ti­cism and more of it.”

			“Was I right in think­ing that you have a strong re­semb­lance to Daniel Web­ster in your way of speak­ing? You come from the same neigh­bour­hood, do you not?”

			Mrs. Lee here hit on Ratcliffe’s weak point; the out­line of his head had, in fact, a cer­tain re­semb­lance to that of Web­ster, and he prided him­self upon it, and on a dis­tant re­la­tion­ship to the Ex­pound­er of the Con­sti­tu­tion; he began to think that Mrs. Lee was a very in­tel­li­gent per­son. His mod­est ad­mis­sion of the re­semb­lance gave her the op­por­tun­ity to talk of Web­ster’s oratory, and the con­ver­sa­tion soon spread to a dis­cus­sion of the mer­its of Clay and Cal­houn. The Sen­at­or found that his neigh­bour—a fash­ion­able New York wo­man, ex­quis­itely dressed, and with a voice and man­ner se­duct­ively soft and gentle—had read the speeches of Web­ster and Cal­houn. She did not think it ne­ces­sary to tell him that she had per­suaded the hon­est Car­ring­ton to bring her the volumes and to mark such pas­sages as were worth her read­ing; but she took care to lead the con­ver­sa­tion, and she cri­ti­cised with some skill and more hu­mour the weak points in Web­steri­an oratory, say­ing with a little laugh and a glance in­to his de­lighted eyes:

			“My judg­ment may not be worth much, Mr. Sen­at­or, but it does seem to me that our fath­ers thought too much of them­selves, and till you teach me bet­ter I shall con­tin­ue to think that the pas­sage in your speech of yes­ter­day which began with, ‘Our strength lies in this twis­ted and tangled mass of isol­ated prin­ciples, the hair of the half-sleep­ing gi­ant of Party,’ is both for lan­guage and im­agery quite equal to any­thing of Web­ster’s.”

			The Sen­at­or from Illinois rose to this gaudy fly like a huge, two-hun­dred-pound sal­mon; his white waist­coat gave out a mild sil­ver re­flec­tion as he slowly came to the sur­face and gorged the hook. He made not even a plunge, not one per­cept­ible ef­fort to tear out the barbed weapon, but, float­ing gently to her feet, al­lowed him­self to be landed as though it were a pleas­ure. Only miser­able ca­su­ists will ask wheth­er this was fair play on Madeleine’s part; wheth­er flat­tery so gross cost her con­science no twinge, and wheth­er any wo­man can without self-abase­ment be guilty of such shame­less false­hood. She, how­ever, scorned the idea of false­hood. She would have de­fen­ded her­self by say­ing that she had not so much praised Ratcliffe as de­pre­ci­ated Web­ster, and that she was hon­est in her opin­ion of the old-fash­ioned Amer­ic­an oratory. But she could not deny that she had wil­fully al­lowed the Sen­at­or to draw con­clu­sions very dif­fer­ent from any she ac­tu­ally held. She could not deny that she had in­ten­ded to flat­ter him to the ex­tent ne­ces­sary for her pur­pose, and that she was pleased at her suc­cess. Be­fore they rose from table the Sen­at­or had quite un­bent him­self; he was talk­ing nat­ur­ally, shrewdly, and with some hu­mour; he had told her Illinois stor­ies; spoken with ex­traordin­ary free­dom about his polit­ic­al situ­ation; and ex­pressed the wish to call upon Mrs. Lee, if he could ever hope to find her at home.

			“I am al­ways at home on Sunday even­ings,” said she.

			To her eyes he was the high-priest of Amer­ic­an polit­ics; he was charged with the mean­ing of the mys­ter­ies, the clue to polit­ic­al hiero­glyph­ics. Through him she hoped to sound the depths of states­man­ship and to bring up from its oozy bed that pearl of which she was in search; the mys­ter­i­ous gem which must lie hid­den some­where in polit­ics. She wanted to un­der­stand this man; to turn him in­side out; to ex­per­i­ment on him and use him as young physiolo­gists use frogs and kit­tens. If there was good or bad in him, she meant to find its mean­ing.

			And he was a west­ern wid­ower of fifty; his quar­ters in Wash­ing­ton were in gaunt board­ing­house rooms, fur­nished only with pub­lic doc­u­ments and en­livened by west­ern politi­cians and of­fice-seekers. In the sum­mer he re­tired to a sol­it­ary, white frame­house with green blinds, sur­roun­ded by a few feet of un­cared-for grass and a white fence; its in­teri­or more dreary still, with iron stoves, oil­cloth car­pets, cold white walls, and one large en­grav­ing of Ab­ra­ham Lin­coln in the par­lour; all in Pe­o­nia, Illinois! What equal­ity was there between these two com­batants? what hope for him? what risk for her? And yet Madeleine Lee had fully her match in Mr. Silas P. Ratcliffe.

		
	
		
			III

			Mrs. Lee soon be­came pop­u­lar. Her par­lour was a fa­vour­ite haunt of cer­tain men and wo­men who had the art of find­ing its mis­tress at home; an art which seemed not to be with­in the powers of every­body. Car­ring­ton was apt to be there more of­ten than any­one else, so that he was looked on as al­most a part of the fam­ily, and if Madeleine wanted a book from the lib­rary, or an ex­tra man at her din­ner-table, Car­ring­ton was pretty cer­tain to help her to the one or the oth­er. Old Bar­on Jac­obi, the Bul­gari­an min­is­ter, fell madly in love with both sis­ters, as he com­monly did with every pretty face and neat fig­ure. He was a witty, cyn­ic­al, broken-down Parisi­an roué, kept in Wash­ing­ton for years past by his debts and his salary; al­ways grumbling be­cause there was no op­era, and mys­ter­i­ously dis­ap­pear­ing on vis­its to New York; a vo­ra­cious de­vour­er of French and Ger­man lit­er­at­ure, es­pe­cially of nov­els; a man who seemed to have met every noted or no­tori­ous per­son­age of the cen­tury, and whose mind was a magazine of amus­ing in­form­a­tion; an ex­cel­lent mu­sic­al crit­ic, who was not afraid to cri­ti­cise Sybil’s singing; a con­nois­seur in bric-a-brac, who laughed at Madeleine’s dis­play of odds and ends, and oc­ca­sion­ally brought her a Per­sian plate or a bit of em­broid­ery, which he said was good and would do her cred­it. This old sin­ner be­lieved in everything that was per­verse and wicked, but he ac­cep­ted the pre­ju­dices of Anglo-Sax­on so­ci­ety, and was too clev­er to ob­trude his opin­ions upon oth­ers. He would have mar­ried both sis­ters at once more will­ingly than either alone, but as he feel­ingly said, “If I were forty years young­er, ma­demois­elle, you should not sing to me so calmly.” His friend Popoff, an in­tel­li­gent, vi­va­cious Rus­si­an, with very Calmuck fea­tures, sus­cept­ible as a girl, and pas­sion­ately fond of mu­sic, hung over Sybil’s pi­ano by the hour; he brought Rus­si­an airs which he taught her to sing, and, if the truth were known, he bored Madeleine des­per­ately, for she un­der­took to act the part of du­enna to her young­er sis­ter.

			A very dif­fer­ent vis­it­or was Mr. C. C. French, a young mem­ber of Con­gress from Con­necti­c­ut, who as­pired to act the part of the edu­cated gen­tle­man in polit­ics, and to puri­fy the pub­lic tone. He had re­form prin­ciples and an un­for­tu­nately con­ceited man­ner; he was rather wealthy, rather clev­er, rather well-edu­cated, rather hon­est, and rather vul­gar. His al­le­gi­ance was di­vided between Mrs. Lee and her sis­ter, whom he in­furi­ated by ad­dress­ing as “Miss Sybil” with pat­ron­ising fa­mili­ar­ity. He was par­tic­u­larly strong in what he called “bad­inaige,” and his play­ful but un­gainly at­tempts at wit drove Mrs. Lee bey­ond the bounds of pa­tience. When in a sol­emn mood, he talked as though he were prac­tising for the ear of a col­lege de­bat­ing so­ci­ety, and with a still worse ef­fect on the pa­tience; but with all this he was use­ful, al­ways bub­bling with the latest polit­ic­al gos­sip, and deeply in­ter­ested in the fate of party stakes.

			Quite an­oth­er sort of per­son was Mr. Hart­beest Schneidekoupon, a cit­izen of Phil­adelphia, though com­monly res­id­ent in New York, where he had fallen a vic­tim to Sybil’s charms, and made ef­forts to win her young af­fec­tions by in­struct­ing her in the mys­ter­ies of cur­rency and pro­tec­tion, to both which sub­jects he was de­voted. To for­ward these two in­terests and to watch over Miss Ross’s wel­fare, he made peri­od­ic­al vis­its to Wash­ing­ton, where he closeted him­self with com­mit­tee­men and gave ex­pens­ive din­ners to mem­bers of Con­gress. Mr. Schneidekoupon was rich, and about thirty years old, tall and thin, with bright eyes and smooth face, elab­or­ate man­ners and much lo­qua­city. He had the repu­ta­tion of turn­ing rap­id in­tel­lec­tu­al somer­saults, partly to amuse him­self and partly to startle so­ci­ety. At one mo­ment he was artist­ic, and dis­coursed sci­en­tific­ally about his own paint­ings; at an­oth­er he was lit­er­ary, and wrote a book on “Noble Liv­ing,” with a hu­man­it­ari­an pur­pose; at an­oth­er he was de­voted to sport, rode a steeple­chase, played polo, and set up a four-in-hand; his last oc­cu­pa­tion was to es­tab­lish in Phil­adelphia the Pro­tect­ive Re­view, a peri­od­ic­al in the in­terests of Amer­ic­an in­dustry, which he ed­ited him­self, as a step­ping-stone to Con­gress, the Cab­in­et, and the Pres­id­ency. At about the same time he bought a yacht, and heavy bets were pending among his sport­ing friends wheth­er he would man­age to sink first his Re­view or his yacht. But he was an ami­able and ex­cel­lent fel­low through all his ec­cent­ri­cit­ies, and he brought to Mrs. Lee the simple out­pour­ings of the am­a­teur politi­cian.

			A much high­er type of char­ac­ter was Mr. Nath­an Gore, of Mas­sachu­setts, a hand­some man with a grey beard, a straight, sharply cut nose, and a fine, pen­et­rat­ing eye; in his youth a suc­cess­ful poet whose satires made a noise in their day, and are still re­membered for the pun­gency and wit of a few verses; then a deep stu­dent in Europe for many years, un­til his fam­ous His­tory of Spain in Amer­ica placed him in­stantly at the head of Amer­ic­an his­tor­i­ans, and made him min­is­ter at Mad­rid, where he re­mained four years to his en­tire sat­is­fac­tion, this be­ing the nearest ap­proach to a pat­ent of no­bil­ity and a gov­ern­ment pen­sion which the Amer­ic­an cit­izen can at­tain. A change of ad­min­is­tra­tion had re­duced him to private life again, and after some years of re­tire­ment he was now in Wash­ing­ton, will­ing to be re­stored to his old mis­sion. Every Pres­id­ent thinks it re­spect­able to have at least one lit­er­ary man in his pay, and Mr. Gore’s pro­spects were fair for ob­tain­ing his ob­ject, as he had the act­ive sup­port of a ma­jor­ity of the Mas­sachu­setts del­eg­a­tion. He was ab­om­in­ably selfish, co­lossally ego­ist­ic, and not a little vain; but he was shrewd; he knew how to hold his tongue; he could flat­ter dex­ter­ously, and he had learned to es­chew satire. Only in con­fid­ence and among friends he would still talk freely, but Mrs. Lee was not yet on those terms with him.

			These were all men, and there was no want of wo­men in Mrs. Lee’s par­lour; but, after all, they are able to de­scribe them­selves bet­ter than any poor nov­el­ist can de­scribe them.

			Gen­er­ally two cur­rents of con­ver­sa­tion ran on to­geth­er—one round Sybil, the oth­er about Madeleine.

			“Mees Ross,” said Count Popoff, lead­ing in a hand­some young for­eign­er, “I have your per­mis­sion to present to you my friend Count Orsini, Sec­ret­ary of the Itali­an Leg­a­tion. Are you at home this af­ter­noon? Count Orsini sings also.”

			“We are charmed to see Count Orsini. It is well you came so late, for I have this mo­ment come in from mak­ing Cab­in­et calls. They were so queer! I have been cry­ing with laughter for an hour past.”

			“Do you find these calls amus­ing?” asked Popoff, gravely and dip­lo­mat­ic­ally.

			“In­deed I do! I went with Ju­lia Schneidekoupon, you know, Madeleine; the Schneidekoupons are des­cen­ded from all the Kings of Is­rael, and are prouder than So­lomon in his glory. And when we got in­to the house of some dread­ful wo­man from Heav­en knows where, ima­gine my feel­ings at over­hear­ing this con­ver­sa­tion: ‘What may be your fam­ily name, ma’am?’ ‘Schneidekoupon is my name,’ replies Ju­lia, very tall and straight. ‘Have you any friends whom I should likely know?’ ‘I think not,’ says Ju­lia, severely. ‘Wal! I don’t seem to re­mem­ber of ever hav­ing heerd the name. But I s’pose it’s all right. I like to know who calls.’ I al­most had hys­ter­ics when we got in­to the street, but Ju­lia could not see the joke at all.”

			Count Orsini was not quite sure that he him­self saw the joke, so he only smiled be­com­ingly and showed his teeth. For simple, child­like van­ity and self-con­scious­ness noth­ing equals an Itali­an Sec­ret­ary of Leg­a­tion at twenty-five. Yet con­scious that the ef­fect of his per­son­al beauty would per­haps be di­min­ished by per­man­ent si­lence, he ven­tured to mur­mur presently: “Do you not find it very strange, this so­ci­ety in Amer­ica?”

			“So­ci­ety!” laughed Sybil with gay con­tempt. “There are no snakes in Amer­ica, any more than in Nor­way.”

			“Snakes, ma­demois­elle!” re­peated Orsini, with the doubt­ful ex­pres­sion of one who is not quite cer­tain wheth­er he shall risk walk­ing on thin ice, and de­cides to go softly: “Snakes! In­deed they would rather be doves I would call them.”

			A kind laugh from Sybil strengthened in­to con­vic­tion his hope that he had made a joke in this un­known tongue. His face brightened, his con­fid­ence re­turned; once or twice he softly re­peated to him­self: “Not snakes; they would be doves!”

			But Mrs. Lee’s sens­it­ive ear had caught Sybil’s re­mark, and de­tec­ted in it a cer­tain tone of con­des­cen­sion which was not to her taste. The im­pass­ive coun­ten­ances of these bland young Sec­ret­ar­ies of Leg­a­tion seemed to ac­qui­esce far too much as a mat­ter of course in the idea that there was no so­ci­ety ex­cept in the old world. She broke in­to the con­ver­sa­tion with an em­phas­is that fluttered the dove­cote:

			“So­ci­ety in Amer­ica? In­deed there is so­ci­ety in Amer­ica, and very good so­ci­ety too; but it has a code of its own, and new­comers sel­dom un­der­stand it. I will tell you what it is, Mr. Orsini, and you will nev­er be in danger of mak­ing any mis­take. ‘So­ci­ety’ in Amer­ica means all the hon­est, kindly-mannered, pleas­ant-voiced wo­men, and all the good, brave, un­as­sum­ing men, between the At­lantic and the Pa­cific. Each of these has a free pass in every city and vil­lage, ‘good for this gen­er­a­tion only,’ and it de­pends on each to make use of this pass or not as it may hap­pen to suit his or her fancy. To this rule there are no ex­cep­tions, and those who say ‘Ab­ra­ham is our fath­er’ will surely fur­nish food for that hu­mour which is the staple product of our coun­try.”

			The alarmed youths, who did not in the least un­der­stand the mean­ing of this demon­stra­tion, looked on with a feeble at­tempt at ac­qui­es­cence, while Mrs. Lee bran­dished her sug­ar-tongs in the act of trans­fer­ring a lump of sug­ar to her cup, quite un­con­scious of the slight ab­surdity of the ges­ture, while Sybil stared in amazement, for it was not of­ten that her sis­ter waved the stars and stripes so en­er­get­ic­ally. Whatever their si­lent cri­ti­cisms might be, how­ever, Mrs. Lee was too much in earn­est to be con­scious of them, or, in­deed, to care for any­thing but what she was say­ing. There was a mo­ment’s pause when she came to the end of her speech, and then the thread of talk was quietly taken up again where Sybil’s in­cip­i­ent sneer had broken it.

			Car­ring­ton came in. “What have you been do­ing at the Cap­it­ol?” asked Madeleine.

			“Lob­by­ing!” was the reply, giv­en in the semi-ser­i­ous tone of Car­ring­ton’s hu­mour.

			“So soon, and Con­gress only two days old?” ex­claimed Mrs. Lee.

			“Madam,” re­joined Car­ring­ton, with his quietest malice, “Con­gress­men are like birds of the air, which are caught only by the early worm.”

			“Good af­ter­noon, Mrs. Lee. Miss Sybil, how do you do again? Which of these gen­tle­men’s hearts are you feed­ing upon now?” This was the re­fined style of Mr. French, in­dul­ging in what he was pleased to term “bad­inaige.” He, too, was on his way from the Cap­it­ol, and had come in for a cup of tea and a little hu­man so­ci­ety. Sybil made a face which plainly ex­pressed a long­ing to in­flict on Mr. French some griev­ous per­son­al wrong, but she pre­ten­ded not to hear. He sat down by Madeleine, and asked, “Did you see Ratcliffe yes­ter­day?”

			“Yes,” said Madeleine; “he was here last even­ing with Mr. Car­ring­ton and one or two oth­ers.”

			“Did he say any­thing about polit­ics?”

			“Not a word. We talked mostly about books.”

			“Books! What does he know about books?”

			“You must ask him.”

			“Well, this is the most ri­dicu­lous situ­ation we are all in. No one knows any­thing about the new Pres­id­ent. You could take your oath that every­body is in the dark. Ratcliffe says he knows as little as the rest of us, but it can’t be true; he is too old a politi­cian not to have wires in his hand; and only today one of the pages of the Sen­ate told my col­league Cut­ter that a let­ter sent off by him yes­ter­day was dir­ec­ted to Sam Grimes, of North Bend, who, as every­one knows, be­longs to the Pres­id­ent’s par­tic­u­lar crowd.—Why, Mr. Schneidekoupon! How do you do? When did you come on?”

			“Thank you; this morn­ing,” replied Mr. Schneidekoupon, just en­ter­ing the room. “So glad to see you again, Mrs. Lee. How do you and your sis­ter like Wash­ing­ton? Do you know I have brought Ju­lia on for a vis­it? I thought I should find her here.”

			“She has just gone. She has been all the af­ter­noon with Sybil, mak­ing calls. She says you want her here to lobby for you, Mr. Schneidekoupon. Is it true?”

			“So I did,” replied he, with a laugh, “but she is pre­cious little use. So I’ve come to draft you in­to the ser­vice.”

			“Me!”

			“Yes; you know we all ex­pect Sen­at­or Ratcliffe to be Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury, and it is very im­port­ant for us to keep him straight on the cur­rency and the tar­iff. So I have come on to es­tab­lish more in­tim­ate re­la­tions with him, as they say in dip­lomacy. I want to get him to dine with me at Wel­ckley’s, but as I know he keeps very shy of polit­ics I thought my only chance was to make it a ladies’ din­ner, so I brought on Ju­lia. I shall try and get Mrs. Schuyler Clin­ton, and I de­pend upon you and your sis­ter to help Ju­lia out.”

			“Me! at a lobby din­ner! Is that prop­er?”

			“Why not? You shall choose the guests.”

			“I nev­er heard of such a thing; but it would cer­tainly be amus­ing. Sybil must not go, but I might.”

			“Ex­cuse me; Ju­lia de­pends upon Miss Ross, and will not go to table without her.”

			“Well,” as­sen­ted Mrs. Lee, hes­it­at­ingly, “per­haps if you get Mrs. Clin­ton, and if your sis­ter is there—And who else?”

			“Choose your own com­pany.”

			“I know no one.”

			“Oh yes; here is French, not quite sound on the tar­iff, but good for what we want just now. Then we can get Mr. Gore; he has his little hatchet to grind too, and will be glad to help grind ours. We only want two or three more, and I will have an ex­tra man or so to fill up.”

			“Do ask the Speak­er. I want to know him.”

			“I will, and Car­ring­ton, and my Pennsylvania Sen­at­or. That will do nobly. Re­mem­ber, Wel­ckley’s, Sat­urday at sev­en.”

			Mean­while Sybil had been at the pi­ano, and when she had sung for a time, Orsini was in­duced to take her place, and show that it was pos­sible to sing without in­jury to one’s beauty. Bar­on Jac­obi came in and found fault with them both. Little Miss Dare—com­monly known among her male friends as little Dare­dev­il—who was al­ways ab­sorbed in some flir­ta­tion with a Sec­ret­ary of Leg­a­tion, came in, quite un­aware that Popoff was present, and re­tired with him in­to a corner, while Orsini and Jac­obi bul­lied poor Sybil, and fought with each oth­er at the pi­ano; every­body was talk­ing with very little ref­er­ence to any reply, when at last Mrs. Lee drove them all out of the room: “We are quiet people,” said she, “and we dine at half-past six.”

			Sen­at­or Ratcliffe had not failed to make his Sunday even­ing call upon Mrs. Lee. Per­haps it was not strictly cor­rect to say that they had talked books all the even­ing, but whatever the con­ver­sa­tion was, it had only con­firmed Mr. Ratcliffe’s ad­mir­a­tion for Mrs. Lee, who, without in­tend­ing to do so, had ac­ted a more dan­ger­ous part than if she had been the most ac­com­plished of coquettes. Noth­ing could be more fas­cin­at­ing to the weary politi­cian in his solitude than the re­pose of Mrs. Lee’s par­lour, and when Sybil sang for him one or two simple airs—she said they were for­eign hymns, the Sen­at­or be­ing, or be­ing con­sidered, or­tho­dox—Mr. Ratcliffe’s heart yearned to­ward the charm­ing girl quite with the sen­sa­tions of a fath­er, or even of an eld­er broth­er.

			His broth­er sen­at­ors very soon began to re­mark that the Prair­ie Gi­ant had ac­quired a trick of look­ing up to the ladies’ gal­lery. One day Mr. Jonath­an An­drews, the spe­cial cor­res­pond­ent of the New York Sider­eal Sys­tem, a very friendly or­gan, ap­proached Sen­at­or Schuyler Clin­ton with a puzzled look on his face.

			“Can you tell me,” said he, “what has happened to Silas P. Ratcliffe? Only a mo­ment ago I was talk­ing with him at his seat on a very im­port­ant sub­ject, about which I must send his opin­ions off to New York to­night, when, in the middle of a sen­tence, he stopped short, got up without look­ing at me, and left the Sen­ate Cham­ber, and now I see him in the gal­lery talk­ing with a lady whose face I don’t know.”

			Sen­at­or Clin­ton slowly ad­jus­ted his gold eye­glasses and looked up at the place in­dic­ated: “Ah! Mrs. Lightfoot Lee! I think I will say a word to her my­self;” and turn­ing his back on the spe­cial cor­res­pond­ent, he skipped away with youth­ful agil­ity after the Sen­at­or from Illinois.

			“Dev­il!” muttered Mr. An­drews; “what has got in­to the old fools?” and in a still less aud­ible mur­mur as he looked up to Mrs. Lee, then in close con­ver­sa­tion with Ratcliffe: “Had I bet­ter make an item of that?”

			When young Mr. Schneidekoupon called upon Sen­at­or Ratcliffe to in­vite him to the din­ner at Wel­ckley’s, he found that gen­tle­man over­whelmed with work, as he averred, and very little dis­posed to con­verse. No! he did not now go out to din­ner. In the present con­di­tion of the pub­lic busi­ness he found it im­possible to spare the time for such amuse­ments. He re­gret­ted to de­cline Mr. Schneidekoupon’s ci­vil­ity, but there were im­per­at­ive reas­ons why he should ab­stain for the present from so­cial en­ter­tain­ments; he had made but one ex­cep­tion to his rule, and only at the press­ing re­quest of his old friend Sen­at­or Clin­ton, and on a very spe­cial oc­ca­sion.

			Mr. Schneidekoupon was deeply vexed—the more, he said, be­cause he had meant to beg Mr. and Mrs. Clin­ton to be of the party, as well as a very charm­ing lady who rarely went in­to so­ci­ety, but who had al­most con­sen­ted to come.

			“Who is that?” in­quired the Sen­at­or.

			“A Mrs. Lightfoot Lee, of New York. Prob­ably you do not know her well enough to ad­mire her as I do; but I think her quite the most in­tel­li­gent wo­man I ever met.”

			The Sen­at­or’s cold eyes res­ted for a mo­ment on the young man’s open face with a pe­cu­li­ar ex­pres­sion of dis­trust. Then he sol­emnly said, in his deep­est sen­at­ori­al tones:

			“My young friend, at my time of life men have oth­er things to oc­cupy them than wo­men, how­ever in­tel­li­gent they may be. Who else is to be of your party?”

			Mr. Schneidekoupon named his list.

			“And for Sat­urday even­ing at sev­en, did you say?”

			“Sat­urday at sev­en.”

			“I fear there is little chance of my at­tend­ing, but I will not ab­so­lutely de­cline. Per­haps when the mo­ment ar­rives, I may find my­self able to be there. But do not count upon me—do not count upon me. Good day, Mr. Schneidekoupon.”

			Schneidekoupon was rather a simple-minded young man, who saw no deep­er than his neigh­bours in­to the secrets of the uni­verse, and he went off swear­ing roundly at “the in­fernal airs these sen­at­ors give them­selves.” He told Mrs. Lee all the con­ver­sa­tion, as in­deed he was com­pelled to do un­der pen­alty of bring­ing her to his party un­der false pre­tences.

			“Just my luck,” said he; “here I am forced to ask no end of people to meet a man, who at the same time says he shall prob­ably not come. Why, un­der the stars, couldn’t he say, like oth­er people, wheth­er he was com­ing or not? I’ve known dozens of sen­at­ors, Mrs. Lee, and they’re all like that. They nev­er think of any­one but them­selves.”

			Mrs. Lee smiled rather a forced smile, and soothed his wounded feel­ings; she had no doubt the din­ner would be very agree­able wheth­er the Sen­at­or were there or not; at any rate she would do all she could to carry it off well, and Sybil should wear her new­est dress. Still she was a little grave, and Mr. Schneidekoupon could only de­clare that she was a trump; that he had told Ratcliffe she was the cleverest wo­man he ever met, and he might have ad­ded the most ob­li­ging, and Ratcliffe had only looked at him as though he were a green ape. At all which Mrs. Lee laughed good-naturedly, and sent him away as soon as she could.

			When he was gone, she walked up and down the room and thought. She saw the mean­ing of Ratcliffe’s sud­den change in tone. She had no more doubt of his com­ing to the din­ner than she had of the reas­on why he came. And was it pos­sible that she was be­ing drawn in­to some­thing very near a flir­ta­tion with a man twenty years her seni­or; a politi­cian from Illinois; a huge, pon­der­ous, grey-eyed, bald sen­at­or, with a Web­steri­an head, who lived in Pe­o­nia? The idea was al­most too ab­surd to be cred­ited; but on the whole the thing it­self was rather amus­ing. “I sup­pose sen­at­ors can look out for them­selves like oth­er men,” was her fi­nal con­clu­sion. She thought only of his danger, and she felt a sort of com­pas­sion for him as she re­flec­ted on the pos­sible con­sequences of a great, ab­sorb­ing love at his time of life. Her con­science was a little un­easy; but of her­self she nev­er thought. Yet it is a his­tor­ic­al fact that eld­erly sen­at­ors have had a curi­ous fas­cin­a­tion for young and hand­some wo­men. Had they looked out for them­selves too? And which parties most needed to be looked after?

			When Madeleine and her sis­ter ar­rived at Wel­ckley’s the next Sat­urday even­ing, they found poor Schneidekoupon in a tem­per very un­be­com­ing a host.

			“He won’t come! I told you he wouldn’t come!” said he to Madeleine, as he handed her in­to the house. “If I ever turn com­mun­ist, it will be for the fun of mur­der­ing a sen­at­or.”

			Madeleine con­soled him gently, but he con­tin­ued to use, be­hind Mr. Clin­ton’s back, lan­guage the most of­fens­ive and im­prop­er to­wards the Sen­ate, and at last, ringing the bell, he sharply ordered the head waiter to serve din­ner. At that very mo­ment the door opened, and Sen­at­or Ratcliffe’s stately fig­ure ap­peared on the threshold. His eye in­stantly caught Madeleine’s, and she al­most laughed aloud, for she saw that the Sen­at­or was dressed with very un­sen­at­ori­al neat­ness; that he had ac­tu­ally a flower in his but­ton­hole and no gloves!

			After the en­thu­si­ast­ic de­scrip­tion which Schneidekoupon had giv­en of Mrs. Lee’s charms, he could do no less than ask Sen­at­or Ratcliffe to take her in to din­ner, which he did without delay. Either this, or the cham­pagne, or some oc­cult in­flu­ence, had an ex­traordin­ary ef­fect upon him. He ap­peared ten years young­er than usu­al; his face was il­lu­min­ated; his eyes glowed; he seemed bent on prov­ing his kin­ship to the im­mor­tal Web­ster by ri­valling his con­vivi­al powers. He dashed in­to the con­ver­sa­tion; laughed, jes­ted, and ri­diculed; told stor­ies in Yan­kee and West­ern dia­lect; gave sharp little sketches of amus­ing polit­ic­al ex­per­i­ences.

			“Nev­er was more sur­prised in my life,” whispered Sen­at­or Krebs, of Pennsylvania, across the table to Schneidekoupon. “Hadn’t an idea that Ratcliffe was so en­ter­tain­ing.”

			And Mr. Clin­ton, who sat by Madeleine on the oth­er side, whispered low in­to her ear: “I am afraid, my dear Mrs. Lee, that you are re­spons­ible for this. He nev­er talks so to the Sen­ate.”

			Nay, he even rose to a high­er flight, and told the story of Pres­id­ent Lin­coln’s deathbed with a de­gree of feel­ing that brought tears in­to their eyes. The oth­er guests made no fig­ure at all. The Speak­er con­sumed his sol­it­ary duck and his lonely cham­pagne in a corner without giv­ing a sign. Even Mr. Gore, who was not wont to hide his light un­der any kind of ex­tin­guish­er, made no at­tempt to claim the floor, and ap­plauded with en­thu­si­asm the con­ver­sa­tion of his op­pos­ite neigh­bour. Ill-natured people might say that Mr. Gore saw in Sen­at­or Ratcliffe a pos­sible Sec­ret­ary of State; be this as it may, he cer­tainly said to Mrs. Clin­ton, in an aside that was per­fectly aud­ible to every­one at the table: “How bril­liant! what an ori­gin­al mind! what a sen­sa­tion he would make abroad!” And it was quite true, apart from the mere mo­ment­ary ef­fect of din­ner-table talk, that there was a cer­tain big­ness about the man; a keen prac­tic­al saga­city; a bold free­dom of self-as­ser­tion; a broad way of deal­ing with what he knew. Car­ring­ton was the only per­son at table who looked on with a per­fectly cool head, and who cri­ti­cised in a hos­tile spir­it. Car­ring­ton’s im­pres­sion of Ratcliffe was per­haps be­gin­ning to be warped by a shade of jeal­ousy, for he was in a pe­cu­li­arly bad tem­per this even­ing, and his ir­rit­a­tion was not wholly con­cealed.

			“If one only had any con­fid­ence in the man!” he muttered to French, who sat by him.

			This un­lucky re­mark set French to think­ing how he could draw Ratcliffe out, and ac­cord­ingly, with his usu­al happy man­ner, com­bin­ing self-con­ceit and high prin­ciples, he began to at­tack the Sen­at­or with some “bad­inaige” on the del­ic­ate sub­ject of Civil Ser­vice Re­form, a sub­ject al­most as dan­ger­ous in polit­ic­al con­ver­sa­tion at Wash­ing­ton as slavery it­self in old days be­fore the war. French was a re­former, and lost no oc­ca­sion of im­press­ing his views; but un­luck­ily he was a very light weight, and his man­ner was a little ri­dicu­lous, so that even Mrs. Lee, who was her­self a warm re­former, some­times went over to the oth­er side when he talked. No soon­er had he now shot his little ar­row at the Sen­at­or, than that as­tute man saw his op­por­tun­ity, and prom­ised him­self the pleas­ure of ad­min­is­ter­ing to Mr. French pun­ish­ment such as he knew would de­light the com­pany. Re­former as Mrs. Lee was, and a little alarmed at the rough­ness of Ratcliffe’s treat­ment, she could not blame the Prair­ie Gi­ant, as she ought, who, after knock­ing poor French down, rolled him over and over in the mud.

			“Are you fin­an­ci­er enough, Mr. French, to know what are the most fam­ous products of Con­necti­c­ut?”

			Mr. French mod­estly sug­ges­ted that he thought its states­men best answered that de­scrip­tion.

			“No, sir! even there you’re wrong. The show­men beat you on your own ground. But every child in the uni­on knows that the most fam­ous products of Con­necti­c­ut are Yan­kee no­tions, nut­megs made of wood and clocks that won’t go. Now, your Civil Ser­vice Re­form is just such an­oth­er Yan­kee no­tion; it’s a wooden nut­meg; it’s a clock with a show case and sham works. And you know it! You are pre­cisely the old-school Con­necti­c­ut ped­dler. You have gone about ped­dling your wooden nut­megs un­til you have got your­self in­to Con­gress, and now you pull them out of your pock­ets and not only want us to take them at your own price, but you lec­ture us on our sins if we don’t. Well! we don’t mind your do­ing that at home. Ab­use us as much as you like to your con­stitu­ents. Get as many votes as you can. But don’t elec­tion­eer here, be­cause we know you in­tim­ately, and we’ve all been a little in the wooden nut­meg busi­ness ourselves.”

			Sen­at­or Clin­ton and Sen­at­or Krebs chuckled high ap­prov­al over this pun­ish­ment of poor French, which was on the level of their idea of wit. They were all in the nut­meg busi­ness, as Ratcliffe said. The vic­tim tried to make head against them; he pro­tested that his nut­megs were genu­ine; he sold no goods that he did not guar­an­tee; and that this par­tic­u­lar art­icle was ac­tu­ally guar­an­teed by the na­tion­al con­ven­tions of both polit­ic­al parties.

			“Then what you want, Mr. French, is a com­mon school edu­ca­tion. You need a little study of the al­pha­bet. Or if you won’t be­lieve me, ask my broth­er sen­at­ors here what chance there is for your Re­forms so long as the Amer­ic­an cit­izen is what he is.”

			“You’ll not get much com­fort in my State, Mr. French,” growled the sen­at­or from Pennsylvania, with a sneer; “sup­pose you come and try.”

			“Well, well!” said the be­ne­vol­ent Mr. Schuyler Clin­ton, gleam­ing be­nig­nantly through his gold spec­tacles; “don’t be too hard on French. He means well. Per­haps he’s not very wise, but he does good. I know more about it than any of you, and I don’t deny that the thing is all bad. Only, as Mr. Ratcliffe says, the dif­fi­culty is in the people, not in us. Go to work on them, French, and let us alone.”

			French re­pen­ted of his at­tack, and con­ten­ted him­self by mut­ter­ing to Car­ring­ton: “What a set of damned old rep­rob­ates they are!”

			“They are right, though, in one thing,” was Car­ring­ton’s reply: “their ad­vice is good. Nev­er ask one of them to re­form any­thing; if you do, you will be re­formed your­self.”

			The din­ner ended as bril­liantly as it began, and Schneidekoupon was de­lighted with his suc­cess. He had made him­self par­tic­u­larly agree­able to Sybil by con­fid­ing in her all his hopes and fears about the tar­iff and the fin­ances. When the ladies left the table, Ratcliffe could not stay for a ci­gar; he must get back to his rooms, where he knew sev­er­al men were wait­ing for him; he would take his leave of the ladies and hurry away. But when the gen­tle­men came up nearly an hour af­ter­wards they found Ratcliffe still tak­ing his leave of the ladies, who were de­lighted at his en­ter­tain­ing con­ver­sa­tion; and when at last he really de­par­ted, he said to Mrs. Lee, as though it were quite a mat­ter of course: “You are at home as usu­al to­mor­row even­ing?” Madeleine smiled, bowed, and he went his way.

			As the two sis­ters drove home that night, Madeleine was un­usu­ally si­lent. Sybil yawned con­vuls­ively and then apo­lo­gized:

			“Mr. Schneidekoupon is very nice and good-natured, but a whole even­ing of him goes a long way; and that hor­rid Sen­at­or Krebs would not say a word, and drank a great deal too much wine, though it couldn’t make him any more stu­pid than he is. I don’t think I care for sen­at­ors.” Then, wear­ily, after a pause: “Well, Maude, I do hope you’ve got what you wanted. I’m sure you must have had polit­ics enough. Haven’t you got to the heart of your great Amer­ic­an mys­tery yet?”

			“Pretty near it, I think,” said Madeleine, half to her­self.

		
	
		
			IV

			Sunday even­ing was stormy, and some en­thu­si­asm was re­quired to make one face its per­ils for the sake of so­ci­ety. Nev­er­the­less, a few in­tim­ates made their ap­pear­ance as usu­al at Mrs. Lee’s. The faith­ful Popoff was there, and Miss Dare also ran in to pass an hour with her dear Sybil; but as she passed the whole even­ing in a corner with Popoff, she must have been dis­ap­poin­ted in her ob­ject. Car­ring­ton came, and Bar­on Jac­obi. Schneidekoupon and his sis­ter dined with Mrs. Lee, and re­mained after din­ner, while Sybil and Ju­lia Schneidekoupon com­pared con­clu­sions about Wash­ing­ton so­ci­ety. The happy idea also oc­curred to Mr. Gore that, inas­much as Mrs. Lee’s house was but a step from his hotel, he might as well take the chance of amuse­ment there as the cer­tainty of solitude in his rooms. Fi­nally, Sen­at­or Ratcliffe duly made his ap­pear­ance, and, hav­ing es­tab­lished him­self with a cup of tea by Madeleine’s side, was soon left to en­joy a quiet talk with her, the rest of the party by com­mon con­sent oc­cupy­ing them­selves with each oth­er. Un­der cov­er of the mur­mur of con­ver­sa­tion in the room, Mr. Ratcliffe quickly be­came con­fid­en­tial.

			“I came to sug­gest that, if you want to hear an in­ter­est­ing de­bate, you should come up to the Sen­ate to­mor­row. I am told that Gar­rard, of Louisi­ana, means to at­tack my last speech, and I shall prob­ably in that case have to an­swer him. With you for a crit­ic I shall speak bet­ter.”

			“Am I such an ami­able crit­ic?” asked Madeleine.

			“I nev­er heard that ami­able crit­ics were the best,” said he; “justice is the soul of good cri­ti­cism, and it is only justice that I ask and ex­pect from you.”

			“What good does this speak­ing do?” in­quired she. “Are you any near­er the end of your dif­fi­culties by means of your speeches?”

			“I hardly know yet. Just now we are in dead wa­ter; but this can’t last long. In fact, I am not afraid to tell you, though of course you will not re­peat it to any hu­man be­ing, that we have taken meas­ures to force an is­sue. Cer­tain gen­tle­men, my­self among the rest, have writ­ten let­ters meant for the Pres­id­ent’s eye, though not ad­dressed dir­ectly to him, and in­ten­ded to draw out an ex­pres­sion of some sort that will show us what to ex­pect.”

			“Oh!” laughed Madeleine, “I knew about that a week ago.”

			“About what?”

			“About your let­ter to Sam Grimes, of North Bend.”

			“What have you heard about my let­ter to Sam Grimes, of North Bend?” ejac­u­lated Ratcliffe, a little ab­ruptly.

			“Oh, you do not know how ad­mir­ably I have or­gan­ised my secret ser­vice bur­eau,” said she. “Rep­res­ent­at­ive Cut­ter cross-ques­tioned one of the Sen­ate pages, and ob­liged him to con­fess that he had re­ceived from you a let­ter to be pos­ted, which let­ter was ad­dressed to Mr. Grimes, of North Bend.”

			“And, of course, he told this to French, and French told you,” said Ratcliffe; “I see. If I had known this I would not have let French off so gently last night, for I prefer to tell you my own story without his em­bel­lish­ments. But it was my fault. I should not have trus­ted a page. Noth­ing is a secret here long. But one thing that Mr. Cut­ter did not find out was that sev­er­al oth­er gen­tle­men wrote let­ters at the same time, for the same pur­pose. Your friend, Mr. Clin­ton, wrote; Krebs wrote; and one or two mem­bers.”

			“I sup­pose I must not ask what you said?”

			“You may. We agreed that it was best to be very mild and con­cili­at­ory, and to urge the Pres­id­ent only to give us some in­dic­a­tion of his in­ten­tions, in or­der that we might not run counter to them. I drew a strong pic­ture of the ef­fect of the present situ­ation on the party, and hin­ted that I had no per­son­al wishes to grat­i­fy.”

			“And what do you think will be the res­ult?”

			“I think we shall some­how man­age to straight­en things out,” said Ratcliffe. “The dif­fi­culty is only that the new Pres­id­ent has little ex­per­i­ence, and is sus­pi­cious. He thinks we shall in­trigue to tie his hands, and he means to tie ours in ad­vance. I don’t know him per­son­ally, but those who do, and who are fair judges, say that, though rather nar­row and ob­stin­ate, he is hon­est enough, and will come round. I have no doubt I could settle it all with him in an hour’s talk, but it is out of the ques­tion for me to go to him un­less I am asked, and to ask me to come would be it­self a set­tle­ment.”

			“What, then, is the danger you fear?”

			“That he will of­fend all the im­port­ant party lead­ers in or­der to con­cili­ate un­im­port­ant ones, per­haps sen­ti­ment­al ones, like your friend French; that he will make fool­ish ap­point­ments without tak­ing ad­vice. By the way, have you seen French today?”

			“No,” replied Madeleine; “I think he must be sore at your treat­ment of him last even­ing. You were very rude to him.”

			“Not a bit,” said Ratcliffe; “these re­formers need it. His at­tack on me was meant for a chal­lenge. I saw it in his man­ner.”

			“But is re­form really so im­possible as you de­scribe it? Is it quite hope­less?”

			“Re­form such as he wants is ut­terly hope­less, and not even de­sir­able.”

			Mrs. Lee, with much earn­est­ness of man­ner, still pressed her ques­tion: “Surely some­thing can be done to check cor­rup­tion. Are we forever to be at the mercy of thieves and ruf­fi­ans? Is a re­spect­able gov­ern­ment im­possible in a demo­cracy?”

			Her warmth at­trac­ted Jac­obi’s at­ten­tion, and he spoke across the room. “What is that you say, Mrs. Lee? What is it about cor­rup­tion?”

			All the gen­tle­men began to listen and gath­er about them.

			“I am ask­ing Sen­at­or Ratcliffe,” said she, “what is to be­come of us if cor­rup­tion is al­lowed to go un­checked.”

			“And may I ven­ture to ask per­mis­sion to hear Mr. Ratcliffe’s reply?” asked the bar­on.

			“My reply,” said Ratcliffe, “is that no rep­res­ent­at­ive gov­ern­ment can long be much bet­ter or much worse than the so­ci­ety it rep­res­ents. Puri­fy so­ci­ety and you puri­fy the gov­ern­ment. But try to puri­fy the gov­ern­ment ar­ti­fi­cially and you only ag­grav­ate fail­ure.”

			“A very states­man­like reply,” said Bar­on Jac­obi, with a form­al bow, but his tone had a shade of mock­ery. Car­ring­ton, who had listened with a dark­en­ing face, sud­denly turned to the bar­on and asked him what con­clu­sion he drew from the reply.

			“Ah!” ex­claimed the bar­on, with his wick­ed­est leer, “what for is my con­clu­sion good? You Amer­ic­ans be­lieve yourselves to be ex­cep­ted from the op­er­a­tion of gen­er­al laws. You care not for ex­per­i­ence. I have lived sev­enty-five years, and all that time in the midst of cor­rup­tion. I am cor­rupt my­self, only I do have cour­age to pro­claim it, and you oth­ers have it not. Rome, Par­is, Vi­enna, Peters­burg, Lon­don, all are cor­rupt; only Wash­ing­ton is pure! Well, I de­clare to you that in all my ex­per­i­ence I have found no so­ci­ety which has had ele­ments of cor­rup­tion like the United States. The chil­dren in the street are cor­rupt, and know how to cheat me. The cit­ies are all cor­rupt, and also the towns and the counties and the States’ le­gis­latures and the judges. Every­where men be­tray trusts both pub­lic and private, steal money, run away with pub­lic funds. Only in the Sen­ate men take no money. And you gen­tle­men in the Sen­ate very well de­clare that your great United States, which is the head of the civ­il­ized world, can nev­er learn any­thing from the ex­ample of cor­rupt Europe. You are right—quite right! The great United States needs not an ex­ample. I do much re­gret that I have not yet one hun­dred years to live. If I could then come back to this city, I should find my­self very con­tent—much more than now. I am al­ways con­tent where there is much cor­rup­tion, and ma pa­role d’hon­neur!” broke out the old man with fire and ges­ture, “the United States will then be more cor­rupt than Rome un­der Ca­ligula; more cor­rupt than the Church un­der Leo X; more cor­rupt than France un­der the Re­gent!”

			As the bar­on closed his little har­angue, which he de­livered dir­ectly at the sen­at­or sit­ting un­der­neath him, he had the sat­is­fac­tion to see that every­one was si­lent and listen­ing with deep at­ten­tion. He seemed to en­joy an­noy­ing the sen­at­or, and he had the sat­is­fac­tion of see­ing that the sen­at­or was vis­ibly an­noyed. Ratcliffe looked sternly at the bar­on and said, with some curt­ness, that he saw no reas­on to ac­cept such con­clu­sions. Con­ver­sa­tion flagged, and all ex­cept the bar­on were re­lieved when Sybil, at Schneidekoupon’s re­quest, sat down at the pi­ano to sing what she called a hymn. So soon as the song was over, Ratcliffe, who seemed to have been curi­ously thrown off his bal­ance by Jac­obi’s har­angue, pleaded ur­gent du­ties at his rooms, and re­tired. The oth­ers soon af­ter­wards went off in a body, leav­ing only Car­ring­ton and Gore, who had seated him­self by Madeleine, and was at once dragged by her in­to a dis­cus­sion of the sub­ject which per­plexed her, and for the mo­ment threw over her mind a net of ir­res­ist­ible fas­cin­a­tion.

			“The bar­on dis­com­fited the sen­at­or,” said Gore, with a cer­tain hes­it­a­tion. “Why did Ratcliffe let him­self be trampled upon in that man­ner?”

			“I wish you would ex­plain why,” replied Mrs. Lee; “tell me, Mr. Gore—you who rep­res­ent cul­tiv­a­tion and lit­er­ary taste here­abouts—please tell me what to think about Bar­on Jac­obi’s speech. Who and what is to be be­lieved? Mr. Ratcliffe seems hon­est and wise. Is he a cor­rup­tion­ist? He be­lieves in the people, or says he does. Is he telling the truth or not?”

			Gore was too ex­per­i­enced in polit­ics to be caught in such a trap as this. He evaded the ques­tion. “Mr. Ratcliffe has a prac­tic­al piece of work to do; his busi­ness is to make laws and ad­vise the Pres­id­ent; he does it ex­tremely well. We have no oth­er equally good prac­tic­al politi­cian; it is un­fair to re­quire him to be a cru­sader be­sides.”

			“No!” in­ter­posed Car­ring­ton, curtly; “but he need not ob­struct cru­sades. He need not talk vir­tue and op­pose the pun­ish­ment of vice.”

			“He is a shrewd prac­tic­al politi­cian,” replied Gore, “and he feels first the weak side of any pro­posed polit­ic­al tac­tics.”

			With a sigh of des­pair Madeleine went on: “Who, then, is right? How can we all be right? Half of our wise men de­clare that the world is go­ing straight to per­di­tion; the oth­er half that it is fast be­com­ing per­fect. Both can­not be right. There is only one thing in life,” she went on, laugh­ing, “that I must and will have be­fore I die. I must know wheth­er Amer­ica is right or wrong. Just now this ques­tion is a very prac­tic­al one, for I really want to know wheth­er to be­lieve in Mr. Ratcliffe. If I throw him over­board, everything must go, for he is only a spe­ci­men.”

			“Why not be­lieve in Mr. Ratcliffe?” said Gore; “I be­lieve in him my­self, and am not afraid to say so.”

			Car­ring­ton, to whom Ratcliffe now began to rep­res­ent the spir­it of evil, in­ter­posed here, and ob­served that he ima­gined Mr. Gore had oth­er guides be­sides, and stead­i­er ones than Ratcliffe, to be­lieve in; while Madeleine, with a cer­tain fem­in­ine per­spica­city, struck at a much weak­er point in Mr. Gore’s ar­mour, and asked point-blank wheth­er he be­lieved also in what Ratcliffe rep­res­en­ted: “Do you your­self think demo­cracy the best gov­ern­ment, and uni­ver­sal suf­frage a suc­cess?”

			Mr. Gore saw him­self pinned to the wall, and he turned at bay with al­most the en­ergy of des­pair:

			“These are mat­ters about which I rarely talk in so­ci­ety; they are like the doc­trine of a per­son­al God; of a fu­ture life; of re­vealed re­li­gion; sub­jects which one nat­ur­ally re­serves for private re­flec­tion. But since you ask for my polit­ic­al creed, you shall have it. I only con­di­tion that it shall be for you alone, nev­er to be re­peated or quoted as mine. I be­lieve in demo­cracy. I ac­cept it. I will faith­fully serve and de­fend it. I be­lieve in it be­cause it ap­pears to me the in­ev­it­able con­sequence of what has gone be­fore it. Demo­cracy as­serts the fact that the masses are now raised to a high­er in­tel­li­gence than formerly. All our civil­isa­tion aims at this mark. We want to do what we can to help it. I my­self want to see the res­ult. I grant it is an ex­per­i­ment, but it is the only dir­ec­tion so­ci­ety can take that is worth its tak­ing; the only con­cep­tion of its duty large enough to sat­is­fy its in­stincts; the only res­ult that is worth an ef­fort or a risk. Every oth­er pos­sible step is back­ward, and I do not care to re­peat the past. I am glad to see so­ci­ety grapple with is­sues in which no one can af­ford to be neut­ral.”

			“And sup­pos­ing your ex­per­i­ment fails,” said Mrs. Lee; “sup­pose so­ci­ety des­troys it­self with uni­ver­sal suf­frage, cor­rup­tion, and com­mun­ism.”

			“I wish, Mrs. Lee, you would vis­it the Ob­ser­vat­ory with me some even­ing, and look at Siri­us. Did you ever make the ac­quaint­ance of a fixed star? I be­lieve as­tro­nomers reck­on about twenty mil­lions of them in sight, and an in­fin­ite pos­sib­il­ity of in­vis­ible mil­lions, each one of which is a sun, like ours, and may have satel­lites like our plan­et. Sup­pose you see one of these fixed stars sud­denly in­crease in bright­ness, and are told that a satel­lite has fallen in­to it and is burn­ing up, its ca­reer fin­ished, its ca­pa­cit­ies ex­hausted? Curi­ous, is it not; but what does it mat­ter? Just as much as the burn­ing up of a moth at your candle.”

			Madeleine shuddered a little. “I can­not get to the height of your philo­sophy,” said she. “You are wan­der­ing among the in­fin­ites, and I am fi­nite.”

			“Not at all! But I have faith; not per­haps in the old dog­mas, but in the new ones; faith in hu­man nature; faith in sci­ence; faith in the sur­viv­al of the fit­test. Let us be true to our time, Mrs. Lee! If our age is to be beaten, let us die in the ranks. If it is to be vic­tori­ous, let us be first to lead the column. Any­way, let us not be skulk­ers or grum­blers. There! have I re­peated my cat­ech­ism cor­rectly? You would have it! Now ob­lige me by for­get­ting it. I should lose my char­ac­ter at home if it got out. Good night!”

			Mrs. Lee duly ap­peared at the Cap­it­ol the next day, as she could not but do after Sen­at­or Ratcliffe’s poin­ted re­quest. She went alone, for Sybil had pos­it­ively re­fused to go near the Cap­it­ol again, and Madeleine thought that on the whole this was not an oc­ca­sion for en­rolling Car­ring­ton in her ser­vice. But Ratcliffe did not speak. The de­bate was un­ex­pec­tedly post­poned. He joined Mrs. Lee in the gal­lery, how­ever, sat with her as long as she would al­low, and be­came still more con­fid­en­tial, telling her that he had re­ceived the ex­pec­ted reply from Grimes, of North Bend, and that it had en­closed a let­ter writ­ten by the Pres­id­ent-elect to Mr. Grimes in re­gard to the ad­vances made by Mr. Ratcliffe and his friends.

			“It is not a hand­some let­ter,” said he; “in­deed, a part of it is pos­it­ively in­sult­ing. I would like to read you one ex­tract from it, and hear your opin­ion as to how it should be treated.” Tak­ing the let­ter from his pock­et, he sought out the pas­sage, and read as fol­lows: “ ‘I can­not lose sight, too, of the con­sid­er­a­tion that these three Sen­at­ors’ (he means Clin­ton, Krebs, and me) ‘are pop­ularly con­sidered to be the most in­flu­en­tial mem­bers of that so-called sen­at­ori­al ring, which has ac­quired such gen­er­al no­tori­ety. While I shall al­ways re­ceive their com­mu­nic­a­tions with all due re­spect, I must con­tin­ue to ex­er­cise com­plete free­dom of ac­tion in con­sult­ing oth­er polit­ic­al ad­visers as well as these, and I must in all cases make it my first ob­ject to fol­low the wishes of the people, not al­ways most truly rep­res­en­ted by their nom­in­al rep­res­ent­at­ives.’ What say you to that pre­cious piece of pres­id­en­tial man­ners?”

			“At least I like his cour­age,” said Mrs. Lee.

			“Cour­age is one thing; com­mon sense is an­oth­er. This let­ter is a stud­ied in­sult. He has knocked me off the track once. He means to do it again. It is a de­clar­a­tion of war. What ought I to do?”

			“Whatever is most for the pub­lic good,” said Madeleine, gravely.

			Ratcliffe looked in­to her face with such un­dis­guised de­light—there was so little pos­sib­il­ity of mis­tak­ing or ig­nor­ing the ex­pres­sion of his eyes, that she shrank back with a cer­tain shock. She was not pre­pared for so open a demon­stra­tion. He hardened his fea­tures at once, and went on:

			“But what is most for the pub­lic good?”

			“That you know bet­ter than I,” said Madeleine; “only one thing is clear to me. If you let your­self be ruled by your private feel­ings, you will make a great­er mis­take than he. Now I must go, for I have vis­its to make. The next time I come, Mr. Ratcliffe, you must keep your word bet­ter.”

			When they next met, Ratcliffe read to her a part of his reply to Mr. Grimes, which ran thus: “It is the lot of every party lead­er to suf­fer from at­tacks and to com­mit er­rors. It is true, as the Pres­id­ent says, that I have been no ex­cep­tion to this law. Be­liev­ing as I do that great res­ults can only be ac­com­plished by great parties, I have uni­formly yiel­ded my own per­son­al opin­ions where they have failed to ob­tain gen­er­al as­sent. I shall con­tin­ue to fol­low this course, and the Pres­id­ent may with per­fect con­fid­ence count upon my dis­in­ter­ested sup­port of all party meas­ures, even though I may not be con­sul­ted in ori­gin­at­ing them.”

			Mrs. Lee listened at­tent­ively, and then said: “Have you nev­er re­fused to go with your party?”

			“Nev­er!” was Ratcliffe’s firm reply.

			Madeleine still more thought­fully in­quired again: “Is noth­ing more power­ful than party al­le­gi­ance?”

			“Noth­ing, ex­cept na­tion­al al­le­gi­ance,” replied Ratcliffe, still more firmly.

		
	
		
			V

			To tie a prom­in­ent states­man to her train and to lead him about like a tame bear, is for a young and vi­va­cious wo­man a more cer­tain amuse­ment than to tie her­self to him and to be dragged about like an In­di­an squaw. This fact was Madeleine Lee’s first great polit­ic­al dis­cov­ery in Wash­ing­ton, and it was worth to her all the Ger­man philo­sophy she had ever read, with even a com­plete edi­tion of Her­bert Spen­cer’s works in­to the bar­gain. There could be no doubt that the hon­ours and dig­nit­ies of a pub­lic ca­reer were no fair con­sid­er­a­tion for its pains. She made a little daily task for her­self of read­ing in suc­ces­sion the lives and let­ters of the Amer­ic­an Pres­id­ents, and of their wives, when she could find that there was a trace of the lat­ter’s ex­ist­ence. What a mel­an­choly spec­tacle it was, from George Wash­ing­ton down to the last in­cum­bent; what vex­a­tions, what dis­ap­point­ments, what griev­ous mis­takes, what very ob­jec­tion­able man­ners! Not one of them, who had aimed at high pur­pose, but had been thwarted, beaten, and ha­bitu­ally in­sul­ted! What a gloom lay on the fea­tures of those fam­ous chief­tains, Cal­houn, Clay, and Web­ster; what var­ied ex­pres­sion of de­feat and un­sat­is­fied de­sire; what a sense of self-im­port­ance and sen­at­ori­al mag­ni­lo­quence; what a crav­ing for flat­tery; what des­pair at the sen­tence of fate! And what did they amount to, after all?

			They were prac­tic­al men, these! they had no great prob­lems of thought to settle, no ques­tions that rose above the or­din­ary rules of com­mon mor­als and homely duty. How they had man­aged to be­fog the sub­ject! What elab­or­ate show-struc­tures they had built up, with no res­ult but to ob­scure the ho­ri­zon! Would not the coun­try have done bet­ter without them? Could it have done worse? What deep­er abyss could have opened un­der the na­tion’s feet, than that to whose verge they brought it?

			Madeleine’s mind wear­ied with the mono­tony of the story. She dis­cussed the sub­ject with Ratcliffe, who told her frankly that the pleas­ure of polit­ics lay in the pos­ses­sion of power. He agreed that the coun­try would do very well without him. “But here I am,” said he, “and here I mean to stay.” He had very little sym­pathy for thin mor­al­ising, and a states­man­like con­tempt for philo­soph­ic­al polit­ics. He loved power, and he meant to be Pres­id­ent. That was enough.

			Some­times the tra­gic and some­times the com­ic side was up­per­most in her mind, and some­times she did not her­self know wheth­er to cry or to laugh. Wash­ing­ton more than any oth­er city in the world swarms with simple-minded ex­hib­i­tions of hu­man nature; men and wo­men curi­ously out of place, whom it would be cruel to ri­dicule and ri­dicu­lous to weep over. The sad­der ex­hib­i­tions are for­tu­nately sel­dom seen by re­spect­able people; only the little so­cial ac­ci­dents come un­der their eyes. One even­ing Mrs. Lee went to the Pres­id­ent’s first even­ing re­cep­tion. As Sybil flatly re­fused to face the crowd, and Car­ring­ton mildly said that he feared he was not suf­fi­ciently re­con­struc­ted to ap­pear at home in that au­gust pres­ence, Mrs. Lee ac­cep­ted Mr. French for an es­cort, and walked across the Square with him to join the throng that was pour­ing in­to the doors of the White House. They took their places in the line of cit­izens and were at last able to enter the re­cep­tion-room. There Madeleine found her­self be­fore two seem­ingly mech­an­ic­al fig­ures, which might be wood or wax, for any sign they showed of life. These two fig­ures were the Pres­id­ent and his wife; they stood stiff and awk­ward by the door, both their faces stripped of every sign of in­tel­li­gence, while the right hands of both ex­ten­ded them­selves to the column of vis­it­ors with the mech­an­ic­al ac­tion of toy dolls. Mrs. Lee for a mo­ment began to laugh, but the laugh died on her lips. To the Pres­id­ent and his wife this was clearly no laugh­ing mat­ter. There they stood, auto­mata, rep­res­ent­at­ives of the so­ci­ety which streamed past them. Madeleine seized Mr. French by the arm.

			“Take me some­where at once,” said she, “where I can look at it. Here! in the corner. I had no con­cep­tion how shock­ing it was!”

			Mr. French sup­posed she was think­ing of the queer-look­ing men and wo­men who were swarm­ing through the rooms, and he made, after his own del­ic­ate no­tion of hu­mour, some un­couth jests on those who passed by. Mrs. Lee, how­ever, was in no hu­mour to ex­plain or even to listen. She stopped him short:—

			“There, Mr. French! Now go away and leave me. I want to be alone for half an hour. Please come for me then.” And there she stood, with her eyes fixed on the Pres­id­ent and his wife, while the end­less stream of hu­man­ity passed them, shak­ing hands.

			What a strange and sol­emn spec­tacle it was, and how the deadly fas­cin­a­tion of it burned the im­age in upon her mind! What a hor­rid warn­ing to am­bi­tion! And in all that crowd there was no one be­sides her­self who felt the mock­ery of this ex­hib­i­tion. To all the oth­ers this task was a reg­u­lar part of the Pres­id­ent’s duty, and there was noth­ing ri­dicu­lous about it. They thought it a demo­crat­ic in­sti­tu­tion, this droll aping of mon­arch­ic­al forms. To them the deadly dull­ness of the show was as nat­ur­al and prop­er as ever to the courtiers of the Philips and Char­leses seemed the ce­re­mon­ies of the Escori­al. To her it had the ef­fect of a night­mare, or of an opi­um-eat­er’s vis­ion. She felt a sud­den con­vic­tion that this was to be the end of Amer­ic­an so­ci­ety; its real­isa­tion and dream at once. She groaned in spir­it.

			“Yes! at last I have reached the end! We shall grow to be wax im­ages, and our talk will be like the squeak­ing of toy dolls. We shall all wander round and round the earth and shake hands. No one will have any ob­ject in this world, and there will be no oth­er. It is worse than any­thing in the In­ferno. What an aw­ful vis­ion of etern­ity!”

			Sud­denly, as through a mist, she saw the mel­an­choly face of Lord Skye ap­proach­ing. He came to her side, and his voice re­called her to real­ity.

			“Does it amuse you, this sort of thing?” he asked in a vague way.

			“We take our amuse­ment sadly, after the man­ner of our people,” she replied; “but it cer­tainly in­terests me.”

			They stood for a time in si­lence, watch­ing the slowly ed­dy­ing dance of Demo­cracy, un­til he re­sumed:

			“Whom do you take that man to be—the long, lean one, with a long wo­man on each arm?”

			“That man,” she replied, “I take to be a Wash­ing­ton de­part­ment-clerk, or per­haps a mem­ber of Con­gress from Iowa, with a wife and wife’s sis­ter. Do they shock your no­bil­ity?”

			He looked at her with com­ic­al resig­na­tion. “You mean to tell me that they are quite as good as dow­ager-count­esses. I grant it. My ar­is­to­crat­ic spir­it is broken, Mrs. Lee. I will even ask them to din­ner if you bid me, and if you will come to meet them. But the last time I asked a mem­ber of Con­gress to dine, he sent me back a note in pen­cil on my own en­vel­ope that he would bring two of his friends with him, very re­spect­able con­stitu­ents from Ya­hoo city, or some such place; nature’s no­ble­men, he said.”

			“You should have wel­comed them.”

			“I did. I wanted to see two of nature’s no­ble­men, and I knew they would prob­ably be pleas­anter com­pany than their rep­res­ent­at­ive. They came; very re­spect­able per­sons, one with a blue neck­tie, the oth­er with a red one: both had dia­mond pins in their shirts, and were care­fully brushed in re­spect to their hair. They said noth­ing, ate little, drank less, and were much bet­ter be­haved than I am. When they went away, they un­an­im­ously asked me to stay with them when I vis­ited Ya­hoo city.”

			“You will not want guests if you al­ways do that.”

			“I don’t know. I think it was pure ig­nor­ance on their part. They knew no bet­ter, and they seemed mod­est enough. My only com­plaint was that I could get noth­ing out of them. I won­der wheth­er their wives would have been more amus­ing.”

			“Would they be so in Eng­land, Lord Skye?”

			He looked down at her with half-shut eyes, and drawled: “You know my coun­try­wo­men?”

			“Hardly at all.”

			“Then let us dis­cuss some less ser­i­ous sub­ject.”

			“Will­ingly. I have waited for you to ex­plain to me why you have to­night an ex­pres­sion of such mel­an­choly.”

			“Is that quite friendly, Mrs. Lee? Do I really look mel­an­choly?”

			“Un­ut­ter­ably, as I feel. I am con­sumed with curi­os­ity to know the reas­on.”

			The Brit­ish min­is­ter coolly took a com­plete sur­vey of the whole room, end­ing with a pro­longed stare at the Pres­id­ent and his wife, who were still mech­an­ic­ally shak­ing hands; then he looked back in­to her face, and said nev­er a word.

			She in­sisted: “I must have this riddle answered. It suf­foc­ates me. I should not be sad at see­ing these same people at work or at play, if they ever do play; or in a church or a lec­ture-room. Why do they weigh on me like a hor­rid phantom here?”

			“I see no riddle, Mrs. Lee. You have answered your own ques­tion; they are neither at work nor at play.”

			“Then please take me home at once. I shall have hys­ter­ics. The sight of those two suf­fer­ing im­ages at the door is too mourn­ful to be borne. I am dizzy with look­ing at these stalk­ing fig­ures. I don’t be­lieve they’re real. I wish the house would take fire. I want an earth­quake. I wish someone would pinch the Pres­id­ent, or pull his wife’s hair.”

			Mrs. Lee did not re­peat the ex­per­i­ment of vis­it­ing the White House, and in­deed for some time af­ter­wards she spoke with little en­thu­si­asm of the pres­id­en­tial of­fice. To Sen­at­or Ratcliffe she ex­pressed her opin­ions strongly. The Sen­at­or tried in vain to ar­gue that the people had a right to call upon their chief ma­gis­trate, and that he was bound to re­ceive them; this be­ing so, there was no less ob­jec­tion­able way of pro­ceed­ing than the one which had been chosen. “Who gave the people any such right?” asked Mrs. Lee. “Where does it come from? What do they want it for? You know bet­ter, Mr. Ratcliffe! Our chief ma­gis­trate is a cit­izen like any­one else. What puts it in­to his fool­ish head to cease be­ing a cit­izen and to ape roy­alty? Our gov­ernors nev­er make them­selves ri­dicu­lous. Why can­not the wretched be­ing con­tent him­self with liv­ing like the rest of us, and mind­ing his own busi­ness? Does he know what a fig­ure of fun he is?” And Mrs. Lee went so far as to de­clare that she would like to be the Pres­id­ent’s wife only to put an end to this folly; noth­ing should ever in­duce her to go through such a per­form­ance; and if the pub­lic did not ap­prove of this, Con­gress might im­peach her, and re­move her from of­fice; all she de­man­ded was the right to be heard be­fore the Sen­ate in her own de­fence.

			Nev­er­the­less, there was a very gen­er­al im­pres­sion in Wash­ing­ton that Mrs. Lee would like noth­ing bet­ter than to be in the White House. Known to com­par­at­ively few people, and rarely dis­cuss­ing even with them the sub­jects which deeply in­ter­ested her, Madeleine passed for a clev­er, in­triguing wo­man who had her own ob­jects to gain. True it is, bey­ond perad­ven­ture, that all res­id­ents of Wash­ing­ton may be as­sumed to be in of­fice or can­did­ates for of­fice; un­less they avow their ob­ject, they are guilty of an at­tempt—and a stu­pid one—to de­ceive; yet there is a small class of ap­par­ent ex­cep­tions destined at last to fall with­in the rule. Mrs. Lee was prop­erly as­sumed to be a can­did­ate for of­fice. To the Wash­ing­to­ni­ans it was a mat­ter of course that Mrs. Lee should marry Silas P. Ratcliffe. That he should be glad to get a fash­ion­able and in­tel­li­gent wife, with twenty or thirty thou­sand dol­lars a year, was not sur­pris­ing. That she should ac­cept the first pub­lic man of the day, with a flat­ter­ing chance for the Pres­id­ency—a man still com­par­at­ively young and not without good looks—was per­fectly nat­ur­al, and in her un­der­tak­ing she had the sym­pathy of all well-reg­u­lated Wash­ing­ton wo­men who were not pos­sible rivals; for to them the Pres­id­ent’s wife is of more con­sequence than the Pres­id­ent; and, in­deed, if Amer­ica only knew it, they are not very far from the truth.

			Some there were, how­ever, who did not as­sent to this good-natured though worldly view of the pro­posed match. These ladies were severe in their com­ments upon Mrs. Lee’s con­duct, and did not hes­it­ate to de­clare their opin­ion that she was the calmest and most am­bi­tious minx who had ever come with­in their ob­ser­va­tion. Un­for­tu­nately it happened that the re­spect­able and prop­er Mrs. Schuyler Clin­ton took this view of the case, and made little at­tempt to con­ceal her opin­ion. She was justly in­dig­nant at her cous­in’s gross world­li­ness, and pos­sible pro­mo­tion in rank.

			“If Madeleine Ross mar­ries that coarse, hor­rid old Illinois politi­cian,” said she to her hus­band, “I nev­er will for­give her so long as I live.”

			Mr. Clin­ton tried to ex­cuse Madeleine, and even went so far as to sug­gest that the dif­fer­ence of age was no great­er than in their own case; but his wife trampled ruth­lessly on his ar­gu­ment.

			“At any rate,” said she, “I nev­er came to Wash­ing­ton as a wid­ow on pur­pose to set my cap for the first can­did­ate for the Pres­id­ency, and I nev­er made a pub­lic spec­tacle of my in­de­cent eager­ness in the very gal­ler­ies of the Sen­ate; and Mrs. Lee ought to be ashamed of her­self. She is a cold-blooded, heart­less, un­fem­in­ine cat.”

			Little Vic­tor­ia Dare, who babbled like the winds and streams, with ut­ter in­dif­fer­ence as to what she said or whom she ad­dressed, used to bring choice bits of this gos­sip to Mrs. Lee. She al­ways af­fected a little stam­mer when she said any­thing un­com­monly im­pudent, and put on a man­ner of lan­guid sim­pli­city. She felt keenly the sat­is­fac­tion of see­ing Madeleine charged with her own be­set­ting sins. For years all Wash­ing­ton had agreed that Vic­tor­ia was little bet­ter than one of the wicked; she had done noth­ing but vi­ol­ate every rule of pro­pri­ety and scan­dal­ise every well-reg­u­lated fam­ily in the city, and there was no good in her. Yet it could not be denied that Vic­tor­ia was amus­ing, and had a sort of ir­reg­u­lar fas­cin­a­tion; con­sequently she was uni­ver­sally tol­er­ated. To see Mrs. Lee thrust down to her own level was an un­mixed pleas­ure to her, and she care­fully re­peated to Madeleine the choice bits of dia­logue which she picked up in her wan­der­ings.

			“Your cous­in, Mrs. Clin­ton, says you are a ca‑ca‑cat, Mrs. Lee.”

			“I don’t be­lieve it, Vic­tor­ia. Mrs. Clin­ton nev­er said any­thing of the sort.”

			“Mrs. Mar­ston says it is be­cause you have caught a ra‑ra‑rat, and Sen­at­or Clin­ton was only a m‑m‑mouse!”

			Nat­ur­ally all this un­ex­pec­ted pub­li­city ir­rit­ated Mrs. Lee not a little, es­pe­cially when short and vague para­graphs, soon fol­lowed by longer and more pos­it­ive ones, in re­gard to Sen­at­or Ratcliffe’s mat­ri­mo­ni­al pro­spects, began to ap­pear in news­pa­pers, along with de­scrip­tions of her­self from the pens of en­ter­pris­ing fe­male cor­res­pond­ents for the press, who had nev­er so much as seen her. At the first sight of one of these news­pa­per art­icles, Madeleine fairly cried with mor­ti­fic­a­tion and an­ger. She wanted to leave Wash­ing­ton the next day, and she hated the very thought of Ratcliffe. There was some­thing in the news­pa­per style so in­scrut­ably vul­gar, some­thing so in­ex­plic­ably re­volt­ing to the sense of fem­in­ine de­cency, that she shrank un­der it as though it were a pois­on­ous spider. But after the first acute shame had passed, her tem­per was roused, and she vowed that she would pur­sue her own path just as she had be­gun, without re­gard to all the ma­lig­nity and vul­gar­ity in the wide United States. She did not care to marry Sen­at­or Ratcliffe; she liked his so­ci­ety and was flattered by his con­fid­ence; she rather hoped to pre­vent him from ever mak­ing a form­al of­fer, and if not, she would at least push it off to the last pos­sible mo­ment; but she was not to be frightened from mar­ry­ing him by any amount of spite­ful­ness or gos­sip, and she did not mean to re­fuse him ex­cept for stronger reas­ons than these. She even went so far in her des­per­ate cour­age as to laugh at her cous­in, Mrs. Clin­ton, whose ven­er­able hus­band she al­lowed and even en­cour­aged to pay her such pub­lic at­ten­tion and to ex­press sen­ti­ments of such youth­ful ar­dour as she well knew would in­flame and ex­as­per­ate the ex­cel­lent lady his wife.

			Car­ring­ton was the per­son most un­pleas­antly af­fected by the course which this af­fair had taken. He could no longer con­ceal from him­self the fact that he was as much in love as a dig­ni­fied Vir­gini­an could be. With him, at all events, she had shown no coquetry, nor had she ever either flattered or en­cour­aged him. But Car­ring­ton, in his sol­it­ary struggle against fate, had found her a warm friend; al­ways ready to as­sist where as­sist­ance was needed, gen­er­ous with her money in any cause which he was will­ing to vouch for, full of sym­pathy where sym­pathy was more than money, and full of re­source and sug­ges­tion where money and sym­pathy failed. Car­ring­ton knew her bet­ter than she knew her­self. He se­lec­ted her books; he brought the last speech or the last re­port from the Cap­it­ol or the de­part­ments; he knew her doubts and her vagar­ies, and as far as he un­der­stood them at all, helped her to solve them. Car­ring­ton was too mod­est, and per­haps too shy, to act the part of a de­clared lov­er, and he was too proud to let it be thought that he wanted to ex­change his poverty for her wealth. But he was all the more anxious when he saw the evid­ent at­trac­tion which Ratcliffe’s strong will and un­scru­pu­lous en­ergy ex­er­cised over her. He saw that Ratcliffe was stead­ily push­ing his ad­vances; that he flattered all Mrs. Lee’s weak­nesses by the con­fid­ence and de­fer­ence with which he treated her; and that in a very short time, Madeleine must either marry him or find her­self looked upon as a heart­less coquette. He had his own reas­ons for think­ing ill of Sen­at­or Ratcliffe, and he meant to pre­vent a mar­riage; but he had an en­emy to deal with not eas­ily driv­en from the path, and quite cap­able of rout­ing any num­ber of rivals.

			Ratcliffe was afraid of no one. He had not fought his own way in life for noth­ing, and he knew all the value of a cold head and dogged self-as­sur­ance. Noth­ing but this ro­bust Amer­ic­an­ism and his strong will car­ried him safely through the snares and pit­falls of Mrs. Lee’s so­ci­ety, where rivals and en­emies be­set him on every hand. He was little bet­ter than a school­boy, when he ven­tured on their ground, but when he could draw them over upon his own ter­rit­ory of prac­tic­al life he rarely failed to trample on his as­sail­ants. It was this prac­tic­al sense and cool will that won over Mrs. Lee, who was wo­man enough to as­sume that all the graces were well enough em­ployed in dec­or­at­ing her, and it was enough if the oth­er sex felt her su­peri­or­ity. Men were valu­able only in pro­por­tion to their strength and their ap­pre­ci­ation of wo­men. If the sen­at­or had only been strong enough al­ways to con­trol his tem­per, he would have done very well, but his tem­per was un­der a great strain in these times, and his in­cess­ant ef­fort to con­trol it in polit­ics made him less watch­ful in private life. Mrs. Lee’s ta­cit as­sump­tion of su­per­i­or re­fine­ment ir­rit­ated him, and some­times made him show his teeth like a bull­dog, at the cost of re­ceiv­ing from Mrs. Lee a quick stroke in re­turn such as a well-bred tor­toise­shell cat ad­min­is­ters to check over-fa­mili­ar­ity; in­no­cent to the eye, but draw­ing blood. One even­ing when he was more than com­monly out of sorts, after sit­ting some time in moody si­lence, he roused him­self, and, tak­ing up a book that lay on her table, he glanced at its title and turned over the leaves. It happened by ill luck to be a volume of Dar­win that Mrs. Lee had just bor­rowed from the lib­rary of Con­gress.

			“Do you un­der­stand this sort of thing?” asked the Sen­at­or ab­ruptly, in a tone that sug­ges­ted a sneer.

			“Not very well,” replied Mrs. Lee, rather curtly.

			“Why do you want to un­der­stand it?” per­sisted the Sen­at­or. “What good will it do you?”

			“Per­haps it will teach us to be mod­est,” answered Madeleine, quite equal to the oc­ca­sion.

			“Be­cause it says we des­cend from mon­keys?” re­joined the Sen­at­or, roughly. “Do you think you are des­cen­ded from mon­keys?”

			“Why not?” said Madeleine.

			“Why not?” re­peated Ratcliffe, laugh­ing harshly. “I don’t like the con­nec­tion. Do you mean to in­tro­duce your dis­tant re­la­tions in­to so­ci­ety?”

			“They would bring more amuse­ment in­to it than most of its present mem­bers,” re­joined Mrs. Lee, with a gentle smile that threatened mis­chief.

			But Ratcliffe would not be warned; on the con­trary, the only ef­fect of Mrs. Lee’s de­fi­ance was to ex­as­per­ate his ill-tem­per, and whenev­er he lost his tem­per he be­came sen­at­ori­al and Web­steri­an. “Such books,” he began, “dis­grace our civil­iz­a­tion; they de­grade and stul­ti­fy our di­vine nature; they are only suited for Asi­at­ic des­pot­isms where men are re­duced to the level of brutes; that they should be ac­cep­ted by a man like Bar­on Jac­obi, I can un­der­stand; he and his mas­ters have noth­ing to do in the world but to trample on hu­man rights. Mr. Car­ring­ton, of course, would ap­prove those ideas; he be­lieves in the di­vine doc­trine of flog­ging negroes; but that you, who pro­fess phil­an­thropy and free prin­ciples, should go with them, is as­ton­ish­ing; it is in­cred­ible; it is un­worthy of you.”

			“You are very hard on the mon­keys,” replied Madeleine, rather sternly, when the Sen­at­or’s ora­tion was ended. “The mon­keys nev­er did you any harm; they are not in pub­lic life; they are not even voters; if they were, you would be en­thu­si­ast­ic about their in­tel­li­gence and vir­tue. After all, we ought to be grate­ful to them, for what would men do in this mel­an­choly world if they had not in­her­ited gaiety from the mon­keys—as well as oratory.”

			Ratcliffe, to do him justice, took pun­ish­ment well, at least when it came from Mrs. Lee’s hands, and his oc­ca­sion­al out­bursts of in­sub­or­din­a­tion were sure to be fol­lowed by im­proved dis­cip­line; but if he al­lowed Mrs. Lee to cor­rect his faults, he had no no­tion of let­ting him­self be in­struc­ted by her friends, and he lost no chance of telling them so. But to do this was not al­ways enough. Wheth­er it were that he had few ideas out­side of his own ex­per­i­ence, or that he would not trust him­self on doubt­ful ground, he seemed com­pelled to bring every dis­cus­sion down to his own level. Madeleine puzzled her­self in vain to find out wheth­er he did this be­cause he knew no bet­ter, or be­cause he meant to cov­er his own ig­nor­ance.

			“The Bar­on has amused me very much with his ac­count of Bucharest so­ci­ety,” Mrs. Lee would say: “I had no idea it was so gay.”

			“I would like to show him our so­ci­ety in Pe­o­nia,” was Ratcliffe’s reply; “he would find a very bril­liant circle there of nature’s true no­ble­men.”

			“The Bar­on says their politi­cians are pre­cious sharp chaps,” ad­ded Mr. French.

			“Oh, there are politi­cians in Bul­garia, are there?” asked the Sen­at­or, whose ideas of the Ro­mani­an and Bul­gari­an neigh­bour­hood were vague, and who had a gen­er­al no­tion that all such people lived in tents, wore sheep­skins with the wool in­side, and ate curds: “Oh, they have politi­cians there! I would like to see them try their sharp­ness in the west.”

			“Really!” said Mrs. Lee. “Think of At­tila and his hordes run­ning an In­di­ana caucus?”

			“Any­how,” cried French with a loud laugh, “the Bar­on said that a set of big­ger polit­ic­al scoun­drels than his friends couldn’t be found in all Illinois.”

			“Did he say that?” ex­claimed Ratcliffe an­grily.

			“Didn’t he, Mrs. Lee? but I don’t be­lieve it; do you? What’s your can­did opin­ion, Ratcliffe? What you don’t know about Illinois polit­ics isn’t worth know­ing; do you really think those Bul­gras­cals couldn’t run an Illinois state con­ven­tion?”

			Ratcliffe did not like to be chaffed, es­pe­cially on this sub­ject, but he could not re­sent French’s liberty which was only a mod­er­ate re­turn for the wooden nut­meg. To get the con­ver­sa­tion away from Europe, from lit­er­at­ure, from art, was his great ob­ject, and chaff was a way of es­cape.

			Car­ring­ton was very well aware that the weak side of the Sen­at­or lay in his blind ig­nor­ance of mor­als. He flattered him­self that Mrs. Lee must see this and be shocked by it soon­er or later, so that noth­ing more was ne­ces­sary than to let Ratcliffe ex­pose him­self. Without talk­ing very much, Car­ring­ton al­ways aimed at draw­ing him out. He soon found, how­ever, that Ratcliffe un­der­stood such tac­tics per­fectly, and in­stead of in­jur­ing, he rather im­proved his po­s­i­tion. At times the man’s au­da­city was start­ling, and even when Car­ring­ton thought him hope­lessly en­tangled, he would sweep away all the hunter’s nets with a sheer ef­fort of strength, and walk off bolder and more dan­ger­ous than ever.

			When Mrs. Lee pressed him too closely, he frankly ad­mit­ted her charges. “What you say is in great part true. There is much in polit­ics that dis­gusts and dis­heartens; much that is coarse and bad. I grant you there is dis­hon­esty and cor­rup­tion. We must try to make the amount as small as pos­sible.”

			“You should be able to tell Mrs. Lee how she must go to work,” said Car­ring­ton; “you have had ex­per­i­ence. I have heard, it seems to me, that you were once driv­en to very hard meas­ures against cor­rup­tion.”

			Ratcliffe looked ill-pleased at this com­pli­ment, and gave Car­ring­ton one of his cold glances that meant mis­chief. But he took up the chal­lenge on the spot:—

			“Yes, I was, and am very sorry for it. The story is this, Mrs. Lee; and it is well-known to every man, wo­man, and child in the State of Illinois, so that I have no reas­on for soften­ing it. In the worst days of the war there was al­most a cer­tainty that my State would be car­ried by the peace party, by fraud, as we thought, al­though, fraud or not, we were bound to save it. Had Illinois been lost then, we should cer­tainly have lost the Pres­id­en­tial elec­tion, and with it prob­ably the Uni­on. At any rate, I be­lieved the fate of the war to de­pend on the res­ult. I was then Gov­ernor, and upon me the re­spons­ib­il­ity res­ted. We had en­tire con­trol of the north­ern counties and of their re­turns. We ordered the re­turn­ing of­ficers in a cer­tain num­ber of counties to make no re­turns un­til they heard from us, and when we had re­ceived the votes of all the south­ern counties and learned the pre­cise num­ber of votes we needed to give us a ma­jor­ity, we tele­graphed to our north­ern re­turn­ing of­ficers to make the vote of their dis­tricts such and such, thereby over­bal­an­cing the ad­verse re­turns and giv­ing the State to us. This was done, and as I am now sen­at­or I have a right to sup­pose that what I did was ap­proved. I am not proud of the trans­ac­tion, but I would do it again, and worse than that, if I thought it would save this coun­try from dis­union. But of course I did not ex­pect Mr. Car­ring­ton to ap­prove it. I be­lieve he was then car­ry­ing out his re­form prin­ciples by bear­ing arms against the gov­ern­ment.”

			“Yes!” said Car­ring­ton drily; “you got the bet­ter of me, too. Like the old Scotch­man, you didn’t care who made the people’s wars provided you made its bal­lots.”

			Car­ring­ton had missed his point. The man who has com­mit­ted a murder for his coun­try, is a pat­ri­ot and not an as­sas­sin, even when he re­ceives a seat in the Sen­ate as his share of the plun­der. Wo­men can­not be ex­pec­ted to go be­hind the motives of that pat­ri­ot who saves his coun­try and his elec­tion in times of re­volu­tion.

			Car­ring­ton’s hos­til­ity to Ratcliffe was, how­ever, mild, when com­pared with that felt by old Bar­on Jac­obi. Why the bar­on should have taken so vi­ol­ent a pre­ju­dice it is not easy to ex­plain, but a dip­lo­mat­ist and a sen­at­or are nat­ur­al en­emies, and Jac­obi, as an avowed ad­mirer of Mrs. Lee, found Ratcliffe in his way. This pre­ju­diced and im­mor­al old dip­lo­mat­ist des­pised and loathed an Amer­ic­an sen­at­or as the type which, to his bleared European eyes, com­bined the ut­most prag­mat­ic­al self-as­sur­ance and over­bear­ing tem­per with the nar­row­est edu­ca­tion and the mean­est per­son­al ex­per­i­ence that ever ex­is­ted in any con­sid­er­able gov­ern­ment. As Bar­on Jac­obi’s coun­try had no spe­cial re­la­tions with that of the United States, and its Leg­a­tion at Wash­ing­ton was a mere job to cre­ate a place for Jac­obi to fill, he had no oc­ca­sion to dis­guise his per­son­al an­ti­path­ies, and he con­sidered him­self in some de­gree as hav­ing a mis­sion to ex­press that dip­lo­mat­ic con­tempt for the Sen­ate which his col­leagues, if they felt it, were ob­liged to con­ceal. He per­formed his du­ties with con­scien­tious pre­ci­sion. He nev­er missed an op­por­tun­ity to thrust the sharp point of his dia­lectic rapi­er through the joints of the clumsy and hide­bound sen­at­ori­al self-es­teem. He de­lighted in skil­fully ex­pos­ing to Madeleine’s eyes some new side of Ratcliffe’s ig­nor­ance. His con­ver­sa­tion at such times sparkled with his­tor­ic­al al­lu­sions, quo­ta­tions in half a dozen dif­fer­ent lan­guages, ref­er­ences to well-known facts which an old man’s memory could not re­call with pre­ci­sion in all their de­tails, but with which the Hon­our­able Sen­at­or was fa­mil­iarly ac­quain­ted, and which he could read­ily sup­ply. And his Voltairi­an face leered po­litely as he listened to Ratcliffe’s reply, which showed in­vari­able ig­nor­ance of com­mon lit­er­at­ure, art, and his­tory. The cli­max of his tri­umph came one even­ing when Ratcliffe un­luck­ily, temp­ted by some al­lu­sion to Molière which he thought he un­der­stood, made ref­er­ence to the un­for­tu­nate in­flu­ence of that great man on the re­li­gious opin­ions of his time. Jac­obi, by a flash of in­spir­a­tion, di­vined that he had con­fused Molière with Voltaire, and as­sum­ing a man­ner of ex­treme suav­ity, he put his vic­tim on the rack, and tor­tured him with af­fected ex­plan­a­tions and in­ter­rog­a­tions, un­til Madeleine was in a man­ner forced to in­ter­rupt and end the scene. But even when the sen­at­or was not to be lured in­to a trap, he could not es­cape as­sault. The bar­on in such a case would cross the lines and at­tack him on his own ground, as on one oc­ca­sion, when Ratcliffe was de­fend­ing his doc­trine of party al­le­gi­ance, Jac­obi si­lenced him by sneer­ing some­what thus: “Your prin­ciple is quite cor­rect, Mr. Sen­at­or. I, too, like your­self, was once a good party man: my party was that of the Church; I was ul­tra­mont­ane. Your party sys­tem is one of your thefts from our Church; your Na­tion­al Con­ven­tion is our Ecu­men­ic Coun­cil; you ab­dic­ate reas­on, as we do, be­fore its de­cisions; and you your­self, Mr. Ratcliffe, you are a Car­din­al. They are able men, those car­din­als; I have known many; they were our best friends, but they were not re­formers. Are you a re­former, Mr. Sen­at­or?”

			Ratcliffe grew to dread and hate the old man, but all his or­din­ary tac­tics were power­less against this im­pen­et­rable eight­eenth cen­tury cyn­ic. If he re­sor­ted to his Con­gres­sion­al prac­tise of brow­beat­ing and dog­mat­ism, the Bar­on only smiled and turned his back, or made some re­mark in French which galled his en­emy all the more, be­cause, while he did not un­der­stand it, he knew well that Madeleine did, and that she tried to repress her smile. Ratcliffe’s grey eyes grew colder and stoni­er than ever as he gradu­ally per­ceived that Bar­on Jac­obi was car­ry­ing on a set scheme with ma­lig­nant in­genu­ity, to drive him out of Madeleine’s house, and he swore a ter­rible oath that he would not be beaten by that mon­key-faced for­eign­er. On the oth­er hand Jac­obi had little hope of suc­cess: “What can an old man do?” said he with per­fect sin­cer­ity to Car­ring­ton; “If I were forty years young­er, that great oaf should not have his own way. Ah! I wish I were young again and we were in Vi­enna!” From which it was rightly in­ferred by Car­ring­ton that the ven­er­able dip­lo­mat­ist would, if such acts were still in fash­ion, have coolly in­sul­ted the Sen­at­or, and put a bul­let through his heart.

		
	
		
			VI

			In Feb­ru­ary the weath­er be­came warm­er and sum­mer-like. In Vir­gin­ia there comes of­ten at this sea­son a de­cept­ive gleam of sum­mer, slip­ping in between heavy storm-clouds of sleet and snow; days and some­times weeks when the tem­per­at­ure is like June; when the earli­est plants be­gin to show their hardy flowers, and when the bare branches of the forest trees alone protest against the con­duct of the sea­sons. Then men and wo­men are lan­guid; life seems, as in Italy, sen­su­ous and glow­ing with col­our; one is con­scious of walk­ing in an at­mo­sphere that is warm, palp­able, ra­di­ant with pos­sib­il­it­ies; a del­ic­ate haze hangs over Ar­ling­ton, and softens even the harsh white glare of the Cap­it­ol; the struggle of ex­ist­ence seems to abate; Lent throws its calm shad­ow over so­ci­ety; and youth­ful dip­lo­mat­ists, un­con­scious of their danger, are lured in­to ask­ing fool­ish girls to marry them; the blood thaws in the heart and flows out in­to the veins, like the rills of spark­ling wa­ter that trickle from every lump of ice or snow, as though all the ice and snow on earth, and all the hard­ness of heart, all the heresy and schism, all the works of the dev­il, had yiel­ded to the force of love and to the fresh warmth of in­no­cent, lamb­like, con­fid­ing vir­tue. In such a world there should be no guile—but there is a great deal of it not­with­stand­ing. In­deed, at no oth­er sea­son is there so much. This is the mo­ment when the two whited sep­ulchres at either end of the Av­en­ue reek with the thick at­mo­sphere of bar­gain and sale. The old is go­ing; the new is com­ing. Wealth, of­fice, power are at auc­tion. Who bids highest? who hates with most venom? who in­trigues with most skill? who has done the dirti­est, the mean­est, the darkest, and the most, polit­ic­al work? He shall have his re­ward.

			Sen­at­or Ratcliffe was ab­sorbed and ill at ease. A swarm of ap­plic­ants for of­fice dogged his steps and be­lea­guered his rooms in quest of his en­dorse­ment of their pa­per char­ac­ters. The new Pres­id­ent was to ar­rive on Monday. In­trigues and com­bin­a­tions, of which the Sen­at­or was the soul, were all alive, await­ing this ar­rival. News­pa­per cor­res­pond­ents pestered him with ques­tions. Broth­er sen­at­ors called him to con­fer­ences. His mind was pre­oc­cu­pied with his own in­terests. One might have sup­posed that, at this in­stant, noth­ing could have drawn him away from the polit­ic­al gam­ing-table, and yet when Mrs. Lee re­marked that she was go­ing to Mount Ver­non on Sat­urday with a little party, in­clud­ing the Brit­ish Min­is­ter and an Ir­ish gen­tle­man stay­ing as a guest at the Brit­ish Leg­a­tion, the Sen­at­or sur­prised her by ex­press­ing a strong wish to join them. He ex­plained that, as the polit­ic­al lead was no longer in his hands, the chances were nine in ten that if he stirred at all he should make a blun­der; that his friends ex­pec­ted him to do some­thing when, in fact, noth­ing could be done; that every pre­par­a­tion had already been made, and that for him to go on an ex­cur­sion to Mount Ver­non, at this mo­ment, with the Brit­ish Min­is­ter, was, on the whole, about the best use he could make of his time, since it would hide him for one day at least.

			Lord Skye had fallen in­to the habit of con­sult­ing Mrs. Lee when his own so­cial re­sources were low, and it was she who had sug­ges­ted this party to Mount Ver­non, with Car­ring­ton for a guide and Mr. Gore for vari­ety, to oc­cupy the time of the Ir­ish friend whom Lord Skye was bravely en­ter­tain­ing. This gen­tle­man, who bore the title of Dun­beg, was a dilap­id­ated peer, neither wealthy nor fam­ous. Lord Skye brought him to call on Mrs. Lee, and in some sort put him un­der her care. He was young, not ill-look­ing, quite in­tel­li­gent, rather too fond of facts, and not quick at hu­mour. He was giv­en to smil­ing in a de­prec­at­ory way, and when he talked, he was either ab­sent or ex­cited; he made vague blun­ders, and then smiled in de­prec­a­tion of of­fence, or his words blocked their own path in their rush. Per­haps his man­ner was a little ri­dicu­lous, but he had a good heart, a good head, and a title. He found fa­vour in the eyes of Sybil and Vic­tor­ia Dare, who de­clined to ad­mit oth­er wo­men to the party, al­though they offered no ob­jec­tion to Mr. Ratcliffe’s ad­mis­sion. As for Lord Dun­beg, he was an en­thu­si­ast­ic ad­mirer of Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton, and, as he privately in­tim­ated, eager to study phases of Amer­ic­an so­ci­ety. He was de­lighted to go with a small party, and Miss Dare secretly prom­ised her­self that she would show him a phase.

			The morn­ing was warm, the sky soft, the little steam­er lay at the quiet wharf with a few negroes lazily watch­ing her pre­par­a­tions for de­par­ture. Car­ring­ton, with Mrs. Lee and the young ladies, ar­rived first, and stood lean­ing against the rail, wait­ing the ar­rival of their com­pan­ions. Then came Mr. Gore, neatly at­tired and gloved, with a light spring over­coat; for Mr. Gore was very care­ful of his per­son­al ap­pear­ance, and not a little vain of his good looks. Then a pretty wo­man, with blue eyes and blonde hair, dressed in black, and lead­ing a little girl by the hand, came on board, and Car­ring­ton went to shake hands with her. On his re­turn to Mrs. Lee’s side, she asked about his new ac­quaint­ance, and he replied with a half-laugh, as though he were not proud of her, that she was a cli­ent, a pretty wid­ow, well known in Wash­ing­ton. “Any­one at the Cap­it­ol would tell you all about her. She was the wife of a noted lob­by­ist, who died about two years ago. Con­gress­men can re­fuse noth­ing to a pretty face, and she was their idea of fem­in­ine per­fec­tion. Yet she is a silly little wo­man, too. Her hus­band died after a very short ill­ness, and, to my great sur­prise, made me ex­ecut­or un­der his will. I think he had an idea that he could trust me with his pa­pers, which were im­port­ant and com­prom­ising, for he seems to have had no time to go over them and des­troy what were best out of the way. So, you see, I am left with his wid­ow and child to look after. Luck­ily, they are well provided for.”

			“Still you have not told me her name.”

			“Her name is Baker—Mrs. Sam Baker. But they are cast­ing off, and Mr. Ratcliffe will be left be­hind. I’ll ask the cap­tain to wait.”

			About a dozen pas­sen­gers had ar­rived, among them the two Earls, with a foot­man car­ry­ing a prom­ising lunch-bas­ket, and the planks were ac­tu­ally hauled in when a car­riage dashed up to the wharf, and Mr. Ratcliffe leaped out and hur­ried on board. “Off with you as quick as you can!” said he to the negro-hands, and in an­oth­er mo­ment the little steam­er had be­gun her jour­ney, pound­ing the muddy wa­ters of the Po­tom­ac and send­ing up its small column of smoke as though it were a newly in­ven­ted in­cense-burn­er ap­proach­ing the temple of the na­tion­al deity. Ratcliffe ex­plained in great glee how he had barely man­aged to es­cape his vis­it­ors by telling them that the Brit­ish Min­is­ter was wait­ing for him, and that he would be back again presently. “If they had known where I was go­ing,” said he, “you would have seen the boat swamped with of­fice-seekers. Illinois alone would have brought you to a wa­tery grave.” He was in high spir­its, bent upon en­joy­ing his hol­i­day, and as they passed the ar­sen­al with its sol­it­ary sen­try, and the navy-yard, with its one un­sea­worthy wooden war-steam­er, he poin­ted out these evid­ences of na­tion­al grandeur to Lord Skye, threat­en­ing, as the last ter­ror of dip­lomacy, to send him home in an Amer­ic­an frig­ate. They were thus in­dul­ging in sen­at­ori­al hu­mour on one side of the boat, while Sybil and Vic­tor­ia, with the aid of Mr. Gore and Car­ring­ton, were im­prov­ing Lord Dun­beg’s mind on the oth­er.

			Miss Dare, find­ing for her­self at last a con­veni­ent seat where she could re­pose and be mis­tress of the situ­ation, put on a more than usu­ally de­mure ex­pres­sion and waited with grav­ity un­til her noble neigh­bour should give her an op­por­tun­ity to show those powers which, as she be­lieved, would sup­ply a phase in his ex­ist­ence. Miss Dare was one of those young per­sons, some­times to be found in Amer­ica, who seem to have no ob­ject in life, and while ap­par­ently de­voted to men, care noth­ing about them, but find hap­pi­ness only in vi­ol­at­ing rules; she made no parade of whatever vir­tues she had, and her chief pleas­ure was to make fun of all the world and her­self.

			“What a noble river!” re­marked Lord Dun­beg, as the boat passed out upon the wide stream; “I sup­pose you of­ten sail on it?”

			“I nev­er was here in my life till now,” replied the un­truth­ful Miss Dare; “we don’t think much of it; it’s too small; we’re used to so much lar­ger rivers.”

			“I am afraid you would not like our Eng­lish rivers then; they are mere brooks com­pared with this.”

			“Are they in­deed?” said Vic­tor­ia, with an ap­pear­ance of vague sur­prise; “how curi­ous! I don’t think I care to be an Eng­lish­wo­man then. I could not live without big rivers.”

			Lord Dun­beg stared, and hin­ted that this was al­most un­reas­on­able.

			“Un­less I were a Count­ess!” con­tin­ued Vic­tor­ia, med­it­at­ively, look­ing at Al­ex­an­dria, and pay­ing no at­ten­tion to his lord­ship; “I think I could man­age if I were a C‑c‑count­ess. It is such a pretty title!”

			“Duch­ess is com­monly thought a pret­ti­er one,” stammered Dun­beg, much em­bar­rassed. The young man was not used to chaff from wo­men.

			“I should be sat­is­fied with Count­ess. It sounds well. I am sur­prised that you don’t like it.” Dun­beg looked about him un­eas­ily for some means of es­cape but he was barred in. “I should think you would feel an aw­ful re­spons­ib­il­ity in se­lect­ing a Count­ess. How do you do it?”

			Lord Dun­beg nervously joined in the gen­er­al laughter as Sybil ejac­u­lated: “Oh, Vic­tor­ia!” but Miss Dare con­tin­ued without a smile or any el­ev­a­tion of her mono­ton­ous voice:

			“Now, Sybil, don’t in­ter­rupt me, please. I am deeply in­ter­ested in Lord Dun­beg’s con­ver­sa­tion. He un­der­stands that my in­terest is purely sci­entif­ic, but my hap­pi­ness re­quires that I should know how Count­esses are se­lec­ted. Lord Dun­beg, how would you re­com­mend a friend to choose a Count­ess?”

			Lord Dun­beg began to be amused by her im­pudence, and he even tried to lay down for her sat­is­fac­tion one or two rules for se­lect­ing Count­esses, but long be­fore he had in­ven­ted his first rule, Vic­tor­ia had dar­ted off to a new sub­ject.

			“Which would you rather be, Lord Dun­beg? an Earl or George Wash­ing­ton?”

			“George Wash­ing­ton, cer­tainly,” was the Earl’s cour­teous though rather be­wildered reply.

			“Really?” she asked with a lan­guid af­fect­a­tion of sur­prise; “it is aw­fully kind of you to say so, but of course you can’t mean it.”

			“In­deed I do mean it.”

			“Is it pos­sible? I nev­er should have thought it.”

			“Why not, Miss Dare?”

			“You have not the air of wish­ing to be George Wash­ing­ton.”

			“May I again ask, why not?”

			“Cer­tainly. Did you ever see George Wash­ing­ton?”

			“Of course not. He died fifty years be­fore I was born.”

			“I thought so. You see you don’t know him. Now, will you give us an idea of what you ima­gine Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton to have looked like?”

			Dun­beg gave ac­cord­ingly a flat­ter­ing de­scrip­tion of Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton, com­poun­ded of Stu­art’s por­trait and Greenough’s statue of Olympi­an Jove with Wash­ing­ton’s fea­tures, in the Cap­it­ol Square. Miss Dare listened with an ex­pres­sion of su­peri­or­ity not un­mixed with pa­tience, and then she en­lightened him as fol­lows:

			“All you have been say­ing is per­fect stuff—ex­cuse the vul­gar­ity of the ex­pres­sion. When I am a Count­ess I will cor­rect my lan­guage. The truth is that Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton was a rawboned coun­try farm­er, very hard-fea­tured, very awk­ward, very il­lit­er­ate and very dull; very bad tempered, very pro­fane, and gen­er­ally tipsy after din­ner.”

			“You shock me, Miss Dare!” ex­claimed Dun­beg.

			“Oh! I know all about Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton. My grand­fath­er knew him in­tim­ately, and of­ten stayed at Mount Ver­non for weeks to­geth­er. You must not be­lieve what you read, and not a word of what Mr. Car­ring­ton will say. He is a Vir­gini­an and will tell you no end of fine stor­ies and not a syl­lable of truth in one of them. We are all pat­ri­ot­ic about Wash­ing­ton and like to hide his faults. If I wer­en’t quite sure you would nev­er re­peat it, I would not tell you this. The truth is that even when George Wash­ing­ton was a small boy, his tem­per was so vi­ol­ent that no one could do any­thing with him. He once cut down all his fath­er’s fruit-trees in a fit of pas­sion, and then, just be­cause they wanted to flog him, he threatened to brain his fath­er with the hatchet. His aged wife suffered ag­on­ies from him. My grand­fath­er of­ten told me how he had seen the Gen­er­al pinch and swear at her till the poor creature left the room in tears; and how once at Mount Ver­non he saw Wash­ing­ton, when quite an old man, sud­denly rush at an un­of­fend­ing vis­it­or, and chase him off the place, beat­ing him all the time over the head with a great stick with knots in it, and all just be­cause he heard the poor man stam­mer; he nev­er could abide s‑s‑stam­mer­ing.”

			Car­ring­ton and Gore burst in­to shouts of laughter over this de­scrip­tion of the Fath­er of his coun­try, but Vic­tor­ia con­tin­ued in her gentle drawl to en­light­en Lord Dun­beg in re­gard to oth­er sub­jects with in­form­a­tion equally men­dacious, un­til he de­cided that she was quite the most ec­cent­ric per­son he had ever met. The boat ar­rived at Mount Ver­non while she was still en­gaged in a de­scrip­tion of the so­ci­ety and man­ners of Amer­ica, and es­pe­cially of the rules which made an of­fer of mar­riage ne­ces­sary. Ac­cord­ing to her, Lord Dun­beg was in im­min­ent per­il; gen­tle­men, and es­pe­cially for­eign­ers, were ex­pec­ted, in all the States south of the Po­tom­ac, to of­fer them­selves to at least one young lady in every city: “and I had only yes­ter­day,” said Vic­tor­ia, “a let­ter from a lovely girl in North Car­o­lina, a dear friend of mine, who wrote me that she was right put out be­cause her broth­ers had called on a young Eng­lish vis­it­or with shot­guns, and she was afraid he wouldn’t re­cov­er, and, after all, she says she should have re­fused him.”

			Mean­while Madeleine, on the oth­er side of the boat, un­dis­turbed by the laughter that sur­roun­ded Miss Dare, chat­ted soberly and ser­i­ously with Lord Skye and Sen­at­or Ratcliffe. Lord Skye, too, a little in­tox­ic­ated by the bril­liancy of the morn­ing, broke out in­to ad­mir­a­tion of the noble river, and ac­cused Amer­ic­ans of not ap­pre­ci­at­ing the beau­ties of their own coun­try.

			“Your na­tion­al mind,” said he, “has no eye­lids. It re­quires a broad glare and a beaten road. It prefers shad­ows which you can cut out with a knife. It doesn’t know the beauty of this Vir­gin­ia winter soft­ness.”

			Mrs. Lee re­sen­ted the charge. Amer­ica, she main­tained, had not worn her feel­ings thread­bare like Europe. She had still her story to tell; she was wait­ing for her Burns and Scott, her Wordsworth and Byron, her Hog­ar­th and Turn­er. “You want peaches in spring,” said she. “Give us our thou­sand years of sum­mer, and then com­plain, if you please, that our peach is not as mel­low as yours. Even our voices may be soft then,” she ad­ded, with a sig­ni­fic­ant look at Lord Skye.

			“We are at a dis­ad­vant­age in ar­guing with Mrs. Lee,” said he to Ratcliffe; “when she ends as coun­sel, she be­gins as wit­ness. The fam­ous Duch­ess of Devon­shire’s lips were not half as con­vin­cing as Mrs. Lee’s voice.”

			Ratcliffe listened care­fully, as­sent­ing whenev­er he saw that Mrs. Lee wished it. He wished he un­der­stood pre­cisely what tones and halftones, col­ours and har­mon­ies, were.

			They ar­rived and strolled up the sunny path. At the tomb they hal­ted, as all good Amer­ic­ans do, and Mr. Gore, in a tone of sub­dued sor­row, de­livered a short ad­dress—

			“It might be much worse if they im­proved it,” he said, sur­vey­ing its pro­por­tions with the aes­thet­ic eye of a cul­tured Bo­sto­ni­an. “As it stands, this tomb is a simple mis­for­tune which might be­fall any of us; we should not grieve over it too much. What would our feel­ings be if a Con­gres­sion­al com­mit­tee re­con­struc­ted it of white marble with Goth­ic pep­per-pots, and gil­ded it in­side on ma­chine-moul­ded stucco!”

			Madeleine, how­ever, in­sisted that the tomb, as it stood, was the only rest­less spot about the quiet land­scape, and that it con­tra­dicted all her ideas about re­pose in the grave. Ratcliffe wondered what she meant.

			They passed on, wan­der­ing across the lawn, and through the house. Their eyes, weary of the harsh col­ours and forms of the city, took pleas­ure in the worn wains­cots and the stained walls. Some of the rooms were still oc­cu­pied; fires were burn­ing in the wide fire­places. All were tol­er­ably fur­nished, and there was no un­com­fort­able sense of re­pair or new­ness. They moun­ted the stairs, and Mrs. Lee fairly laughed when she was shown the room in which Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton slept, and where he died.

			Car­ring­ton smiled too. “Our old Vir­gin­ia houses were mostly like this,” said he; “suites of great halls be­low, and these gaunt bar­racks above. The Vir­gin­ia house was a sort of hotel. When there was a race or a wed­ding, or a dance, and the house was full, they thought noth­ing of pack­ing half a dozen people in one room, and if the room was large, they stretched a sheet a cross to sep­ar­ate the men from the wo­men. As for toi­let, those were not the morn­ings of cold baths. With our an­cest­ors a little wash­ing went a long way.”

			“Do you still live so in Vir­gin­ia?” asked Madeleine.

			“Oh no, it is quite gone. We live now like oth­er coun­try people, and try to pay our debts, which that gen­er­a­tion nev­er did. They lived from hand to mouth. They kept a stable-full of horses. The young men were al­ways rid­ing about the coun­try, bet­ting on horse-races, gambling, drink­ing, fight­ing, and mak­ing love. No one knew ex­actly what he was worth un­til the crash came about fifty years ago, and the whole thing ran out.”

			“Just what happened in Ire­land!” said Lord Dun­beg, much in­ter­ested and full of his art­icle in the Quarterly; “the re­semb­lance is per­fect, even down to the houses.”

			Mrs. Lee asked Car­ring­ton bluntly wheth­er he re­gret­ted the de­struc­tion of this old so­cial ar­range­ment.

			“One can’t help re­gret­ting,” said he, “whatever it was that pro­duced George Wash­ing­ton, and a crowd of oth­er men like him. But I think we might pro­duce the men still if we had the same field for them.”

			“And would you bring the old so­ci­ety back again if you could?” asked she.

			“What for? It could not hold it­self up. Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton him­self could not save it. Be­fore he died he had lost his hold on Vir­gin­ia, and his power was gone.”

			The party for a while sep­ar­ated, and Mrs. Lee found her­self alone in the great draw­ing-room. Presently the blonde Mrs. Baker entered, with her child, who ran about mak­ing more noise than Mrs. Wash­ing­ton would have per­mit­ted. Madeleine, who had the usu­al fem­in­ine love of chil­dren, called the girl to her and poin­ted out the shep­herds and shep­herd­esses carved on the white Itali­an marble of the fire­place; she in­ven­ted a little story about them to amuse the child, while the moth­er stood by and at the end thanked the storyteller with more en­thu­si­asm than seemed called for. Mrs. Lee did not fancy her ef­fus­ive man­ner, or her com­plex­ion, and was glad when Dun­beg ap­peared at the door­way.

			“How do you like Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton at home?” asked she.

			“Really, I as­sure you I feel quite at home my­self,” replied Dun­beg, with a more beam­ing smile than ever. “I am sure Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton was an Ir­ish­man. I know it from the look of the place. I mean to look it up and write an art­icle about it.”

			“Then if you have dis­posed of him,” said Madeleine, “I think we will have lunch­eon, and I have taken the liberty to or­der it to be served out­side.”

			There a table had been im­pro­vised, and Miss Dare was in­spect­ing the lunch, and mak­ing com­ments upon Lord Skye’s cuisine and cel­lar.

			“I hope it is very dry cham­pagne,” said she, “the taste for sweet cham­pagne is quite aw­fully shock­ing.”

			The young wo­man knew no more about dry and sweet cham­pagne than of the wine of Ulysses, ex­cept that she drank both with equal sat­is­fac­tion, but she was mim­ick­ing a Sec­ret­ary of the Brit­ish Leg­a­tion who had provided her with sup­per at her last even­ing party. Lord Skye begged her to try it, which she did, and with great grav­ity re­marked that it was about five per­cent she pre­sumed. This, too, was caught from her Sec­ret­ary, though she knew no more what it meant than if she had been a par­rot.

			The lunch­eon was very lively and very good. When it was over, the gen­tle­men were al­lowed to smoke, and con­ver­sa­tion fell in­to a sober strain, which at last threatened to be­come ser­i­ous.

			“You want halftones!” said Madeleine to Lord Skye: “are there not halftones enough to suit you on the walls of this house?”

			Lord Skye sug­ges­ted that this was prob­ably ow­ing to the fact that Wash­ing­ton, be­long­ing, as he did, to the uni­verse, was in his taste an ex­cep­tion to loc­al rules.

			“Is not the sense of rest here cap­tiv­at­ing?” she con­tin­ued. “Look at that quaint garden, and this ragged lawn, and the great river in front, and the su­per­an­nu­ated fort bey­ond the river! Everything is peace­ful, even down to the poor old Gen­er­al’s little bed­room. One would like to lie down in it and sleep a cen­tury or two. And yet that dread­ful Cap­it­ol and its of­fice-seekers are only ten miles off.”

			“No! that is more than I can bear!” broke in Miss Vic­tor­ia in a stage whis­per, “that dread­ful Cap­it­ol! Why, not one of us would be here without that dread­ful Cap­it­ol! ex­cept, per­haps, my­self.”

			“You would ap­pear very well as Mrs. Wash­ing­ton, Vic­tor­ia.”

			“Miss Dare has been so very ob­li­ging as to give us her views of Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton’s char­ac­ter this morn­ing,” said Dun­beg, “but I have not yet had time to ask Mr. Car­ring­ton for his.”

			“Whatever Miss Dare says is valu­able,” replied Car­ring­ton, “but her strong point is facts.”

			“Nev­er flat­ter! Mr. Car­ring­ton,” drawled Miss Dare; “I do not need it, and it does not be­come your style. Tell me, Lord Dun­beg, is not Mr. Car­ring­ton a little your idea of Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton re­stored to us in his prime?”

			“After your ac­count of Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton, Miss Dare, how can I agree with you?”

			“After all,” said Lord Skye, “I think we must agree that Miss Dare is in the main right about the charms of Mount Ver­non. Even Mrs. Lee, on the way up, agreed that the Gen­er­al, who is the only per­man­ent res­id­ent here, has the air of be­ing con­foun­dedly bored in his tomb. I don’t my­self love your dread­ful Cap­it­ol yon­der, but I prefer it to a bu­col­ic life here. And I ac­count in this way for my want of en­thu­si­asm for your great Gen­er­al. He liked no kind of life but this. He seems to have been great­er in the char­ac­ter of a home­sick Vir­gin­ia plant­er than as Gen­er­al or Pres­id­ent. I for­give him his in­or­din­ate dull­ness, for he was not a dip­lo­mat­ist and it was not his busi­ness to lie, but he might once in a way have for­got­ten Mount Ver­non.”

			Dun­beg here burst in with an ex­cited protest; all his words seemed to shove each oth­er aside in their haste to es­cape first. “All our greatest Eng­lish­men have been home­sick coun­try squires. I am a home­sick coun­try squire my­self.”

			“How in­ter­est­ing!” said Miss Dare un­der her breath.

			Mr. Gore here joined in: “It is all very well for you gen­tle­men to meas­ure Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton ac­cord­ing to your own private twelve-inch car­penter’s rule. But what will you say to us New Englanders who nev­er were coun­try gen­tle­men at all, and nev­er had any lik­ing for Vir­gin­ia? What did Wash­ing­ton ever do for us? He nev­er even pre­ten­ded to like us. He nev­er was more than barely civil to us. I’m not find­ing fault with him; every­body knows that he nev­er cared for any­thing but Mount Ver­non. For all that, we id­ol­ize him. To us he is Mor­al­ity, Justice, Duty, Truth; half a dozen Ro­man gods with cap­it­al let­ters. He is aus­tere, sol­it­ary, grand; he ought to be dei­fied. I hardly feel easy, eat­ing, drink­ing, smoking here on his por­tico without his per­mis­sion, tak­ing liber­ties with his house, cri­ti­cising his bed­rooms in his ab­sence. Sup­pose I heard his horse now trot­ting up on the oth­er side, and he sud­denly ap­peared at this door and looked at us. I should aban­don you to his in­dig­na­tion. I should run away and hide my­self on the steam­er. The mere thought un­mans me.”

			Ratcliffe seemed amused at Gore’s half-ser­i­ous no­tions. “You re­call to me,” said he, “my own feel­ings when I was a boy and was made by my fath­er to learn the Farewell Ad­dress by heart. In those days Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton was a sort of Amer­ic­an Je­hovah. But the West is a poor school for Rev­er­ence. Since com­ing to Con­gress I have learned more about Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton, and have been sur­prised to find what a nar­row base his repu­ta­tion rests on. A fair mil­it­ary of­ficer, who made many blun­ders, and who nev­er had more men than would make a full army-corps un­der his com­mand, he got an enorm­ous repu­ta­tion in Europe be­cause he did not make him­self king, as though he ever had a chance of do­ing it. A re­spect­able, painstak­ing Pres­id­ent, he was treated by the Op­pos­i­tion with an amount of de­fer­ence that would have made gov­ern­ment easy to a baby, but it wor­ried him to death. His of­fi­cial pa­pers are fairly done, and con­tain good av­er­age sense such as a hun­dred thou­sand men in the United States would now write. I sus­pect that half of his at­tach­ment to this spot rose from his con­scious­ness of in­feri­or powers and his dread of re­spons­ib­il­ity. This gov­ern­ment can show today a dozen men of equal abil­it­ies, but we don’t dei­fy them. What I most won­der at in him is not his mil­it­ary or polit­ic­al geni­us at all, for I doubt wheth­er he had much, but a curi­ous Yan­kee shrewd­ness in money mat­ters. He thought him­self a very rich man, yet he nev­er spent a dol­lar fool­ishly. He was al­most the only Vir­gini­an I ever heard of, in pub­lic life, who did not die in­solv­ent.”

			Dur­ing this long speech, Car­ring­ton glanced across at Madeleine, and caught her eye. Ratcliffe’s cri­ti­cism was not to her taste. Car­ring­ton could see that she thought it un­worthy of him, and he knew that it would ir­rit­ate her. “I will lay a little trap for Mr. Ratcliffe,” thought he to him­self; “we will see wheth­er he gets out of it.” So Car­ring­ton began, and all listened closely, for, as a Vir­gini­an, he was sup­posed to know much about the sub­ject, and his fam­ily had been deep in the con­fid­ence of Wash­ing­ton him­self.

			“The neigh­bours here­about had for many years, and may have still, some curi­ous stor­ies about Gen­er­al Wash­ing­ton’s close­ness in money mat­ters. They said he nev­er bought any­thing by weight but he had it weighed over again, nor by tale but he had it coun­ted, and if the weight or num­ber were not ex­act, he sent it back. Once, dur­ing his ab­sence, his stew­ard had a room plastered, and paid the plaster­er’s bill. On the Gen­er­al’s re­turn, he meas­ured the room, and found that the plaster­er had charged fif­teen shil­lings too much. Mean­while the man had died, and the Gen­er­al made a claim of fif­teen shil­lings on his es­tate, which was paid. Again, one of his ten­ants brought him the rent. The ex­act change of four­pence was re­quired. The man tendered a dol­lar, and asked the Gen­er­al to cred­it him with the bal­ance against the next year’s rent. The Gen­er­al re­fused and made him ride nine miles to Al­ex­an­dria and back for the four­pence. On the oth­er hand, he sent to a shoe­maker in Al­ex­an­dria to come and meas­ure him for shoes. The man re­turned word that he did not go to any­one’s house to take meas­ures, and the Gen­er­al moun­ted his horse and rode the nine miles to him. One of his rules was to pay at tav­erns the same sum for his ser­vants’ meals as for his own. An innkeep­er brought him a bill of three-and-nine­pence for his own break­fast, and three shil­lings for his ser­vant. He in­sisted upon adding the ex­tra nine­pence, as he did not doubt that the ser­vant had eaten as much as he. What do you say to these an­ec­dotes? Was this mean­ness or not?”

			Ratcliffe was amused. “The stor­ies are new to me,” he said. “It is just as I thought. These are signs of a man who thinks much of trifles; one who fusses over small mat­ters. We don’t do things in that way now that we no longer have to get crops from gran­ite, as they used to do in New Hamp­shire when I was a boy.”

			Car­ring­ton replied that it was un­lucky for Vir­gini­ans that they had not done things in that way then: if they had, they would not have gone to the dogs.

			Gore shook his head ser­i­ously; “Did I not tell you so?” said he. “Was not this man an ab­stract vir­tue? I give you my word I stand in awe be­fore him, and I feel ashamed to pry in­to these de­tails of his life. What is it to us how he thought prop­er to ap­ply his prin­ciples to night­caps and feath­er dust­ers? We are not his body ser­vants, and we care noth­ing about his in­firm­it­ies. It is enough for us to know that he car­ried his rules of vir­tue down to a pin’s point, and that we ought, one and all, to be on our knees be­fore his tomb.”

			Dun­beg, pon­der­ing deeply, at length asked Car­ring­ton wheth­er all this did not make rather a clumsy politi­cian of the fath­er of his coun­try.

			“Mr. Ratcliffe knows more about polit­ics than I. Ask him,” said Car­ring­ton.

			“Wash­ing­ton was no politi­cian at all, as we un­der­stand the word,” replied Ratcliffe ab­ruptly. “He stood out­side of polit­ics. The thing couldn’t be done today. The people don’t like that sort of roy­al airs.”

			“I don’t un­der­stand!” said Mrs. Lee. “Why could you not do it now?”

			“Be­cause I should make a fool of my­self;” replied Ratcliffe, pleased to think that Mrs. Lee should put him on a level with Wash­ing­ton. She had only meant to ask why the thing could not be done, and this little touch of Ratcliffe’s van­ity was in­im­it­able.

			“Mr. Ratcliffe means that Wash­ing­ton was too re­spect­able for our time,” in­ter­posed Car­ring­ton.

			This was de­lib­er­ately meant to ir­rit­ate Ratcliffe, and it did so all the more be­cause Mrs. Lee turned to Car­ring­ton, and said, with some bit­ter­ness: “Was he then the only hon­est pub­lic man we ever had?”

			“Oh no!” replied Car­ring­ton cheer­fully; “there have been one or two oth­ers.”

			“If the rest of our Pres­id­ents had been like him,” said Gore, “we should have had few­er ugly blots on our short his­tory.”

			Ratcliffe was ex­as­per­ated at Car­ring­ton’s habit of draw­ing dis­cus­sion to this point. He felt the re­mark as a per­son­al in­sult, and he knew it to be in­ten­ded. “Pub­lic men,” he broke out, “can­not be dress­ing them­selves today in Wash­ing­ton’s old clothes. If Wash­ing­ton were Pres­id­ent now, he would have to learn our ways or lose his next elec­tion. Only fools and the­or­ists ima­gine that our so­ci­ety can be handled with gloves or long poles. One must make one’s self a part of it. If vir­tue won’t an­swer our pur­pose, we must use vice, or our op­pon­ents will put us out of of­fice, and this was as true in Wash­ing­ton’s day as it is now, and al­ways will be.”

			“Come,” said Lord Skye, who was be­gin­ning to fear an open quar­rel; “the con­ver­sa­tion verges on treas­on, and I am ac­cred­ited to this gov­ern­ment. Why not ex­am­ine the grounds?”

			A kind of nat­ur­al sym­pathy led Lord Dun­beg to wander by the side of Miss Dare through the quaint old garden. His mind be­ing much oc­cu­pied by the ef­fort of stow­ing away the im­pres­sions he had just re­ceived, he was more than usu­ally ab­sent in his man­ner, and this want of at­ten­tion ir­rit­ated the young lady. She made some com­ments on flowers; she in­ven­ted some new spe­cies with start­ling names; she asked wheth­er these were known in Ire­land; but Lord Dun­beg was for the mo­ment so vague in his an­swers that she saw her case was per­il­ous.

			“Here is an old sun­di­al. Do you have sun­di­als in Ire­land, Lord Dun­beg?”

			“Yes; oh, cer­tainly! What! sun­di­als? Oh, yes! I as­sure you there are a great many sun­di­als in Ire­land, Miss Dare.”

			“I am so glad. But I sup­pose they are only for or­na­ment. Here it is just the oth­er way. Look at this one! they all be­have like that. The wear and tear of our sun is too much for them; they don’t last. My uncle, who has a place at Long Branch, had five sun­di­als in ten years.”

			“How very odd! But really now, Miss Dare, I don’t see how a sun­di­al could wear out.”

			“Don’t you? How strange! Don’t you see, they get soaked with sun­shine so that they can’t hold shad­ow. It’s like me, you know. I have such a good time all the time that I can’t be un­happy. Do you ever read the Bur­l­ing­ton Hawkeye, Lord Dun­beg?”

			“I don’t re­mem­ber; I think not. Is it an Amer­ic­an seri­al?” gasped Dun­beg, try­ing hard to keep pace with Miss Dare in her reck­less dashes across coun­try.

			“No, not seri­al at all!” replied Vir­gin­ia; “but I am afraid you would find it very hard read­ing. I shouldn’t try.”

			“Do you read it much, Miss Dare?”

			“Oh, al­ways! I am not really as light as I seem. But then I have an ad­vant­age over you be­cause I know the lan­guage.”

			By this time Dun­beg was awake again, and Miss Dare, sat­is­fied with her suc­cess, al­lowed her­self to be­come more reas­on­able, un­til a slight shade of sen­ti­ment began to flick­er about their path.

			The scattered party, how­ever, soon had to unite again. The boat rang its bell for re­turn, they filed down the paths and settled them­selves in their old places. As they steamed away, Mrs. Lee watched the sunny hill­side and the peace­ful house above, un­til she could see them no more, and the longer she looked, the less she was pleased with her­self. Was it true, as Vic­tor­ia Dare said, that she could not live in so pure an air? Did she really need the dens­er fumes of the city? Was she, un­known to her­self; gradu­ally be­com­ing tain­ted with the life about her? or was Ratcliffe right in ac­cept­ing the good and the bad to­geth­er, and in be­ing of his time since he was in it? Why was it, she said bit­terly to her­self, that everything Wash­ing­ton touched, he pur­i­fied, even down to the as­so­ci­ations of his house? and why is it that everything we touch seems soiled? Why do I feel un­clean when I look at Mount Ver­non? In spite of Mr. Ratcliffe, is it not bet­ter to be a child and to cry for the moon and stars?

			The little Baker girl came up to her where she stood, and began play­ing with her para­sol.

			“Who is your little friend?” asked Ratcliffe.

			Mrs. Lee rather vaguely replied that she was the daugh­ter of that pretty wo­man in black; she be­lieved her name was Baker.

			“Baker, did you say?” re­peated Ratcliffe.

			“Baker—Mrs. Sam Baker; at least so Mr. Car­ring­ton told me; he said she was a cli­ent of his.”

			In fact Ratcliffe soon saw Car­ring­ton go up to her and re­main by her side dur­ing the rest of the trip. Ratcliffe watched them sharply and grew more and more ab­sorbed in his own thoughts as the boat drew near­er and near­er the shore.

			Car­ring­ton was in high spir­its. He thought he had played his cards with un­usu­al suc­cess. Even Miss Dare deigned to ac­know­ledge his charms that day. She de­clared her­self to be the mor­al im­age of Martha Wash­ing­ton, and she star­ted a dis­cus­sion wheth­er Car­ring­ton or Lord Dun­beg would best suit her in the role of the Gen­er­al.

			“Mr. Car­ring­ton is ex­em­plary,” she said, “but oh, what joy to be Martha Wash­ing­ton and a Count­ess too!”

		
	
		
			VII

			When he reached his rooms that af­ter­noon, Sen­at­or Ratcliffe found there, as he ex­pec­ted, a choice com­pany of friends and ad­mirers, who had be­guiled their leis­ure hours since noon by curs­ing him in every vari­ety of pro­fane lan­guage that ex­per­i­ence could sug­gest and im­pa­tience stim­u­late. On his part, had he con­sul­ted his own feel­ings only, he would then and there have turned them out, and locked the doors be­hind them. So far as si­lent mal­edic­tions were con­cerned, no pro­fan­ity of theirs could hold its own against the in­tens­ity and de­lib­er­a­tion with which, as he found him­self ap­proach­ing his own door, he ex­pressed between his teeth his views in re­spect to their etern­al in­terests. Noth­ing could be less suited to his present hu­mour than the so­ci­ety which awaited him in his rooms. He groaned in spir­it as he sat down at his writ­ing-table and looked about him. Dozens of of­fice-seekers were be­sieging the house; men whose pat­ri­ot­ic ser­vices in the last elec­tion called loudly for re­cog­ni­tion from a grate­ful coun­try. They brought their ap­plic­a­tions to the Sen­at­or with an en­treaty that he would en­dorse and take charge of them. Sev­er­al mem­bers and sen­at­ors who felt that Ratcliffe had no reas­on for ex­ist­ence ex­cept to fight their battle for pat­ron­age, were loun­ging about his room, read­ing news­pa­pers, or be­guil­ing their time with to­bacco in vari­ous forms; at long in­ter­vals mak­ing dull re­marks, as though they were more weary than their con­stitu­ents of the at­mo­sphere that sur­rounds the grand­est gov­ern­ment the sun ever shone upon. Sev­er­al news­pa­per cor­res­pond­ents, eager to barter their news for Ratcliffe’s hints or sug­ges­tions, ap­peared from time to time on the scene, and, drop­ping in­to a chair by Ratcliffe’s desk, whispered with him in mys­ter­i­ous tones.

			Thus the Sen­at­or worked on, hour after hour, mech­an­ic­ally do­ing what was re­quired of him, sign­ing pa­pers without read­ing them, an­swer­ing re­marks without hear­ing them, hardly look­ing up from his desk, and ap­pear­ing im­mersed in la­bour. This was his pro­tec­tion against curi­os­ity and gar­ru­lity. The pre­tence of work was the cur­tain he drew between him­self and the world. Be­hind this cur­tain his men­tal op­er­a­tions went on, un­dis­turbed by what was about him, while he heard all that was said, and said little or noth­ing him­self. His fol­low­ers re­spec­ted this pri­vacy, and left him alone. He was their proph­et, and had a right to se­clu­sion. He was their chief­tain, and while he sat in his mono­syl­lab­ic solitude, his ragged tail re­clined in vari­ous at­ti­tudes about him, and oc­ca­sion­ally one man spoke, or an­oth­er swore. News­pa­pers and to­bacco were their re­source in peri­ods of ab­so­lute si­lence.

			A shade of de­pres­sion res­ted on the faces and the voices of Clan Ratcliffe that even­ing, as is not un­usu­al with forces on the eve of battle. Their re­marks came at longer in­ter­vals, and were more point­less and ran­dom than usu­al. There was a want of elasti­city in their bear­ing and tone, partly com­ing from sym­pathy with the evid­ent de­pres­sion of their chief, partly from the portents of the time. The Pres­id­ent was to ar­rive with­in forty-eight hours, and as yet there was no sign that he prop­erly ap­pre­ci­ated their ser­vices; there were signs only too un­mis­tak­able that he was pain­fully misled and de­luded, that his coun­ten­ance was turned wholly in an­oth­er dir­ec­tion, and that all their sac­ri­fices were coun­ted as worth­less. There was reas­on to be­lieve that he came with a de­lib­er­ate pur­pose of mak­ing war upon Ratcliffe and break­ing him down; of re­fus­ing to be­stow pat­ron­age on them, and of be­stow­ing it wherever it would in­jure them most deeply. At the thought that their hon­estly earned har­vest of for­eign mis­sions and con­su­lates, de­part­ment-bur­eaus, cus­tom­house and rev­en­ue of­fices, post­mas­ter­ships, In­di­an agen­cies, and army and navy con­tracts, might now be wrung from their grasp by the selfish greed of a mere ac­ci­dent­al in­truder—a man whom nobody wanted and every­one ri­diculed—their natures re­belled, and they felt that such things must not be; that there could be no more hope for demo­crat­ic gov­ern­ment if such things were pos­sible. At this point they in­vari­ably be­came ex­cited, lost their equan­im­ity, and swore. Then they fell back on their faith in Ratcliffe: if any man could pull them through, he could; after all, the Pres­id­ent must first reck­on with him, and he was an un­com­mon tough cus­tom­er to tackle.

			Per­haps, how­ever, even their faith in Ratcliffe might have been shaken, could they at that mo­ment have looked in­to his mind and un­der­stood what was passing there. Ratcliffe was a man vastly their su­per­i­or, and he knew it. He lived in a world of his own and had in­stincts of re­fine­ment. Whenev­er his af­fairs went un­fa­vour­ably, these in­stincts re­vived, and for the time swept all his nature with them. He was now filled with dis­gust and cyn­ic­al con­tempt for every form of polit­ics. Dur­ing long years he had done his best for his party; he had sold him­self to the dev­il, coined his heart’s blood, toiled with a dogged per­sist­ence that no day-la­bour­er ever con­ceived; and all for what? To be re­jec­ted as its can­did­ate; to be put un­der the har­row of a small In­di­ana farm­er who made no secret of the in­ten­tion to “cor­ral” him, and, as he el­eg­antly ex­pressed it, to “take his hide and tal­low.” Ratcliffe had no great fear of los­ing his hide, but he felt ag­grieved that he should be called upon to de­fend it, and that this should be the res­ult of twenty years’ de­vo­tion. Like most men in the same place, he did not stop to cast up both columns of his ac­count with the party, nor to ask him­self the ques­tion that lay at the heart of his griev­ance: How far had he served his party and how far him­self? He was in no hu­mour for self-ana­lys­is: this re­quires more re­pose of mind than he could then com­mand. As for the Pres­id­ent, from whom he had not heard a whis­per since the in­solent let­ter to Grimes, which he had taken care not to show, the Sen­at­or felt only a strong im­pulse to teach him bet­ter sense and bet­ter man­ners. But as for polit­ic­al life, the events of the last six months were cal­cu­lated to make any man doubt its value. He was quite out of sym­pathy with it. He hated the sight of his to­bacco-chew­ing, news­pa­per-read­ing satel­lites, with their hats tipped at every angle ex­cept the right one, and their feet every­where ex­cept on the floor. Their con­ver­sa­tion bored him and their pres­ence was a nuis­ance. He would not sub­mit to this slavery longer. He would have giv­en his Sen­at­or­ship for a civ­il­ized house like Mrs. Lee’s, with a wo­man like Mrs. Lee at its head, and twenty thou­sand a year for life. He smiled his only smile that even­ing when he thought how rap­idly she would rout every man Jack of his polit­ic­al fol­low­ing out of her par­lours, and how meekly they would sub­mit to ban­ish­ment in­to a back-of­fice with an oil­cloth car­pet and two cane chairs. He felt that Mrs. Lee was more ne­ces­sary to him than the Pres­id­ency it­self; he could not go on without her; he needed hu­man com­pan­ion­ship; some Chris­ti­an com­fort for his old age; some av­en­ue of com­mu­nic­a­tion with that so­cial world, which made his present sur­round­ings look cold and foul; some touch of that re­fine­ment of mind and mor­als be­side which his own seemed coarse. He felt un­ut­ter­ably lonely. He wished Mrs. Lee had asked him home to din­ner; but Mrs. Lee had gone to bed with a head­ache. He should not see her again for a week. Then his mind turned back upon their morn­ing at Mount Ver­non, and be­think­ing him­self of Mrs. Sam Baker, he took a sheet of note­pa­per, and wrote a line to Wilson Keen, Esq., at Geor­getown, re­quest­ing him to call, if pos­sible, the next morn­ing to­wards one o’clock at the Sen­at­or’s rooms on a mat­ter of busi­ness. Wilson Keen was chief of the Secret Ser­vice Bur­eau in the Treas­ury De­part­ment, and, as the de­pos­it­ary of all secrets, was of­ten called upon for as­sist­ance which he was very good-natured in fur­nish­ing to sen­at­ors, es­pe­cially if they were likely to be Sec­ret­ar­ies of the Treas­ury.

			This note des­patched, Mr. Ratcliffe fell back in­to his re­flect­ive mood, which led him ap­par­ently in­to still lower depths of dis­con­tent un­til, with a muttered oath, he swore he could “stand no more of this,” and, sud­denly rising, he in­formed his vis­it­ors that he was sorry to leave them, but he felt rather poorly and was go­ing to bed; and to bed he went, while his guests de­par­ted, each as his busi­ness or de­sires might point him, some to drink whis­key and some to re­pose.

			On Sunday morn­ing Mr. Ratcliffe, as usu­al, went to church. He al­ways at­ten­ded morn­ing ser­vice—at the Meth­od­ist Epis­copal Church—not wholly on the ground of re­li­gious con­vic­tion, but be­cause a large num­ber of his con­stitu­ents were churchgo­ing people and he would not will­ingly shock their prin­ciples so long as he needed their votes. In church, he kept his eyes closely fixed upon the cler­gy­man, and at the end of the ser­mon he could say with truth that he had not heard a word of it, al­though the re­spect­able min­is­ter was grat­i­fied by the at­ten­tion his dis­course had re­ceived from the Sen­at­or from Illinois, an at­ten­tion all the more praise­worthy be­cause of the en­gross­ing pub­lic cares which must at that mo­ment have dis­trac­ted the Sen­at­or’s mind. In this last idea, the min­is­ter was right. Mr. Ratcliffe’s mind was greatly dis­trac­ted by pub­lic cares, and one of his strongest reas­ons for go­ing to church at all was that he might get an hour or two of un­dis­turbed re­flec­tion. Dur­ing the en­tire ser­vice he was ab­sorbed in car­ry­ing on a series of ima­gin­ary con­ver­sa­tions with the new Pres­id­ent. He brought up in suc­ces­sion every form of pro­pos­i­tion which the Pres­id­ent might make to him; every trap which could be laid for him; every sort of treat­ment he might ex­pect, so that he could not be taken by sur­prise, and his frank, simple nature could nev­er be at a loss. One ob­ject, how­ever, long es­caped him. Sup­pos­ing, what was more than prob­able, that the Pres­id­ent’s op­pos­i­tion to Ratcliffe’s de­clared friends made it im­possible to force any of them in­to of­fice; it would then be ne­ces­sary to try some new man, not ob­nox­ious to the Pres­id­ent, as a can­did­ate for the Cab­in­et. Who should this be? Ratcliffe pondered long and deeply, search­ing out a man who com­bined the most power­ful in­terests, with the few­est en­mit­ies. This sub­ject was still up­per­most at the mo­ment when ser­vice ended. Ratcliffe pondered over it as he walked back to his rooms. Not un­til he reached his own door did he come to a con­clu­sion: Car­son would do; Car­son of Pennsylvania; the Pres­id­ent had prob­ably nev­er heard of him.

			Mr. Wilson Keen was wait­ing the Sen­at­or’s re­turn, a heavy man with a square face, and good-natured, act­ive blue eyes; a man of few words and those well-con­sidered. The in­ter­view was brief. After apo­lo­gising for break­ing in upon Sunday with busi­ness, Mr. Ratcliffe ex­cused him­self on the ground that so little time was left be­fore the close of the ses­sion. A bill now be­fore one of his Com­mit­tees, on which a re­port must soon be made, in­volved mat­ters to which it was be­lieved that the late Samuel Baker, formerly a well-known lobby-agent in Wash­ing­ton, held the only clue. He be­ing dead, Mr. Ratcliffe wished to know wheth­er he had left any pa­pers be­hind him, and in whose hands these pa­pers were, or wheth­er any part­ner or as­so­ci­ate of his was ac­quain­ted with his af­fairs.

			Mr. Keen made a note of the re­quest, merely re­mark­ing that he had been very well ac­quain­ted with Baker, and also a little with his wife, who was sup­posed to know his af­fairs as well as he knew them him­self, and who was still in Wash­ing­ton. He thought he could bring the in­form­a­tion in a day or two. As he then rose to go, Mr. Ratcliffe ad­ded that en­tire secrecy was ne­ces­sary, as the in­terests in­volved in ob­struct­ing the search were con­sid­er­able, and it was not well to wake them up. Mr. Keen as­sen­ted and went his way.

			All this was nat­ur­al enough and en­tirely prop­er, at least so far as ap­peared on the sur­face. Had Mr. Keen been so curi­ous in oth­er people’s af­fairs as to look for the par­tic­u­lar le­gis­lat­ive meas­ure which lay at the bot­tom of Mr. Ratcliffe’s in­quir­ies, he might have searched among the pa­pers of Con­gress a very long time and found him­self greatly puzzled at last. In fact there was no meas­ure of the kind. The whole story was a fic­tion. Mr. Ratcliffe had scarcely thought of Baker since his death, un­til the day be­fore, when he had seen his wid­ow on the Mount Ver­non steam­er and had found her in re­la­tions with Car­ring­ton. Some­thing in Car­ring­ton’s ha­bitu­al at­ti­tude and man­ner to­wards him­self had long struck him as pe­cu­li­ar, and this con­nec­tion with Mrs. Baker had sug­ges­ted to the Sen­at­or the idea that it might be well to have an eye on both. Mrs. Baker was a silly wo­man, as he knew, and there were old trans­ac­tions between Ratcliffe and Baker of which she might be in­formed, but which Ratcliffe had no wish to see brought with­in Mrs. Lee’s ken. As for the fic­tion in­ven­ted to set Keen in mo­tion, it was an in­no­cent one. It harmed nobody. Ratcliffe se­lec­ted this par­tic­u­lar meth­od of in­quiry be­cause it was the easi­est, safest, and most ef­fec­tu­al. If he were al­ways to wait un­til he could af­ford to tell the pre­cise truth, busi­ness would very soon be at a stand­still, and his ca­reer at an end.

			This little mat­ter dis­posed of, the Sen­at­or from Illinois passed his af­ter­noon in call­ing upon some of his broth­er sen­at­ors, and the first of those whom he hon­oured with a vis­it was Mr. Krebs, of Pennsylvania. There were many reas­ons which now made the co­oper­a­tion of that high-minded states­man es­sen­tial to Mr. Ratcliffe. The strongest of them was that the Pennsylvania del­eg­a­tion in Con­gress was well dis­cip­lined and could be used with pe­cu­li­ar ad­vant­age for pur­poses of “pres­sure.” Ratcliffe’s suc­cess in his con­test with the new Pres­id­ent de­pended on the amount of “pres­sure” he could em­ploy. To keep him­self in the back­ground, and to fling over the head of the raw Chief Ma­gis­trate a web of in­ter­twined in­flu­ences, any one of which alone would be use­less, but which taken to­geth­er were not to be broken through; to re­vive the lost art of the Ro­man re­tiari­us, who from a safe dis­tance threw his net over his ad­versary, be­fore at­tack­ing with the dag­ger; this was Ratcliffe’s in­ten­tion and to­wards this he had been dir­ect­ing all his ma­nip­u­la­tion for weeks past. How much bar­gain­ing and how many prom­ises he found it ne­ces­sary to make, was known to him­self alone. About this time Mrs. Lee was a little sur­prised to find Mr. Gore speak­ing with en­tire con­fid­ence of hav­ing Ratcliffe’s sup­port in his ap­plic­a­tion for the Span­ish mis­sion, for she had rather ima­gined that Gore was not a fa­vour­ite with Ratcliffe. She no­ticed too that Schneidekoupon had come back again and spoke mys­ter­i­ously of in­ter­views with Ratcliffe; of at­tempts to unite the in­terests of New York and Pennsylvania; and his coun­ten­ance took on a dark and dra­mat­ic ex­pres­sion as he pro­claimed that no sac­ri­fice of the prin­ciple of pro­tec­tion should be tol­er­ated. Schneidekoupon dis­ap­peared as sud­denly as he came, and from Sybil’s in­no­cent com­plaints of his spir­its and tem­per, Mrs. Lee jumped to the con­clu­sion that Mr. Ratcliffe, Mr. Clin­ton, and Mr. Krebs had for the mo­ment com­bined to sit heav­ily upon poor Schneidekoupon, and to re­move his dis­turb­ing in­flu­ence from the scene, at least un­til oth­er men should get what they wanted. These were merely the tri­fling in­cid­ents that fell with­in Mrs. Lee’s ob­ser­va­tion. She felt an at­mo­sphere of bar­gain and in­trigue, but she could only ima­gine how far it ex­ten­ded. Even Car­ring­ton, when she spoke to him about it, only laughed and shook his head: “Those mat­ters are private, my dear Mrs. Lee; you and I are not meant to know such things.”

			This Sunday af­ter­noon Mr. Ratcliffe’s ob­ject was to ar­range the little man­oeuvre about Car­son of Pennsylvania, which had dis­turbed him in church. His ef­forts were crowned with suc­cess. Krebs ac­cep­ted Car­son and prom­ised to bring him for­ward at ten minutes’ no­tice, should the emer­gency arise.

			Ratcliffe was a great states­man. The smooth­ness of his ma­nip­u­la­tion was mar­vel­lous. No oth­er man in polit­ics, in­deed no oth­er man who had ever been in polit­ics in this coun­try, could—his ad­mirers said—have brought to­geth­er so many hos­tile in­terests and made so fant­ast­ic a com­bin­a­tion. Some men went so far as to main­tain that he would “rope in the Pres­id­ent him­self be­fore the old man had time to swap knives with him.” The beauty of his work con­sisted in the skill with which he evaded ques­tions of prin­ciple. As he wisely said, the is­sue now in­volved was not one of prin­ciple but of power. The fate of that noble party to which they all be­longed, and which had a re­cord that could nev­er be for­got­ten, de­pended on their let­ting prin­ciple alone. Their prin­ciple must be the want of prin­ciples. There were in­deed in­di­vidu­als who said in reply that Ratcliffe had made prom­ises which nev­er could be car­ried out, and there were al­most su­per­hu­man ele­ments of dis­cord in the com­bin­a­tion, but as Ratcliffe shrewdly re­joined, he only wanted it to last a week, and he guessed his prom­ises would hold it up for that time.

			Such was the situ­ation when on Monday af­ter­noon the Pres­id­ent-elect ar­rived in Wash­ing­ton, and the com­edy began. The new Pres­id­ent was, al­most as much as Ab­ra­ham Lin­coln or Frank­lin Pierce, an un­known quant­ity in polit­ic­al math­em­at­ics. In the na­tion­al con­ven­tion of the party, nine months be­fore, after some dozens of fruit­less bal­lots in which Ratcliffe wanted but three votes of a ma­jor­ity, his op­pon­ents had done what he was now do­ing; they had laid aside their prin­ciples and set up for their can­did­ate a plain In­di­ana farm­er, whose polit­ic­al ex­per­i­ence was lim­ited to stump-speak­ing in his nat­ive State, and to one term as Gov­ernor. They had pitched upon him, not be­cause they thought him com­pet­ent, but be­cause they hoped by do­ing so to de­tach In­di­ana from Ratcliffe’s fol­low­ing, and they were so suc­cess­ful that with­in fif­teen minutes Ratcliffe’s friends were routed, and the Pres­id­ency had fallen upon this new polit­ic­al Buddha.

			He had be­gun his ca­reer as a stone­cut­ter in a quarry, and was, not un­reas­on­ably, proud of the fact. Dur­ing the cam­paign this in­cid­ent had, of course, filled a large space in the pub­lic mind, or, more ex­actly, in the pub­lic eye. “The Stone­cut­ter of the Wa­bash,” he was some­times called; at oth­ers “the Hoo­si­er Quar­ry­man,” but his fa­vour­ite ap­pel­la­tion was “Old Gran­ite,” al­though this last en­dear­ing name, ow­ing to an un­for­tu­nate sim­il­ar­ity of sound, was seized upon by his op­pon­ents, and dis­tor­ted in­to “Old Granny.” He had been painted on many thou­sand yards of cot­ton sheet­ing, either with a ter­rif­ic sledge­ham­mer, smash­ing the skulls (which figured as pav­ing-stones) of his polit­ic­al op­pon­ents, or split­ting by gi­gant­ic blows a huge rock typ­ic­al of the op­pos­ing party. His op­pon­ents in their turn had paraded il­lu­min­a­tions rep­res­ent­ing the Quar­ry­man in the garb of a State’s-pris­on con­vict break­ing the heads of Ratcliffe and oth­er well-known polit­ic­al lead­ers with a very feeble ham­mer, or as “Old Granny” in pau­per’s rags, hope­lessly re­pair­ing with the same heads the im­possible roads which typ­i­fied the ill-con­di­tioned and miry ways of his party. But these vi­ol­a­tions of de­cency and good sense were uni­ver­sally re­proved by the vir­tu­ous; and it was re­marked with sat­is­fac­tion that the purest and most highly cul­tiv­ated news­pa­per ed­it­ors on his side, without ex­cept­ing those of Bo­ston it­self, agreed with one voice that the Stone­cut­ter was a noble type of man, per­haps the very noblest that had ap­peared to ad­orn this coun­try since the in­com­par­able Wash­ing­ton.

			That he was hon­est, all ad­mit­ted; that is to say, all who voted for him. This is a gen­er­al char­ac­ter­ist­ic of all new pres­id­ents. He him­self took great pride in his homespun hon­esty, which is a qual­ity pe­cu­li­ar to nature’s no­ble­men. Ow­ing noth­ing, as he con­ceived, to politi­cians, but sym­path­ising through every fibre of his un­selfish nature with the im­pulses and as­pir­a­tions of the people, he af­firmed it to be his first duty to pro­tect the people from those vul­tures, as he called them, those wolves in sheep’s cloth­ing, those harpies, those hy­en­as, the politi­cians; epi­thets which, as gen­er­ally in­ter­preted, meant Ratcliffe and Ratcliffe’s friends. His car­din­al prin­ciple in polit­ics was hos­til­ity to Ratcliffe, yet he was not vin­dict­ive. He came to Wash­ing­ton de­term­ined to be the Fath­er of his coun­try; to gain a proud im­mor­tal­ity—and a reelec­tion.

			Upon this gen­tle­man Ratcliffe had let loose all the forms of “pres­sure” which could be set in mo­tion either in or out of Wash­ing­ton. From the mo­ment when he had left his humble cot­tage in South­ern In­di­ana, he had been cap­tured by Ratcliffe’s friends, and smothered in demon­stra­tions of af­fec­tion. They had nev­er al­lowed him to sug­gest the pos­sib­il­ity of ill-feel­ing. They had as­sumed as a mat­ter of course that the most cor­di­al at­tach­ment ex­is­ted between him and his party. On his ar­rival in Wash­ing­ton they sys­tem­at­ic­ally cut him off from con­tact with any in­flu­ences but their own. This was not a very dif­fi­cult thing to do, for great as he was, he liked to be told of his great­ness, and they made him feel him­self a co­los­sus. Even the few per­son­al friends in his com­pany were ma­nip­u­lated with the ut­most care, and their weak­nesses put to use be­fore they had been in Wash­ing­ton a single day.

			Not that Ratcliffe had any­thing to do with all this un­der­hand and grov­el­ling in­trigue. Mr. Ratcliffe was a man of dig­nity and self-re­spect, who left de­tails to his sub­or­din­ates. He waited calmly un­til the Pres­id­ent, re­covered from the fa­tigues of his jour­ney, should be­gin to feel the ef­fect of a Wash­ing­ton at­mo­sphere. Then on Wed­nes­day morn­ing, Mr. Ratcliffe left his rooms an hour earli­er than usu­al on his way to the Sen­ate, and called at the Pres­id­ent’s Hotel: he was ushered in­to a large apart­ment in which the new Chief Ma­gis­trate was hold­ing court, al­though at sight of Ratcliffe, the oth­er vis­it­ors edged away or took their hats and left the room. The Pres­id­ent proved to be a hard-fea­tured man of sixty, with a hooked nose and thin, straight, iron-gray hair. His voice was rough­er than his fea­tures and he re­ceived Ratcliffe awk­wardly. He had suffered since his de­par­ture from In­di­ana. Out there it had seemed a mere flea-bite, as he ex­pressed it, to brush Ratcliffe aside, but in Wash­ing­ton the thing was some­how dif­fer­ent. Even his own In­di­ana friends looked grave when he talked of it, and shook their heads. They ad­vised him to be cau­tious and gain time; to lead Ratcliffe on, and if pos­sible to throw on him the re­spons­ib­il­ity of a quar­rel. He was, there­fore, like a brown bear un­der­go­ing the pro­cess of tam­ing; very ill-tempered, very rough, and at the same time very much be­wildered and a little frightened. Ratcliffe sat ten minutes with him, and ob­tained in­form­a­tion in re­gard to pains which the Pres­id­ent had suffered dur­ing the pre­vi­ous night, in con­sequence, as he be­lieved, of an over­in­dul­gence in fresh lob­ster, a lux­ury in which he had found a di­ver­sion from the cares of state. So soon as this mat­ter was ex­plained and con­doled upon, Ratcliffe rose and took leave.

			Every device known to politi­cians was now in full play against the Hoo­si­er Quar­ry­man. State del­eg­a­tions with con­tra­dict­ory re­quests were poured in upon him, among which that of Mas­sachu­setts presen­ted as its only pray­er the ap­point­ment of Mr. Gore to the Span­ish mis­sion. Dif­fi­culties were in­ven­ted to em­bar­rass and worry him. False leads were sug­ges­ted, and false in­form­a­tion care­fully mingled with true. A wild dance was kept up un­der his eyes from day­light to mid­night, un­til his brain reeled with the ef­fort to fol­low it. Means were also found to con­vert one of his per­son­al, con­fid­en­tial friends, who had come with him from In­di­ana and who had more brains or less prin­ciple than the oth­ers; from him every word of the Pres­id­ent was brought dir­ectly to Ratcliffe’s ear.

			Early on Fri­day morn­ing, Mr. Thomas Lord, a rival of the late Samuel Baker, and heir to his tri­umphs, ap­peared in Ratcliffe’s rooms while the Sen­at­or was con­sum­ing his lonely egg and chop. Mr. Lord had been chosen to take gen­er­al charge of the pres­id­en­tial party and to dir­ect all mat­ters con­nec­ted with Ratcliffe’s in­terests. Some people might con­sider this the work of a spy; he looked on it as a pub­lic duty. He re­por­ted that “Old Granny” had at last shown signs of weak­ness. Late the pre­vi­ous even­ing when, ac­cord­ing to his cus­tom, he was smoking his pipe in com­pany with his kit­chen-cab­in­et of fol­low­ers, he had again fallen upon the sub­ject of Ratcliffe, and with a vol­ley of oaths had sworn that he would show him his place yet, and that he meant to of­fer him a seat in the Cab­in­et that would make him “sick­er than a stuck hog.” From this re­mark and some ex­plan­at­ory hints that fol­lowed, it seemed that the Quar­ry­man had aban­doned his scheme of put­ting Ratcliffe to im­me­di­ate polit­ic­al death, and had now un­der­taken to in­vite him in­to a Cab­in­et which was to be spe­cially con­struc­ted to thwart and hu­mi­li­ate him. The Pres­id­ent, it ap­peared, warmly ap­plauded the re­mark of one coun­sel­lor, that Ratcliffe was safer in the Cab­in­et than in the Sen­ate, and that it would be easy to kick him out when the time came.

			Ratcliffe smiled grimly as Mr. Lord, with much clev­er mim­icry, de­scribed the Pres­id­ent’s pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies of lan­guage and man­ner, but he said noth­ing and waited for the event. The same even­ing came a note from the Pres­id­ent’s private sec­ret­ary re­quest­ing his at­tend­ance, if pos­sible, to­mor­row, Sat­urday morn­ing, at ten o’clock. The note was curt and cool. Ratcliffe merely sent back word that he would come, and felt a little re­gret that the Pres­id­ent should not know enough etiquette to un­der­stand that this verbal an­swer was in­ten­ded as a hint to im­prove his man­ners. He did come ac­cord­ingly, and found the Pres­id­ent look­ing black­er than be­fore. This time there was no avoid­ing of tender sub­jects. The Pres­id­ent meant to show Ratcliffe by the de­cision of his course, that he was mas­ter of the situ­ation. He broke at once in­to the middle of the mat­ter: “I sent for you,” said he, “to con­sult with you about my Cab­in­et. Here is a list of the gen­tle­men I in­tend to in­vite in­to it. You will see that I have got you down for the Treas­ury. Will you look at the list and say what you think of it?”

			Ratcliffe took the pa­per, but laid it at once on the table without look­ing at it. “I can have no ob­jec­tion,” said he, “to any Cab­in­et you may ap­point, provided I am not in­cluded in it. My wish is to re­main where I am. There I can serve your ad­min­is­tra­tion bet­ter than in the Cab­in­et.”

			“Then you re­fuse?” growled the Pres­id­ent.

			“By no means. I only de­cline to of­fer any ad­vice or even to hear the names of my pro­posed col­leagues un­til it is de­cided that my ser­vices are ne­ces­sary. If they are, I shall ac­cept without caring with whom I serve.”

			The Pres­id­ent glared at him with an un­easy look. What was to be done next? He wanted time to think, but Ratcliffe was there and must be dis­posed of. He in­vol­un­tar­ily be­came more civil: “Mr. Ratcliffe, your re­fus­al would knock everything on the head. I thought that mat­ter was all fixed. What more can I do?”

			But Ratcliffe had no mind to let the Pres­id­ent out of his clutches so eas­ily, and a long con­ver­sa­tion fol­lowed, dur­ing which he forced his ant­ag­on­ist in­to the po­s­i­tion of ur­ging him to take the Treas­ury in or­der to pre­vent some un­defined but portent­ous mis­chief in the Sen­ate. All that could be agreed upon was that Ratcliffe should give a pos­it­ive an­swer with­in two days, and on that agree­ment he took his leave.

			As he passed through the cor­ridor, a num­ber of gen­tle­men were wait­ing for in­ter­views with the Pres­id­ent, and among them was the whole Pennsylvania del­eg­a­tion, “ready for biz,” as Mr. Tom Lord re­marked, with a wink. Ratcliffe drew Krebs aside and they ex­changed a few words as he passed out. Ten minutes af­ter­wards the del­eg­a­tion was ad­mit­ted, and some of its mem­bers were a little sur­prised to hear their spokes­man, Sen­at­or Krebs, press with ex­treme earn­est­ness and in their names, the ap­point­ment of Jo­si­ah B. Car­son to a place in the Cab­in­et, when they had been giv­en to un­der­stand that they came to re­com­mend Jared Cald­well as post­mas­ter of Phil­adelphia. But Pennsylvania is a great and vir­tu­ous State, whose rep­res­ent­at­ives have en­tire con­fid­ence in their chief. Not one of them so much as winked.

			The dance of demo­cracy round the Pres­id­ent now began again with wilder en­ergy. Ratcliffe launched his last bolts. His two-days’ delay was a mere cov­er for bring­ing new in­flu­ences to bear. He needed no delay. He wanted no time for re­flec­tion. The Pres­id­ent had un­der­taken to put him on the horns of a di­lemma; either to force him in­to a hos­tile and treach­er­ous Cab­in­et, or to throw on him the blame of a re­fus­al and a quar­rel. He meant to em­brace one of the horns and to im­pale the Pres­id­ent on it, and he felt per­fect con­fid­ence in his own suc­cess. He meant to ac­cept the Treas­ury and he was ready to back him­self with a heavy wager to get the gov­ern­ment en­tirely in­to his own hands with­in six weeks. His con­tempt for the Hoo­si­er Stone­cut­ter was un­boun­ded, and his con­fid­ence in him­self more ab­so­lute than ever.

			Busy as he was, the Sen­at­or made his ap­pear­ance the next even­ing at Mrs. Lee’s, and find­ing her alone with Sybil, who was oc­cu­pied with her own little devices, Ratcliffe told Madeleine the story of his week’s ex­per­i­ence. He did not dwell on his ex­ploits. On the con­trary he quite ig­nored those elab­or­ate ar­range­ments which had taken from the Pres­id­ent his power of vo­li­tion. His pic­ture presen­ted him­self, sol­it­ary and un­pro­tec­ted, in the char­ac­ter of that hon­est beast who was in­vited to dine with the li­on and saw that all the foot­marks of his pre­de­cessors led in­to the li­on’s cave, and none away from it. He de­scribed in hu­mor­ous de­tail his in­ter­views with the In­di­ana li­on, and the par­tic­u­lars of the sur­feit of lob­ster as giv­en in the Pres­id­ent’s dia­lect; he even re­peated to her the story told him by Mr. Tom Lord, without omit­ting oaths or ges­tures; he told her how mat­ters stood at the mo­ment, and how the Pres­id­ent had laid a trap for him which he could not es­cape; he must either enter a Cab­in­et con­struc­ted on pur­pose to thwart him and with the cer­tainty of ig­no­mini­ous dis­missal at the first op­por­tun­ity, or he must re­fuse an of­fer of friend­ship which would throw on him the blame of a quar­rel, and en­able the Pres­id­ent to charge all fu­ture dif­fi­culties to the ac­count of Ratcliffe’s “in­sa­ti­able am­bi­tion.” “And now, Mrs. Lee,” he con­tin­ued, with in­creas­ing ser­i­ous­ness of tone; “I want your ad­vice; what shall I do?”

			Even this half rev­el­a­tion of the mean­ness which dis­tor­ted polit­ics; this one-sided view of hu­man nature in its na­ked de­form­ity play­ing pranks with the in­terests of forty mil­lion people, dis­gus­ted and de­pressed Madeleine’s mind. Ratclife spared her noth­ing ex­cept the ex­pos­ure of his own mor­al sores. He care­fully called her at­ten­tion to every lep­rous taint upon his neigh­bours’ per­sons, to every rag in their foul cloth­ing, to every slimy and fet­id pool that lay be­side their path. It was his way of bring­ing his own qual­it­ies in­to re­lief. He meant that she should go hand in hand with him through the brim­stone lake, and the more re­puls­ive it seemed to her, the more over­whelm­ing would his su­peri­or­ity be­come. He meant to des­troy those doubts of his char­ac­ter which Car­ring­ton was so care­fully fos­ter­ing, to rouse her sym­pathy, to stim­u­late her fem­in­ine sense of self-sac­ri­fice.

			When he asked this ques­tion she looked up at him with an ex­pres­sion of in­dig­nant pride, as she spoke:

			“I say again, Mr. Ratcliffe, what I said once be­fore. Do whatever is most for the pub­lic good.”

			“And what is most for the pub­lic good?”

			Madeleine half opened her mouth to reply, then hes­it­ated, and stared si­lently in­to the fire be­fore her. What was in­deed most for the pub­lic good? Where did the pub­lic good enter at all in­to this maze of per­son­al in­trigue, this wil­der­ness of stun­ted natures where no straight road was to be found, but only the tor­tu­ous and aim­less tracks of beasts and things that crawl? Where was she to look for a prin­ciple to guide, an ideal to set up and to point at?

			Ratcliffe re­sumed his ap­peal, and his man­ner was more ser­i­ous than ever.

			“I am hard pressed, Mrs. Lee. My en­emies en­com­pass me about. They mean to ru­in me. I hon­estly wish to do my duty. You once said that per­son­al con­sid­er­a­tions should have no weight. Very well! throw them away! And now tell me what I should do.”

			For the first time, Mrs. Lee began to feel his power. He was simple, straight­for­ward, earn­est. His words moved her. How should she ima­gine that he was play­ing upon her sens­it­ive nature pre­cisely as he played upon the Pres­id­ent’s coarse one, and that this heavy west­ern politi­cian had the in­stincts of a wild In­di­an in their sharp­ness and quick­ness of per­cep­tion; that he di­vined her char­ac­ter and read it as he read the faces and tones of thou­sands from day to day? She was un­easy un­der his eye. She began a sen­tence, hes­it­ated in the middle, and broke down. She lost her com­mand of thought, and sat dumb­foun­ded. He had to draw her out of the con­fu­sion he had him­self made.

			“I see your mean­ing in your face. You say that I should ac­cept the duty and dis­reg­ard the con­sequences.”

			“I don’t know,” said Madeleine, hes­it­at­ingly; “Yes, I think that would be my feel­ing.”

			“And when I fall a sac­ri­fice to that man’s envy and in­trigue, what will you think then, Mrs. Lee? Will you not join the rest of the world and say that I over­reached my­self, and walked in­to this trap with my eyes open, and for my own ob­jects? Do you think I shall ever be thought bet­ter of, for get­ting caught here? I don’t parade high mor­al views like our friend French. I won’t cant about vir­tue. But I do claim that in my pub­lic life I have tried to do right. Will you do me the justice to think so?”

			Madeleine still struggled to pre­vent her­self from be­ing drawn in­to in­def­in­ite prom­ises of sym­pathy with this man. She would keep him at arm’s length whatever her sym­path­ies might be. She would not pledge her­self to es­pouse his cause. She turned upon him with an ef­fort, and said that her thoughts, now or at any time, were folly and non­sense, and that the con­scious­ness of right-do­ing was the only re­ward any pub­lic man had a right to ex­pect.

			“And yet you are a hard crit­ic, Mrs. Lee. If your thoughts are what you say, your words are not. You judge with the judg­ment of ab­stract prin­ciples, and you wield the bolts of di­vine justice. You look on and con­demn, but you re­fuse to ac­quit. When I come to you on the verge of what is likely to be the fatal plunge of my life, and ask you only for some clue to the mor­al prin­ciple that ought to guide me, you look on and say that vir­tue is its own re­ward. And you do not even say where vir­tue lies.”

			“I con­fess my sins,” said Madeleine, meekly and des­pond­ently; “life is more com­plic­ated than I thought.”

			“I shall be guided by your ad­vice,” said Ratcliffe; “I shall walk in­to that den of wild beasts, since you think I ought. But I shall hold you to your re­spons­ib­il­ity. You can­not re­fuse to see me through dangers you have helped to bring me in­to.”

			“No, no!” cried Madeleine, earn­estly; “no re­spons­ib­il­ity. You ask more than I can give.”

			Ratcliffe looked at her a mo­ment with a troubled and care­worn face. His eyes seemed deep sunk in their dark circles, and his voice was pathet­ic in its in­tens­ity. “Duty is duty, for you as well as for me. I have a right to the help of all pure minds. You have no right to re­fuse it. How can you re­ject your own re­spons­ib­il­ity and hold me to mine?”

			Al­most as he spoke, he rose and took his de­par­ture, leav­ing her no time to do more than mur­mur again her in­ef­fec­tu­al protest. After he was gone, Mrs. Lee sat long, with her eyes fixed on the fire, re­flect­ing upon what he had said. Her mind was be­wildered by the new sug­ges­tions which Ratcliffe had thrown out. What wo­man of thirty, with as­pir­a­tions for the in­fin­ite, could res­ist an at­tack like this? What wo­man with a soul could see be­fore her the most power­ful pub­lic man of her time, ap­peal­ing—with a face fur­rowed by anxi­et­ies, and a voice vi­brat­ing with only half-sup­pressed af­fec­tion—to her for coun­sel and sym­pathy, without yield­ing some re­sponse? and what wo­man could have helped bow­ing her head to that re­buke of her over­con­fid­ent judg­ment, com­ing as it did from one who in the same breath ap­pealed to that judg­ment as fi­nal? Ratcliffe, too, had a curi­ous in­stinct for hu­man weak­nesses. No mag­net­ic needle was ever truer than his fin­ger when he touched the vul­ner­able spot in an op­pon­ent’s mind. Mrs. Lee was not to be reached by an ap­peal to re­li­gious sen­ti­ment, to am­bi­tion, or to af­fec­tion. Any such ap­peal would have fallen flat on her ears and des­troyed its own hopes. But she was a wo­man to the very last drop of her blood. She could not be in­duced to love Ratcliffe, but she might be de­luded in­to sac­ri­fi­cing her­self for him. She atoned for want of de­vo­tion to God, by de­vo­tion to man. She had a wo­man’s nat­ur­al tend­ency to­wards as­ceti­cism, self-ex­tinc­tion, self-ab­neg­a­tion. All through life she had made pain­ful ef­forts to un­der­stand and fol­low out her duty. Ratcliffe knew her weak point when he at­tacked her from this side. Like all great orators and ad­voc­ates, he was an act­or; the more ef­fect­ive be­cause of a cer­tain dig­ni­fied air that for­bade fa­mili­ar­ity. He had ap­pealed to her sym­pathy, her sense of right and of duty, to her cour­age, her loy­alty, her whole high­er nature; and while he made this ap­peal he felt more than half con­vinced that he was all he pre­ten­ded to be, and that he really had a right to her de­vo­tion. What won­der that she in her turn was more than half in­clined to ad­mit that right. She knew him now bet­ter than Car­ring­ton or Jac­obi knew him. Surely a man who spoke as he spoke, had noble in­stincts and lofty aims? Was not his ca­reer a thou­sand times more im­port­ant than hers? If he, in his isol­a­tion and his cares, needed her as­sist­ance, had she an ex­cuse for re­fus­ing it? What was there in her aim­less and use­less life which made it so pre­cious that she could not af­ford to fling it in­to the gut­ter, if need be, on the bare chance of en­rich­ing some fuller ex­ist­ence?

		
	
		
			VIII

			Of all titles ever as­sumed by prince or po­tentate, the proudest is that of the Ro­man pontiffs: Ser­vus ser­vor­um Dei—“Ser­vant of the ser­vants of God.” In former days it was not ad­mit­ted that the dev­il’s ser­vants could by right have any share in gov­ern­ment. They were to be shut out, pun­ished, ex­iled, maimed, and burned. The dev­il has no ser­vants now; only the people have ser­vants. There may be some mis­take about a doc­trine which makes the wicked, when a ma­jor­ity, the mouth­piece of God against the vir­tu­ous, but the hopes of man­kind are staked on it; and if the weak in faith some­times quail when they see hu­man­ity float­ing in a shore­less ocean, on this plank, which ex­per­i­ence and re­li­gion long since con­demned as rot­ten, mis­take or not, men have thus far floated bet­ter by its aid, than the popes ever did with their pret­ti­er prin­ciple; so that it will be a long time yet be­fore so­ci­ety re­pents.

			Wheth­er the new Pres­id­ent and his chief rival, Mr. Silas P. Ratcliffe, were or were not ser­vants of the ser­vants of God, is not ma­ter­i­al here. Ser­vants they were to someone. No doubt many of those who call them­selves ser­vants of the people are no bet­ter than wolves in sheep’s cloth­ing, or asses in lions’ skins. One may see scores of them any day in the Cap­it­ol when Con­gress is in ses­sion, mak­ing noisy demon­stra­tions, or more use­fully do­ing noth­ing. A wiser gen­er­a­tion will em­ploy them in manu­al la­bour; as it is, they serve only them­selves. But there are two of­ficers, at least, whose ser­vice is real—the Pres­id­ent and his Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury. The Hoo­si­er Quar­ry­man had not been a week in Wash­ing­ton be­fore he was heart­ily home­sick for In­di­ana. No maid-of-all-work in a cheap board­ing­house was ever more har­assed. Every­one con­spired against him. His en­emies gave him no peace. All Wash­ing­ton was laugh­ing at his blun­ders, and rib­ald sheets, pub­lished on a Sunday, took de­light in print­ing the new Chief Ma­gis­trate’s say­ings and do­ings, chron­icled with out­rageous hu­mour, and placed by ma­li­cious hands where the Pres­id­ent could not but see them. He was sens­it­ive to ri­dicule, and it mor­ti­fied him to the heart to find that re­marks and acts, which to him seemed sens­ible enough, should be cap­able of such per­ver­sion. Then he was over­whelmed with pub­lic busi­ness. It came upon him in a de­luge, and he now, in his des­pair, no longer tried to con­trol it. He let it pass over him like a wave. His mind was mud­died by the in­nu­mer­able vis­it­ors to whom he had to listen. But his greatest anxi­ety was the In­aug­ur­al Ad­dress which, dis­trac­ted as he was, he could not fin­ish, al­though in an­oth­er week it must be de­livered. He was nervous about his Cab­in­et; it seemed to him that he could do noth­ing un­til he had dis­posed of Ratcliffe. Already, thanks to the Pres­id­ent’s friends, Ratcliffe had be­come in­dis­pens­able; still an en­emy, of course, but one whose hands must be tied; a sort of Sampson, to be kept in bonds un­til the time came for put­ting him out of the way, but in the mean­while, to be util­ized. This point be­ing settled, the Pres­id­ent had in ima­gin­a­tion be­gun to lean upon him; for the last few days he had post­poned everything till next week, “when I get my Cab­in­et ar­ranged;” which meant, when he got Ratcliffe’s as­sist­ance; and he fell in­to a pan­ic whenev­er he thought of the chance that Ratcliffe might re­fuse.

			He was pa­cing his room im­pa­tiently on Monday morn­ing, an hour be­fore the time fixed for Ratcliffe’s vis­it. His feel­ings still fluc­tu­ated vi­ol­ently, and if he re­cog­nized the ne­ces­sity of us­ing Ratcliffe, he was not the less de­term­ined to tie Ratcliffe’s hands. He must be made to come in­to a Cab­in­et where every oth­er voice would be against him. He must be pre­ven­ted from hav­ing any pat­ron­age to dis­pose of. He must be in­duced to ac­cept these con­di­tions at the start. How present this to him in such a way as not to re­pel him at once? All this was need­less, if the Pres­id­ent had only known it, but he thought him­self a pro­found states­man, and that his hand was guid­ing the des­tinies of Amer­ica to his own reelec­tion. When at length, on the stroke of ten o’clock, Ratcliffe entered the room, the Pres­id­ent turned to him with nervous eager­ness, and al­most be­fore of­fer­ing his hand, said that he hoped Mr. Ratcliffe had come pre­pared to be­gin work at once. The Sen­at­or replied that, if such was the Pres­id­ent’s de­cided wish, he would of­fer no fur­ther op­pos­i­tion. Then the Pres­id­ent drew him­self up in the at­ti­tude of an Amer­ic­an Cato, and de­livered a pre­pared ad­dress, in which he said that he had chosen the mem­bers of his Cab­in­et with a care­ful re­gard to the pub­lic in­terests; that Mr. Ratcliffe was es­sen­tial to the com­bin­a­tion; that he ex­pec­ted no dis­agree­ment on prin­ciples, for there was but one prin­ciple which he should con­sider fun­da­ment­al, namely, that there should be no re­movals from of­fice ex­cept for cause; and that un­der these cir­cum­stances he coun­ted upon Mr. Ratcliffe’s as­sist­ance as a mat­ter of pat­ri­ot­ic duty.

			To all this Ratcliffe as­sen­ted without a word of ob­jec­tion, and the Pres­id­ent, more con­vinced than ever of his own mas­terly states­man­ship, breathed more freely than for a week past. With­in ten minutes they were act­ively at work to­geth­er, clear­ing away the mass of ac­cu­mu­lated busi­ness. The re­lief of the Quar­ry­man sur­prised him­self. Ratcliffe lif­ted the weight of af­fairs from his shoulders with hardly an ef­fort. He knew every­body and everything. He took most of the Pres­id­ent’s vis­it­ors at once in­to his own hands and dis­missed them with great rapid­ity. He knew what they wanted; he knew what re­com­mend­a­tions were strong and what were weak; who was to be treated with de­fer­ence and who was to be sent away ab­ruptly; where a blunt re­fus­al was safe, and where a pledge was al­low­able. The Pres­id­ent even trus­ted him with the un­fin­ished ma­nu­script of the In­aug­ur­al Ad­dress, which Ratcliffe re­turned to him the next day with such notes and sug­ges­tions as left noth­ing to be done bey­ond copy­ing them out in a fair hand. With all this, he proved him­self a very agree­able com­pan­ion. He talked well and en­livened the work; he was not a hard task­mas­ter, and when he saw that the Pres­id­ent was tired, he boldly as­ser­ted that there was no more busi­ness that could not as well wait a day, and so took the weary Stone­cut­ter out to drive for a couple of hours, and let him go peace­fully to sleep in the car­riage. They dined to­geth­er and Ratcliffe took care to send for Tom Lord to amuse them, for Tom was a wit and a hu­mour­ist, and kept the Pres­id­ent in a laugh. Mr. Lord ordered the din­ner and chose the wines. He could be coarse enough to suit even the Pres­id­ent’s pal­ate, and Ratcliffe was not be­hind­hand. When the new Sec­ret­ary went away at ten o’clock that night, his chief, who was in high good hu­mour with his din­ner, his cham­pagne, and his con­ver­sa­tion, swore with some un­ne­ces­sary gran­ite oaths, that Ratcliffe was “a clev­er fel­low any­how,” and he was glad “that job was fixed.”

			The truth was that Ratcliffe had now pre­cisely ten days be­fore the new Cab­in­et could be set in mo­tion, and in these ten days he must es­tab­lish his au­thor­ity over the Pres­id­ent so firmly that noth­ing could shake it. He was di­li­gent in good works. Very soon the court began to feel his hand. If a busi­ness let­ter or a writ­ten me­mori­al came in, the Pres­id­ent found it easy to en­dorse: “Re­ferred to the Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury.” If a vis­it­or wanted any­thing for him­self or an­oth­er, the in­vari­able reply came to be: “Just men­tion it to Mr. Ratcliffe;” or, “I guess Ratcliffe will see to that.” Be­fore long he even made jokes in a Cato­ni­an man­ner; jokes that were not pe­cu­li­arly witty, but some­what gruff and boor­ish, yet sig­ni­fic­ant of a resigned and self-con­ten­ted mind. One morn­ing he ordered Ratcliffe to take an iron­clad ship of war and at­tack the Sioux in Montana, see­ing that he was in charge of the army and navy and In­di­ans at once, and Jack of all trades; and again he told a nav­al of­ficer who wanted a court-mar­tial that he had bet­ter get Ratcliffe to sit on him for he was a whole court-mar­tial by him­self. That Ratcliffe held his chief in no less con­tempt than be­fore, was prob­able but not cer­tain, for he kept si­lence on the sub­ject be­fore the world, and looked sol­emn whenev­er the Pres­id­ent was men­tioned.

			Be­fore three days were over, the Pres­id­ent, with a little more than his usu­al ab­rupt­ness, sud­denly asked him what he knew about this fel­low Car­son, whom the Pennsylvani­ans were both­er­ing him to put in his Cab­in­et. Ratcliffe was guarded: he scarcely knew the man; Mr. Car­son was not in polit­ics, he be­lieved, but was pretty re­spect­able—for a Pennsylvani­an. The Pres­id­ent re­turned to the sub­ject sev­er­al times; got out his list of Cab­in­et of­ficers and figured in­dus­tri­ously upon it with a rather per­plexed face; called Ratcliffe to help him; and at last the “slate” was fairly broken, and Ratcliffe’s eyes gleamed when the Pres­id­ent caused his list of nom­in­a­tions to be sent to the Sen­ate on the 5th March, and Jo­si­ah B. Car­son, of Pennsylvania, was promptly con­firmed as Sec­ret­ary of the In­teri­or.

			But his eyes gleamed still more hu­mor­ously when, a few days af­ter­wards, the Pres­id­ent gave him a long list of some two score names, and asked him to find places for them. He as­sen­ted good-naturedly, with a re­mark that it might be ne­ces­sary to make a few re­movals to provide for these cases.

			“Oh, well,” said the Pres­id­ent, “I guess there’s just about as many as that had ought to go out any­way. These are friends of mine; got to be looked after. Just stuff ’em in some­where.”

			Even he felt a little awk­ward about it, and, to do him justice, this was the last that was heard about the fun­da­ment­al rule of his ad­min­is­tra­tion.

			Re­movals were fast and furi­ous, un­til all In­di­ana be­came easy in cir­cum­stances. And it was not to be denied that, by one means or an­oth­er, Ratcliffe’s friends did come in­to their fair share of the pub­lic money. Per­haps the Pres­id­ent thought it best to wink at such use of the Treas­ury pat­ron­age for the present, or was already a little over­awed by his Sec­ret­ary.

			Ratcliffe’s work was done. The pub­lic had, with the help of some clev­er in­trigue, driv­en its ser­vants in­to the traces. Even an In­di­ana stone­cut­ter could be taught that his per­son­al pre­ju­dices must yield to the pub­lic ser­vice. What mis­chief the selfish­ness, the am­bi­tion, or the ig­nor­ance of these men might do, was an­oth­er mat­ter. As the af­fair stood, the Pres­id­ent was the vic­tim of his own schemes. It re­mained to be seen wheth­er, at some fu­ture day, Mr. Ratcliffe would think it worth his while to strangle his chief by some quiet East­ern in­trigue, but the time had gone by when the Pres­id­ent could make use of either the bow­string or the axe upon him.

			All this passed while Mrs. Lee was quietly puzz­ling her poor little brain about her duty and her re­spons­ib­il­ity to Ratcliffe, who, mean­while, rarely failed to find him­self on Sunday even­ings by her side in her par­lour, where his rights were now so well es­tab­lished that no one pre­sumed to con­test his seat, un­less it were old Jac­obi, who from time to time re­minded him that he was fal­lible and mor­tal. Oc­ca­sion­ally, though not of­ten, Mr. Ratcliffe came at oth­er times, as when he per­suaded Mrs. Lee to be present at the In­aug­ur­a­tion, and to call on the Pres­id­ent’s wife. Madeleine and Sybil went to the Cap­it­ol and had the best places to see and hear the In­aug­ur­a­tion, as well as a cold March wind would al­low. Mrs. Lee found fault with the ce­re­mony; it was of the earth, earthy, she said. An eld­erly west­ern farm­er, with sil­ver spec­tacles, new and glossy even­ing clothes, bony fea­tures, and stiff, thin, gray hair, try­ing to ad­dress a large crowd of people, un­der the draw­backs of a pier­cing wind and a cold in his head, was not a hero. Sybil’s mind was lost in won­der­ing wheth­er the Pres­id­ent would not soon die of pneu­mo­nia. Even this ex­per­i­ence, how­ever, was happy when com­pared with that of the call upon the Pres­id­ent’s wife, after which Madeleine de­cided to leave the new dyn­asty alone in fu­ture. The lady, who was some­what stout and coarse-fea­tured, and whom Mrs. Lee de­clared she wouldn’t en­gage as a cook, showed qual­it­ies which, seen un­der that fierce light which beats upon a throne, seemed un­gra­cious. Her an­ti­pathy to Ratcliffe was more vi­ol­ent than her hus­band’s, and was even more openly ex­pressed, un­til the Pres­id­ent was quite put out of coun­ten­ance by it. She ex­ten­ded her hos­til­ity to every­one who could be sup­posed to be Ratcliffe’s friend, and the news­pa­pers, as well as private gos­sip, had marked out Mrs. Lee as one who, by an al­li­ance with Ratcliffe, was aim­ing at sup­plant­ing her own rule over the White House. Hence, when Mrs. Lightfoot Lee was an­nounced, and the two sis­ters were ushered in­to the pres­id­en­tial par­lour, she put on a coldly pat­ron­iz­ing air, and in reply to Madeleine’s hope that she found Wash­ing­ton agree­able, she in­tim­ated that there was much in Wash­ing­ton which struck her as aw­ful wicked, es­pe­cially the wo­men; and, look­ing at Sybil, she spoke of the style of dress in this city which she said she meant to do what she could to put a stop to. She’d heard tell that people sent to Par­is for their gowns, just as though Amer­ica wasn’t good enough to make one’s clothes! Jac­ob (all Pres­id­ents’ wives speak of their hus­bands by their first names) had prom­ised her to get a law passed against it. In her town in In­di­ana, a young wo­man who was seen on the street in such clothes wouldn’t be spoken to. At these re­marks, made with an air and in a tem­per quite un­mis­tak­able, Madeleine be­came ex­as­per­ated bey­ond meas­ure, and said that “Wash­ing­ton would be pleased to see the Pres­id­ent do some­thing in re­gard to dress-re­form—or any oth­er re­form;” and with this al­lu­sion to the Pres­id­ent’s ante-elec­tion re­form speeches, Mrs. Lee turned her back and left the room, fol­lowed by Sybil in con­vul­sions of sup­pressed laughter, which would not have been sup­pressed had she seen the face of their host­ess as the door shut be­hind them, and the en­ergy with which she shook her head and said: “See if I don’t re­form you yet, you—jade!”

			Mrs. Lee gave Ratcliffe a lively ac­count of this in­ter­view, and he laughed nearly as con­vuls­ively as Sybil over it, though he tried to pa­ci­fy her by say­ing that the Pres­id­ent’s most in­tim­ate friends openly de­clared his wife to be in­sane, and that he him­self was the per­son most afraid of her. But Mrs. Lee de­clared that the Pres­id­ent was as bad as his wife; that an equally good Pres­id­ent and Pres­id­ent’s wife could be picked up in any corner-gro­cery between the Lakes and the Ohio; and that no in­duce­ment should ever make her go near that coarse wash­er­wo­man again.

			Ratcliffe did not at­tempt to change Mrs. Lee’s opin­ion. In­deed he knew bet­ter than any man how Pres­id­ents were made, and he had his own opin­ions in re­gard to the pro­cess as well as the fab­ric pro­duced. Noth­ing Mrs. Lee could say now af­fected him. He threw off his re­spons­ib­il­ity and she found it sud­denly rest­ing on her own shoulders. When she spoke with in­dig­na­tion of the whole­sale re­movals from of­fice with which the new ad­min­is­tra­tion marked its ad­vent to power, he told her the story of the Pres­id­ent’s fun­da­ment­al prin­ciple, and asked her what she would have him do. “He meant to tie my hands,” said Ratcliffe, “and to leave his own free, and I ac­cep­ted the con­di­tion. Can I resign now on such a ground as this?” And Madeleine was ob­liged to agree that he could not. She had no means of know­ing how many re­movals he made in his own in­terest, or how far he had out­wit­ted the Pres­id­ent at his own game. He stood be­fore her a vic­tim and a pat­ri­ot. Every step he had taken had been taken with her ap­prov­al. He was now in of­fice to pre­vent what evil he could, not to be re­spons­ible for the evil that was done; and he hon­estly as­sured her that much worse men would come in when he went out, as the Pres­id­ent would cer­tainly take good care that he did go out when the mo­ment ar­rived.

			Mrs. Lee had the chance now to carry out her scheme in com­ing to Wash­ing­ton, for she was already deep in the mire of polit­ics and could see with every ad­vant­age how the great ma­chine floundered about, be­spat­ter­ing with mud even her own pure gar­ments. Ratcliffe him­self, since en­ter­ing the Treas­ury, had be­gun to talk with a sneer of the way in which laws were made, and openly said that he wondered how gov­ern­ment got on at all. Yet he de­clared still that this par­tic­u­lar gov­ern­ment was the highest ex­pres­sion of polit­ic­al thought. Mrs. Lee stared at him and wondered wheth­er he knew what thought was. To her the gov­ern­ment seemed to have less thought in it than one of Sybil’s gowns, for if they, like the gov­ern­ment, were mon­strously costly, they were at least ad­ap­ted to their pur­pose, the parts fit­ted to­geth­er, and they were neither awk­ward nor un­wieldy.

			There was noth­ing very en­cour­aging in all this, but it was bet­ter than New York. At least it gave her some­thing to look at, and to think about. Even Lord Dun­beg preached prac­tic­al phil­an­thropy to her by the hour. Ratcliffe, too, was com­pelled to drag him­self out of the rut of ma­chine polit­ics, and to jus­ti­fy his right of ad­mis­sion to her house. There Mr. French dis­coursed at great length, un­til the fourth of March sent him home to Con­necti­c­ut; and he brought more than one in­tel­li­gent mem­ber of Con­gress to Mrs. Lee’s par­lour. Un­der­neath the scum float­ing on the sur­face of polit­ics, Madeleine felt that there was a sort of healthy ocean cur­rent of hon­est pur­pose, which swept the scum be­fore it, and kept the mass pure.

			This was enough to draw her on. She re­con­ciled her­self to ac­cept­ing the Ratclif­fi­an mor­als, for she could see no choice. She her­self had ap­proved every step she had seen him take. She could not deny that there must be some­thing wrong in a double stand­ard of mor­al­ity, but where was it? Mr. Ratcliffe seemed to her to be do­ing good work with as pure means as he had at hand. He ought to be en­cour­aged, not re­viled. What was she that she should stand in judg­ment?

			Oth­ers watched her pro­gress with less sat­is­fac­tion. Mr. Nath­an Gore was one of these, for he came in one even­ing, look­ing much out of tem­per, and, sit­ting down by her side he said he had come to bid good­bye and to thank her for the kind­ness she had shown him; he was to leave Wash­ing­ton the next morn­ing. She too ex­pressed her warm re­gret, but ad­ded that she hoped he was only go­ing in or­der to take his pas­sage to Mad­rid.

			He shook his head. “I am go­ing to take my pas­sage,” said he, “but not to Mad­rid. The fates have cut that thread. The Pres­id­ent does not want my ser­vices, and I can’t blame him, for if our situ­ations were re­versed, I should cer­tainly not want his. He has an In­di­ana friend, who, I am told, wanted to be post­mas­ter at In­di­ana­pol­is, but as this did not suit the politi­cians, he was bought off at the ex­or­bit­ant price of the Span­ish mis­sion. But I should have no chance even if he were out of the way. The Pres­id­ent does not ap­prove of me. He ob­jects to the cut of my over­coat which is un­for­tu­nately an Eng­lish one. He also ob­jects to the cut of my hair. I am afraid that his wife ob­jects to me be­cause I am so happy as to be thought a friend of yours.”

			Madeleine could only ac­know­ledge that Mr. Gore’s case was a bad one. “But after all,” said she, “why should politi­cians be ex­pec­ted to love you lit­er­ary gen­tle­men who write his­tory. Oth­er crim­in­al classes are not ex­pec­ted to love their judges.”

			“No, but they have sense enough to fear them,” replied Gore vin­dict­ively; “not one politi­cian liv­ing has the brains or the art to de­fend his own cause. The ocean of his­tory is foul with the car­cases of such states­men, dead and for­got­ten ex­cept when some his­tor­i­an fishes one of them up to gib­bet it.”

			Mr. Gore was so much out of tem­per that after this piece of ex­tra­vag­ance he was forced to pause a mo­ment to re­cov­er him­self. Then he went on:—

			“You are per­fectly right, and so is the Pres­id­ent. I have no busi­ness to be med­dling in polit­ics. It is not my place. The next time you hear of me, I prom­ise it shall not be as an of­fice-seeker.”

			Then he rap­idly changed the sub­ject, say­ing that he hoped Mrs. Lee was soon go­ing north­ward again, and that they might meet at New­port.

			“I don’t know,” replied Madeleine; “the spring is pleas­ant here, and we shall stay till the warm weath­er, I think.”

			Mr. Gore looked grave. “And your polit­ics!” said he; “are you sat­is­fied with what you have seen?”

			“I have got so far as to lose the dis­tinc­tion between right and wrong. Isn’t that the first step in polit­ics?”

			Mr. Gore had no mind even for ser­i­ous jest­ing. He broke out in­to a long lec­ture which soun­ded like a chapter of some fu­ture his­tory: “But Mrs. Lee, is it pos­sible that you don’t see what a wrong path you are on. If you want to know what the world is really do­ing to any good pur­pose, pass a winter at Samar­cand, at Tim­buktu, but not at Wash­ing­ton. Be a bank-clerk, or a jour­ney­man print­er, but not a Con­gress­man. Here you will find noth­ing but wasted ef­fort and clumsy in­trigue.”

			“Do you think it a pity for me to learn that?” asked Madeleine when his long es­say was ended.

			“No!” replied Gore, hes­it­at­ing; “not if you do learn it. But many people nev­er get so far, or only when too late. I shall be glad to hear that you are mis­tress of it and have giv­en up re­form­ing polit­ics. The Span­iards have a pro­verb that smells of the stable, but ap­plies to people like you and me: The man who washes his don­key’s head, loses time and soap.”

			Gore took his leave be­fore Madeleine had time to grasp all the im­pudence of this last speech. Not un­til she was fairly in bed that night did it sud­denly flash on her mind that Mr. Gore had dared to ca­ri­ca­ture her as wast­ing time and soap on Mr. Ratcliffe. At first she was vi­ol­ently angry and then she laughed in spite of her­self; there was truth in the por­trait. In secret, too, she was the less of­fen­ded be­cause she half thought that it had de­pended only on her­self to make of Mr. Gore some­thing more than a friend. If she had over­heard his part­ing words to Car­ring­ton, she would have had still more reas­on to think that a little jeal­ousy of Ratcliffe’s suc­cess sharpened the barb of Gore’s enmity.

			“Take care of Ratcliffe!” was his farewell; “he is a clev­er dog. He has set his mark on Mrs. Lee. Look out that he doesn’t walk off with her!”

			A little startled by this sud­den con­fid­ence, Car­ring­ton could only ask what he could do to pre­vent it.

			“Cats that go rat­ting, don’t wear gloves,” replied Gore, who al­ways car­ried a Span­ish pro­verb in his pock­et. Car­ring­ton, after pain­ful re­flec­tion, could only guess that he wanted Ratcliffe’s en­emies to show their claws. But how?

			Mrs. Lee not long af­ter­wards spoke to Ratcliffe of her re­gret at Gore’s dis­ap­point­ment and hin­ted at his dis­gust. Ratcliffe replied that he had done what he could for Gore, and had in­tro­duced him to the Pres­id­ent, who, after see­ing him, had sworn his usu­al gran­it­ic oath that he would soon­er send his nig­ger farm­hand Jake to Spain than that man-mil­liner. “You know how I stand;” ad­ded Ratcliffe; “what more could I do?” And Mrs. Lee’s im­plied re­proach was si­lenced.

			If Gore was little pleased with Ratcliffe’s con­duct, poor Schneidekoupon was still less so. He turned up again at Wash­ing­ton not long after the In­aug­ur­a­tion and had a private in­ter­view with the Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury. What passed at it was known only to them­selves, but, whatever it was, Schneidekoupon’s tem­per was none the bet­ter for it. From his con­ver­sa­tions with Sybil, it seemed that there was some ques­tion about ap­point­ments in which his pro­tec­tion­ist friends were in­ter­ested, and he talked very openly about Ratcliffe’s want of good faith, and how he had prom­ised everything to every­body and had failed to keep a single pledge; if Schneidekoupon’s ad­vice had been taken, this wouldn’t have happened. Mrs. Lee told Ratcliffe that Schneidekoupon seemed out of tem­per, and asked the reas­on. He only laughed and evaded the ques­tion, re­mark­ing that cattle of this kind were al­ways com­plain­ing un­less they were al­lowed to run the whole gov­ern­ment; Schneidekoupon had noth­ing to grumble about; no one had ever made any prom­ises to him. But nev­er­the­less Schneidekoupon con­fided to Sybil his an­ti­pathy to Ratcliffe and sol­emnly begged her not to let Mrs. Lee fall in­to his hands, to which Sybil answered tartly that she only wished Mr. Schneidekoupon would tell her how to help it.

			The re­former French had also been one of Ratcliffe’s back­ers in the fight over the Treas­ury. He re­mained in Wash­ing­ton a few days after the In­aug­ur­a­tion, and then dis­ap­peared, leav­ing cards with P.P.C. in the corner, at Mrs. Lee’s door. Ru­mour said that he too was dis­ap­poin­ted, but he kept his own coun­sel, and, if he really wanted the mis­sion to Bel­gi­um, he con­ten­ted him­self with wait­ing for it. A re­spect­able stage­coach pro­pri­et­or from Ore­gon got the place.

			As for Jac­obi, who was not dis­ap­poin­ted, and who had noth­ing to ask for, he was bitterest of all. He form­ally offered his con­grat­u­la­tions to Ratcliffe on his ap­point­ment. This little scene oc­curred in Mrs. Lee’s par­lour. The old Bar­on, with his most suave man­ner, and his most Voltaire­an leer, said that in all his ex­per­i­ence, and he had seen a great many court in­trigues, he had nev­er seen any­thing bet­ter man­aged than that about the Treas­ury. Ratcliffe was furi­ously angry, and told the Bar­on out­right that for­eign min­is­ters who in­sul­ted the gov­ern­ments to which they were ac­cred­ited ran a risk of be­ing sent home.

			“Ce serait tou­jours un pis al­ler,” said Jac­obi, seat­ing him­self with calmness in Ratcliffe’s fa­vour­ite chair by Mrs. Lee’s side.

			Madeleine, alarmed as she was, could not help in­ter­pos­ing, and hast­ily asked wheth­er that re­mark was trans­lat­able.

			“Ah!” said the Bar­on; “I can do noth­ing with your lan­guage. You would only say that it was a choice of evils, to go, or to stay.”

			“We might trans­late it by say­ing: ‘One may go farther and fare worse,’ ” re­joined Madeleine; and so the storm blew over for the time, and Ratcliffe sulkily let the sub­ject drop. Nev­er­the­less the two men nev­er met in Mrs. Lee’s par­lour without her dread­ing a per­son­al al­ter­ca­tion. Little by little, what with Jac­obi’s sar­casms and Ratcliffe’s rough­ness, they nearly ceased to speak, and glared at each oth­er like quar­rel­some dogs. Madeleine was driv­en to all kinds of ex­pedi­ents to keep the peace, yet at the same time she could not but be greatly amused by their be­ha­viour, and as their hatred of each oth­er only stim­u­lated their de­vo­tion to her, she was con­tent to hold an even bal­ance between them.

			Nor were these all the awk­ward con­sequences of Ratcliffe’s at­ten­tions. Now that he was dis­tinctly re­cog­nized as an in­tim­ate friend of Mrs. Lee’s, and pos­sibly her fu­ture hus­band, no one ven­tured any longer to at­tack him in her pres­ence, but nev­er­the­less she was con­scious in a thou­sand ways that the at­mo­sphere be­came more and more dense un­der the shad­ow of the Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury. In spite of her­self she some­times felt un­easy, as though there were con­spir­acy in the air. One March af­ter­noon she was sit­ting by her fire, with an Eng­lish Re­view in her hand, try­ing to read the last Sym­posi­um on the sym­path­ies of Etern­al Pun­ish­ment, when her ser­vant brought in a card, and Mrs. Lee had barely time to read the name of Mrs. Samuel Baker when that lady fol­lowed the ser­vant in­to the room, for­cing the coun­ter­sign in so ef­fect­ive style that for once Madeleine was fairly dis­con­cer­ted. Her man­ner when thus in­truded upon, was cool, but in this case, on Car­ring­ton’s ac­count, she tried to smile cour­teously and asked her vis­it­or to sit down, which Mrs. Baker was do­ing without an in­vit­a­tion, very soon put­ting her host­ess en­tirely at her ease. She was, when seen without her veil, a showy wo­man ver­ging on forty, de­cidedly large, tall, over­dressed even in mourn­ing, and with a com­plex­ion rather fresh­er than nature had made it. There was a gen­i­al­ity in her ad­dress, sa­vour­ing of easy Wash­ing­ton ways, a fruit­i­ness of smile, and a rich south­ern ac­cent, that ex­plained on the spot her suc­cess in the lobby. She looked about her with fine self-pos­ses­sion, and ap­proved Mrs. Lee’s sur­round­ings with a cor­di­al­ity so dif­fer­ent from the north­ern stingi­ness of praise, that Madeleine was rather pleased than of­fen­ded. Yet when her eye res­ted on the Corot, Madeleine’s only pride, she was evid­ently per­plexed, and re­sor­ted to eye­glasses, in or­der, as it seemed, to gain time for re­flec­tion. But she was not to be dis­con­cer­ted even by Corot’s mas­ter­piece:

			“How pretty! Ja­pan­ese, isn’t it? Sea­weeds seen through a fog. I went to an auc­tion yes­ter­day, and do you know I bought a teapot with a pic­ture just like that.”

			Madeleine in­quired with ex­treme in­terest about the auc­tion, but after learn­ing all that Mrs. Baker had to tell, she was on the point of be­ing re­duced to si­lence, when she be­thought her­self to men­tion Car­ring­ton. Mrs. Baker brightened up at once, if she could be said to bright­en where there was no sign of dim­ness:

			“Dear Mr. Car­ring­ton! Isn’t he sweet? I think he’s a de­li­cious man. I don’t know what I should do without him. Since poor Mr. Baker left me, we have been to­geth­er all the time. You know my poor hus­band left dir­ec­tions that all his pa­pers should be burned, and though I would not say so un­less you were such a friend of Mr. Car­ring­ton’s, I reck­on it’s just as well for some people that he did. I nev­er could tell you what quant­it­ies of pa­pers Mr. Car­ring­ton and I have put in the fire; and we read them all too.”

			Madeleine asked wheth­er this was not dull work.

			“Oh, dear, no! You see I know all about it, and told Mr. Car­ring­ton the story of every pa­per as we went on. It was quite amus­ing, I as­sure you.”

			Mrs. Lee then boldly said she had got from Mr. Car­ring­ton an idea that Mrs. Baker was a very skil­ful dip­lo­mat­ist.

			“Dip­lo­mat­ist!” echoed the wid­ow with her gen­i­al laugh; “Well! it was as much that as any­thing, but there’s not many dip­lo­mat­ists’ wives in this city ever did as much work as I used to do. Why, I knew half the mem­bers of Con­gress in­tim­ately, and all of them by sight. I knew where they came from and what they liked best. I could get round the great­er part of them, soon­er or later.”

			Mrs. Lee asked what she did with all this know­ledge. Mrs. Baker shook her pink-and-white coun­ten­ance, and al­most para­lysed her op­pos­ite neigh­bour by a sort of Grande Duch­esse wink:

			“Oh, my dear! you are new here. If you had seen Wash­ing­ton in war-times and for a few years af­ter­wards, you wouldn’t ask that. We had more con­gres­sion­al busi­ness than all the oth­er agents put to­geth­er. Every­one came to us then, to get his bill through, or his ap­pro­pri­ation watched. We were hard at work all the time. You see, one can’t keep the run of three hun­dred men without some trouble. My hus­band used to make lists of them in books with a his­tory of each man and all he could learn about him, but I car­ried it all in my head.”

			“Do you mean that you could get them all to vote as you pleased?” asked Madeleine.

			“Well! we got our bills through,” replied Mrs. Baker.

			“But how did you do it? did they take bribes?”

			“Some of them did. Some of them liked sup­pers and cards and theatres and all sorts of things. Some of them could be led, and some had to be driv­en like Paddy’s pig who thought he was go­ing the oth­er way. Some of them had wives who could talk to them, and some—hadn’t,” said Mrs. Baker, with a queer in­ton­a­tion in her ab­rupt end­ing.

			“But surely,” said Mrs. Lee, “many of them must have been above—I mean, they must have had noth­ing to get hold of, so that you could man­age them.”

			Mrs. Baker laughed cheer­fully and re­marked that they were very much of a much­ness.

			“But I can’t un­der­stand how you did it,” urged Madeleine; “now, how would you have gone to work to get a re­spect­able sen­at­or’s vote—a man like Mr. Ratcliffe, for in­stance?”

			“Ratcliffe!” re­peated Mrs. Baker with a slight el­ev­a­tion of voice that gave way to a pat­ron­ising laugh. “Oh, my dear! don’t men­tion names. I should get in­to trouble. Sen­at­or Ratcliffe was a good friend of my hus­band’s. I guess Mr. Car­ring­ton could have told you that. But you see, what we gen­er­ally wanted was all right enough. We had to know where our bills were, and jog people’s el­bows to get them re­por­ted in time. Some­times we had to con­vince them that our bill was a prop­er one, and they ought to vote for it. Only now and then, when there was a great deal of money and the vote was close, we had to find out what votes were worth. It was mostly din­ing and talk­ing, call­ing them out in­to the lobby or ask­ing them to sup­per. I wish I could tell you things I have seen, but I don’t dare. It wouldn’t be safe. I’ve told you already more than I ever said to any­one else; but then you are so in­tim­ate with Mr. Car­ring­ton, that I al­ways think of you as an old friend.”

			Thus Mrs. Baker rippled on, while Mrs. Lee listened with more and more doubt and dis­gust. The wo­man was showy, hand­some in a coarse style, and per­fectly present­able. Mrs. Lee had seen Duch­esses as vul­gar. She knew more about the prac­tic­al work­ing of gov­ern­ment than Mrs. Lee could ever ex­pect or hope to know. Why then draw back from this in­ter­est­ing lob­by­ist with such ba­by­ish re­pul­sion?

			When, after a long, and, as she de­clared, a most charm­ing call, Mrs. Baker wen­ded her way else­where and Madeleine had giv­en the strict­est or­der that she should nev­er be ad­mit­ted again, Car­ring­ton entered, and Madeleine showed him Mrs. Baker’s card and gave a lively ac­count of the in­ter­view.

			“What shall I do with the wo­man?” she asked; “must I re­turn her card?” But Car­ring­ton de­clined to of­fer ad­vice on this in­ter­est­ing point. “And she says that Mr. Ratcliffe was a friend of her hus­band’s and that you could tell me about that.”

			“Did she say so?” re­marked Car­ring­ton vaguely.

			“Yes! and that she knew every­one’s weak points and could get all their votes.”

			Car­ring­ton ex­pressed no sur­prise, and so evid­ently pre­ferred to change the sub­ject, that Mrs. Lee de­sisted and said no more.

			But she de­term­ined to try the same ex­per­i­ment on Mr. Ratcliffe, and chose the very next chance that offered. In her most in­dif­fer­ent man­ner she re­marked that Mrs. Sam Baker had called upon her and had ini­ti­ated her in­to the mys­ter­ies of the lobby till she had be­come quite am­bi­tious to start on that ca­reer.

			“She said you were a friend of her hus­band’s,” ad­ded Madeleine softly.

			Ratcliffe’s face be­trayed no sign.

			“If you be­lieve what those people tell you,” said he drily, “you will be wiser than the Queen of Sheba.”

		
	
		
			IX

			Whenev­er a man reaches the top of the polit­ic­al lad­der, his en­emies unite to pull him down. His friends be­come crit­ic­al and ex­act­ing. Among the many dangers of this sort which now threatened Ratcliffe, there was one that, had he known it, might have made him more un­easy than any of those which were the work of sen­at­ors and con­gress­men. Car­ring­ton entered in­to an al­li­ance, of­fens­ive and de­fens­ive, with Sybil. It came about in this wise. Sybil was fond of rid­ing and oc­ca­sion­ally, when Car­ring­ton could spare the time, he went as her guide and pro­tect­or in these coun­try ex­cur­sions; for every Vir­gini­an, how­ever out at el­bows, has a horse, as he has shoes or a shirt. In a thought­less mo­ment Car­ring­ton had been drawn in­to a prom­ise that he would take Sybil to Ar­ling­ton. The prom­ise was one that he did not hurry to keep, for there were reas­ons which made a vis­it to Ar­ling­ton any­thing but a pleas­ure to him; but Sybil would listen to no ex­cuses, and so it came about that, one lovely March morn­ing, when the shrubs and the trees in the square be­fore the house were just be­gin­ning, un­der the warm­er sun, to show signs of their com­ing wan­ton­ness, Sybil stood at the open win­dow wait­ing for him, while her new Ken­tucky horse be­fore the door showed what he thought of the delay by curving his neck, toss­ing his head, and paw­ing the pave­ment. Car­ring­ton was late and kept her wait­ing so long, that the mignon­ette and gerani­ums, which ad­orned the win­dow, suffered for his slow­ness, and the cur­tain tas­sels showed signs of wil­ful dam­age. Nev­er­the­less he ar­rived at length, and they set out to­geth­er, choos­ing the streets least en­livened by hor­se­cars and pro­vi­sion-carts, un­til they had crept through the great met­ro­pol­is of Geor­getown and come upon the bridge which crosses the noble river just where its bold banks open out to clasp the city of Wash­ing­ton in their easy em­brace. Then reach­ing the Vir­gin­ia side they cantered gaily up the laurel-mar­gined road, with glimpses of woody de­files, each car­ry­ing its trick­ling stream and rich in prom­ise of sum­mer flowers, while from point to point they caught glor­i­ous glimpses of the dis­tant city and river. They passed the small mil­it­ary sta­tion on the heights, still dig­ni­fied by the name of fort, though Sybil si­lently wondered how a fort was pos­sible without for­ti­fic­a­tions, and com­plained that there was noth­ing more war­like than a “nurs­ery of tele­graph poles.” The day was blue and gold; everything smiled and sparkled in the crisp fresh­ness of the morn­ing. Sybil was in bound­ing spir­its and not at all pleased to find that her com­pan­ion be­came moody and ab­strac­ted as they went on. “Poor Mr. Car­ring­ton!” thought she to her­self, “he is so nice; but when he puts on that sol­emn air, one might as well go to sleep. I am quite cer­tain no nice wo­man will ever marry him if he looks like that;” and her prac­tic­al mind ran off among all the girls of her ac­quaint­ance, in search of one who would put up with Car­ring­ton’s mel­an­choly face. She knew his de­vo­tion to her sis­ter, but had long ago re­jec­ted this as a hope­less chance. There was a sim­pli­city about Sybil’s way of deal­ing with life, which had its own charm. She nev­er troubled her­self about the im­possible or the un­think­able. She had feel­ings, and was rather quick in her sym­path­ies and sor­rows, but she was equally quick in get­ting over them, and she ex­pec­ted oth­er people to do like­wise. Madeleine dis­sec­ted her own feel­ings and was al­ways won­der­ing wheth­er they were real or not; she had a habit of tak­ing off her men­tal cloth­ing, as she might take off a dress, and look­ing at it as though it be­longed to someone else, and as though sen­sa­tions were man­u­fac­tured like clothes. This seems to be one of the easi­er ways of dead­en­ing sor­row, as though the mind could teach it­self to lop off its feel­ers. Sybil par­tic­u­larly dis­liked this self-in­spec­tion. In the first place she did not un­der­stand it, and in the second her mind was all feel­ers, and am­pu­ta­tion was death. She could no more ana­lyse a feel­ing than doubt its ex­ist­ence, both which were habits of her sis­ter.

			How was Sybil to know what was passing in Car­ring­ton’s mind? He was think­ing of noth­ing in which she sup­posed her­self in­ter­ested. He was troubled with memor­ies of civil war and of as­so­ci­ations still earli­er, be­long­ing to an age already van­ish­ing or van­ished; but what could she know about civil war who had been al­most an in­fant at the time? At this mo­ment, she happened to be in­ter­ested in the battle of Wa­ter­loo, for she was read­ing Van­ity Fair, and had cried as she ought for poor little Emmy, when her hus­band, George Os­borne, lay dead on the field there, with a bul­let through his heart. But how was she to know that here, only a few rods be­fore her, lay scores and hun­dreds of George Os­bornes, or his bet­ters, and in their graves the love and hope of many Emmys, not creatures of the ima­gin­a­tion, but flesh and blood, like her­self? To her, there was no more in those as­so­ci­ations which made Car­ring­ton groan in the si­lence of his thoughts, than if he had been old Kas­par, and she the little Wil­helmine. What was a skull more or less to her? What con­cern had she in the fam­ous vic­tory?

			Yet even Sybil was startled as she rode through the gate and found her­self sud­denly met by the long white ranks of head­stones, stretch­ing up and down the hill­sides by thou­sands, in or­der of battle; as though Cad­mus had re­versed his myth, and had sown liv­ing men, to come up dragons’ teeth. She drew in her horse with a shiver and a sud­den im­pulse to cry. Here was some­thing new to her. This was war—wounds, dis­ease, death. She dropped her voice and with a look al­most as ser­i­ous as Car­ring­ton’s, asked what all these graves meant. When Car­ring­ton told her, she began for the first time to catch some dim no­tion why his face was not quite as gay as her own. Even now this idea was not very pre­cise, for he said little about him­self, but at least she grappled with the fact that he had ac­tu­ally, year after year, car­ried arms against these men who lay at her feet and who had giv­en their lives for her cause. It sud­denly oc­curred to her as a new thought that per­haps he him­self might have killed one of them with his own hand. There was a strange shock in this idea. She felt that Car­ring­ton was fur­ther from her. He gained dig­nity in his rebel isol­a­tion. She wanted to ask him how he could have been a trait­or, and she did not dare. Car­ring­ton a trait­or! Car­ring­ton killing her friends! The idea was too large to grasp. She fell back on the sim­pler task of won­der­ing how he had looked in his rebel uni­form.

			They rode slowly round to the door of the house and dis­moun­ted, after he had with some dif­fi­culty found a man to hold their horses. From the heavy brick porch they looked across the su­perb river to the raw and in­co­her­ent ugli­ness of the city, ideal­ised in­to dreamy beauty by the at­mo­sphere, and the soft back­ground of purple hills be­hind. Op­pos­ite them, with its crude “thus saith the law” stamped on white dome and fort­ress-like walls, rose the Cap­it­ol.

			Car­ring­ton stood with her a short time while they looked at the view; then said he would rather not go in­to the house him­self, and sat down on the steps while she strolled alone through the rooms. These were bare and gaunt, so that she, with her fem­in­ine sense of fit­ness, of course con­sidered what she would do to make them hab­it­able. She had a neat fancy for fur­niture, and dis­trib­uted her tones and half tones and bits of col­our freely about the walls and ceil­ings, with a high-backed chair here, a spindle-legged sofa there, and a claw-footed table in the centre, un­til her eye was caught by a very dirty deal desk, on which stood an open book, with an ink­stand and some pens. On the leaf she read the last entry: “Eli M. Grow and lady, Ther­mo­pyle Centre.” Not even the graves out­side had brought the hor­rors of war so near.

			What a scourge it was! This re­spect­able fam­ily turned out of such a lovely house, and all the pretty old fur­niture swept away be­fore a horde of coarse in­vaders “with ladies.” Did the hosts of At­tila write their names on vis­it­ing books in the temple of Vesta and the house of Sal­lust? What a new ter­ror they would have ad­ded to the name of the scourge of God! Sybil re­turned to the por­tico and sat down by Car­ring­ton on the steps.

			“How aw­fully sad it is!” said she; “I sup­pose the house was pret­tily fur­nished when the Lees lived here? Did you ever see it then?”

			Sybil was not very pro­found, but she had sym­pathy, and at this mo­ment Car­ring­ton felt sorely in need of com­fort. He wanted someone to share his feel­ings, and he turned to­wards her hungry for com­pan­ion­ship.

			“The Lees were old fam­ily friends of mine,” said he. “I used to stay here when I was a boy, even as late as the spring of 1861. The last time I sat here, it was with them. We were wild about dis­union and talked of noth­ing else. I have been try­ing to re­call what was said then. We nev­er thought there would be war, and as for co­er­cion, it was non­sense. Co­er­cion, in­deed! The idea was ri­dicu­lous. I thought so, too, though I was a Uni­on man and did not want the State to go out. But though I felt sure that Vir­gin­ia must suf­fer, I nev­er thought we could be beaten. Yet now I am sit­ting here a pardoned rebel, and the poor Lees are driv­en away and their place is a grave­yard.”

			Sybil be­came at once ab­sorbed in the Lees and asked many ques­tions, all which Car­ring­ton gladly answered. He told her how he had ad­mired and fol­lowed Gen­er­al Lee through the war. “We thought he was to be our Wash­ing­ton, you know; and per­haps he had some such idea him­self;” and then, when Sybil wanted to hear about the battles and the fight­ing, he drew a rough map on the gravel path to show her how the two lines had run, only a few miles away; then he told her how he had car­ried his mus­ket day after day over all this coun­try, and where he had seen his battles. Sybil had everything to learn; the story came to her with all the an­im­a­tion of real life, for here un­der her eyes were the graves of her own cham­pi­ons, and by her side was a rebel who had stood un­der our fire at Mal­vern Hill and at South Moun­tain, and who was telling her how men looked and what they thought in face of death. She listened with breath­less in­terest, and at last summoned cour­age to ask in an awe­struck tone wheth­er Car­ring­ton had ever killed any­one him­self. She was re­lieved, al­though a little dis­ap­poin­ted, when he said that he be­lieved not; he hoped not; though no private who has dis­charged a mus­ket in battle can be quite sure where the bul­let went. “I nev­er tried to kill any­one,” said he, “though they tried to kill me in­cess­antly.” Then Sybil begged to know how they had tried to kill him, and he told her one or two of those ex­per­i­ences, such as most sol­diers have had, when he had been fired upon and the balls had torn his clothes or drawn blood. Poor Sybil was quite over­come, and found a deadly fas­cin­a­tion in the hor­ror. As they sat to­geth­er on the steps with the glor­i­ous view spread be­fore them, her at­ten­tion was so closely fixed on his story that she saw neither the view nor even the car­riages of tour­ists who drove up, looked about, and de­par­ted, envy­ing Car­ring­ton his oc­cu­pa­tion with the lovely girl. She was in ima­gin­a­tion rush­ing with him down the val­ley of Vir­gin­ia on the heels of our fly­ing army, or gloomily toil­ing back to the Po­tom­ac after the bloody days at Gettys­burg, or watch­ing the last grand de­bacle on the road from Rich­mond to Ap­po­mat­tox. They would have sat there till sun­set if Car­ring­ton had not at length in­sisted that they must go, and then she rose slowly with a deep sigh and un­dis­guised re­gret.

			As they rode away, Car­ring­ton, whose thoughts were not de­voted to his com­pan­ion so en­tirely as they should have been, ven­tured to say that he wished her sis­ter had come with them, but he found that his hint was not well re­ceived.

			Sybil em­phat­ic­ally re­jec­ted the idea: “I’m very glad she didn’t come. If she had, you would have talked with her all the time, and I should have been left to amuse my­self. You would have been dis­cuss­ing things, and I hate dis­cus­sions. She would have been hunt­ing for first prin­ciples, and you would have been run­ning about, try­ing to catch some for her. Be­sides, she is com­ing her­self some Sunday with that tire­some Mr. Ratcliffe. I don’t see what she finds in that man to amuse her. Her taste is get­ting to be de­mor­al­ised in Wash­ing­ton. Do you know, Mr. Car­ring­ton, I’m not clev­er or ser­i­ous, like Madeleine, and I can’t read laws, and hate polit­ics, but I’ve more com­mon sense than she has, and she makes me cross with her. I un­der­stand now why young wid­ows are dan­ger­ous, and why they’re burned at their hus­band’s fu­ner­als in In­dia. Not that I want to have Madeleine burned, for she’s a dear, good creature, and I love her bet­ter than any­thing in the world; but she will cer­tainly do her­self some dread­ful mis­chief one of these days; she has the most ex­tra­vag­ant no­tions about self-sac­ri­fice and duty; if she hadn’t luck­ily thought of tak­ing charge of me, she would have done some aw­ful thing long ago, and if I could only be a little wicked, she would be quite happy all the rest of her life in re­form­ing me; but now she has got hold of that Mr. Ratcliffe, and he is try­ing to make her think she can re­form him, and if he does, it’s all up with us. Madeleine will just go and break her heart over that odi­ous, great, coarse brute, who only wants her money.”

			Sybil de­livered this little ora­tion with a de­gree of en­ergy that went to Car­ring­ton’s heart. She did not of­ten make such sus­tained ef­forts, and it was clear that on this sub­ject she had ex­hausted her whole mind. Car­ring­ton was de­lighted, and urged her on. “I dis­like Mr. Ratcliffe as much as you do;—more per­haps. So does every­one who knows much about him. But we shall only make the mat­ter worse if we in­ter­fere. What can we do?”

			“That is just what I tell every­body,” re­sumed Sybil. “There is Vic­tor­ia Dare al­ways telling me I ought to do some­thing; and Mr. Schneidekoupon too; just as though I could do any­thing. Madeleine has done noth­ing but get in­to mis­chief here. Half the people think her worldly and am­bi­tious. Only last night that spite­ful old wo­man, Mrs. Clin­ton, said to me: ‘Your sis­ter is quite spoiled by Wash­ing­ton. She is more wild for power than any hu­man be­ing I ever saw.’ I was dread­fully angry and told her she was quite mis­taken—Madeleine was not the least spoiled. But I couldn’t say that she was not fond of power, for she is; but not in the way Mrs. Clin­ton meant. You should have seen her the oth­er even­ing when Mr. Ratcliffe said about some mat­ter of pub­lic busi­ness that he would do whatever she thought right; she spoke up quite sharply for her, with a scorn­ful little laugh, and said that he had bet­ter do what he thought right. He looked for a mo­ment al­most angry, and muttered some­thing about wo­men’s be­ing in­com­pre­hens­ible. He is al­ways try­ing to tempt her with power. She might have had long ago all the power he could give her, but I can see, and he sees too, that she al­ways keeps him at arm’s length. He doesn’t like it, but he ex­pects one of these days to find a bribe that will an­swer. I wish we had nev­er come to Wash­ing­ton. New York is so much nicer and the people there are much more amus­ing; they dance ever so much bet­ter and send one flowers all the time, and then they nev­er talk about first prin­ciples. Maude had her hos­pit­als and pau­pers and train­ing school, and got along very well. It was so safe. But when I say so to her, she only smiles in a pat­ron­ising kind of way, and tells me that I shall have as much of New­port as I want; just as though I were a child, and not a wo­man of twenty-five. Poor Maude! I can’t stay with her if she mar­ries Mr. Ratcliffe, and it would break my heart to leave her with that man. Do you think he would beat her? Does he drink? I would al­most rather be beaten a little, if I cared for a man, than be taken out to Pe­o­nia. Oh, Mr. Car­ring­ton! you are our only hope. She will listen to you. Don’t let her marry that dread­ful politi­cian.”

			To all this pathet­ic ap­peal, some parts of which were as little cal­cu­lated to please Car­ring­ton as Ratcliffe him­self, Car­ring­ton answered that he was ready to do all in his power but that Sybil must tell him when and how to act.

			“Then, it’s a bar­gain,” said she; “whenev­er I want you, I shall call on you for help, and you shall pre­vent the mar­riage.”

			“Al­li­ance of­fens­ive and de­fens­ive,” said he, laugh­ing; “war to the knife on Ratcliffe. We will have his scalp if ne­ces­sary, but I rather think he will soon com­mit hari-kari him­self if we leave him alone.”

			“Madeleine will like him all the bet­ter if he does any­thing Ja­pan­ese,” replied Sybil, with great ser­i­ous­ness; “I wish there was more Ja­pan­ese bric-a-brac here, or any kind of old pots and pans to talk about. A little art would be good for her. What a strange place this is, and how people do stand on their heads in it! Nobody thinks like any­one else. Vic­tor­ia Dare says she is try­ing on prin­ciple not to be good, be­cause she wants to keep some new ex­cite­ments for the next world. I’m sure she prac­tices as she preaches. Did you see her at Mrs. Clin­ton’s last night. She be­haved more out­rageously than ever. She sat on the stairs all through sup­per, look­ing like a de­mure yel­low cat with two bou­quets in her paws—and I know Lord Dun­beg sent one of them;—and she ac­tu­ally let Mr. French feed her with ice-cream from a spoon. She says she was show­ing Lord Dun­beg a phase, and that he is go­ing to put it in­to his art­icle on Amer­ic­an Man­ners and Cus­toms in the Quarterly, but I don’t think it’s nice, do you, Mr. Car­ring­ton? I wish Madeleine had her to take care of. She would have enough to do then, I can tell her.”

			And so, gently prat­tling, Miss Sybil re­turned to the city, her al­li­ance with Car­ring­ton com­pleted; and it was a sin­gu­lar fact that she nev­er again called him dull. There was hence­for­ward a look of more pos­it­ive pleas­ure and cor­di­al­ity on her face when he made his ap­pear­ance wherever she might be; and the next time he sug­ges­ted a horse­back ex­cur­sion she in­stantly agreed to go, al­though aware that she had prom­ised a young­er gen­tle­man of the dip­lo­mat­ic body to be at home that same af­ter­noon, and the good fel­low swore poly­glot oaths on be­ing turned away from her door.

			Mr. Ratcliffe knew noth­ing of this con­spir­acy against his peace and pro­spects. Even if he had known it, he might only have laughed, and pur­sued his own path without a second thought. Yet it was cer­tain that he did not think Car­ring­ton’s enmity a thing to be over­looked, and from the mo­ment of his ob­tain­ing a clue to its cause, he had be­gun to take pre­cau­tions against it. Even in the middle of the con­test for the Treas­ury, he had found time to listen to Mr. Wilson Keens re­port on the af­fairs of the late Samuel Baker. Mr. Keen came to him with a copy of Baker’s will and with memor­anda of re­marks made by the un­sus­pect­ing Mrs. Baker; “from which it ap­pears,” said he, “that Baker, hav­ing no time to put his af­fairs in or­der, left spe­cial dir­ec­tions that his ex­ecut­ors should care­fully des­troy all pa­pers that might be likely to com­prom­ise in­di­vidu­als.”

			“What is the ex­ecut­or’s name?” in­ter­rup­ted Ratcliffe.

			“The ex­ecut­or’s name is—John Car­ring­ton,” said Keen, meth­od­ic­ally re­fer­ring to his copy of the will.

			Ratcliffe’s face was im­pass­ive, but the in­ev­it­able, “I knew it,” al­most sprang to his lips. He was rather pleased at the in­stinct which had led him so dir­ectly to the right trail.

			Keen went on to say that from Mrs. Baker’s con­ver­sa­tion it was cer­tain that the test­at­or’s dir­ec­tions had been car­ried out, and that the great bulk of these pa­pers had been burned.

			“Then it will be use­less to press the in­quiry fur­ther,” said Ratcliffe; “I am much ob­liged to you for your as­sist­ance,” and he turned the con­ver­sa­tion to the con­di­tion of Mr. Keen’s bur­eau in the Treas­ury de­part­ment.

			The next time Ratcliffe saw Mrs. Lee, after his ap­point­ment to the Treas­ury was con­firmed, he asked her wheth­er she did not think Car­ring­ton very well suited for pub­lic ser­vice, and when she warmly as­sen­ted, he said it had oc­curred to him to of­fer the place of So­li­cit­or of the Treas­ury to Mr. Car­ring­ton, for al­though the ac­tu­al salary might not be very much more than he earned by his private prac­tice, the in­cid­ent­al ad­vant­ages to a Wash­ing­ton law­yer were con­sid­er­able; and to the Sec­ret­ary it was es­pe­cially ne­ces­sary to have a so­li­cit­or in whom he could place en­tire con­fid­ence. Mrs. Lee was pleased by this mo­tion of Ratcliffe’s, the more be­cause she had sup­posed that Ratcliffe had no lik­ing for Car­ring­ton. She doubted wheth­er Car­ring­ton would ac­cept the place, but she hoped that it might modi­fy his dis­like for Ratcliffe, and she agreed to sound him on the sub­ject. There was some­thing a little com­prom­ising in thus al­low­ing her­self to ap­pear as the dis­penser of Mr. Ratcliffe’s pat­ron­age, but she dis­missed this ob­jec­tion on the ground that Car­ring­ton’s in­terests were in­volved, and that it was for him to judge wheth­er he should take the place or not. Per­haps the world would not be so char­it­able if the ap­point­ment were made. What then? Mrs. Lee asked her­self the ques­tion and did not feel quite at ease.

			So far as Car­ring­ton was con­cerned, she might have dis­missed her doubts. There was not a chance of his tak­ing the place, as very soon ap­peared. When she spoke to him on the sub­ject, and re­peated what Ratcliffe had said, his face flushed, and he sat for some mo­ments in si­lence. He nev­er thought very rap­idly, but now the ideas seemed to come so fast as to be­wilder his mind. The situ­ation flashed be­fore his eyes like elec­tric sparks. His first im­pres­sion was that Ratcliffe wanted to buy him; to tie his tongue; to make him run, like a fastened dog, un­der the wag­on of the Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury. His second no­tion was that Ratcliffe wanted to put Mrs. Lee un­der ob­lig­a­tions, in or­der to win her re­gard; and, again, that he wanted to raise him­self in her es­teem by pos­ing as a friend of hon­est ad­min­is­tra­tion and un­as­sisted vir­tue. Then sud­denly it oc­curred to him that the scheme was to make him ap­pear jeal­ous and vin­dict­ive; to put him in an at­ti­tude where any reas­on he might give for de­clin­ing would bear a look of mean­ness, and tend to sep­ar­ate him from Mrs. Lee. Car­ring­ton was so ab­sorbed by these thoughts, and his mind worked so slowly, that he failed to hear one or two re­marks ad­dressed to him by Mrs. Lee, who be­came a little alarmed, un­der the im­pres­sion that he was un­ex­pec­tedly para­lyzed.

			When at length he heard her and at­temp­ted to frame an an­swer, his em­bar­rass­ment in­creased. He could only stam­mer that he was sorry to be ob­liged to de­cline, but this of­fice was one he could not un­der­take.

			If Madeleine felt a little re­lieved by this de­cision, she did not show it. From her man­ner one might have sup­posed it to be her fond­est wish that Car­ring­ton should be So­li­cit­or of the Treas­ury. She cross-ques­tioned him with ob­stin­acy. Was not the of­fer a good one?—and he was ob­liged to con­fess that it was. Were the du­ties such as he could not per­form? Not at all! there was noth­ing in the du­ties which alarmed him. Did he ob­ject to it be­cause of his south­ern pre­ju­dices against the ad­min­is­tra­tion? Oh, no! he had no polit­ic­al feel­ing to stand in his way. What, then, could be his reas­on for re­fus­ing?

			Car­ring­ton re­sor­ted again to si­lence, un­til Mrs. Lee, a little im­pa­tiently, asked wheth­er it was pos­sible that his per­son­al dis­like to Rac­liffe could blind him so far as to make him re­ject so fair a pro­pos­al. Car­ring­ton, find­ing him­self more and more un­com­fort­able, rose rest­lessly from his chair and paced the room. He felt that Ratclife had fairly out­gen­eraled him, and he was at his wits’ end to know what card he could play that would not lead dir­ectly in­to Ratcliffe’s trump suit. To re­fuse such an of­fer was hard enough at best, for a man who wanted money and pro­fes­sion­al ad­vance­ment as he did, but to in­jure him­self and help Ratcliffe by this re­fus­al, was ab­om­in­ably hard. Nev­er­the­less, he was ob­liged to ad­mit that he would rather not take a po­s­i­tion so dir­ectly un­der Ratcliffe’s con­trol. Madeleine said no more, but he thought she looked an­noyed, and he felt him­self in an in­tol­er­ably pain­ful situ­ation. He was not cer­tain that she her­self might not have had some share in pro­pos­ing the plan, and that his re­fus­al might not have some mor­ti­fy­ing con­sequences for her. What must she think of him, then? At this very mo­ment he would have giv­en his right arm for a word of real af­fec­tion from Mrs. Lee. He ad­ored her. He would will­ingly enough have damned him­self for her. There was no sac­ri­fice he would not have made to bring her near­er to him. In his up­right, quiet, simple kind of way, he im­mol­ated him­self be­fore her. For months his heart had ached with this hope­less pas­sion. He re­cog­nized that it was hope­less. He knew that she would nev­er love him, and, to do her justice, she nev­er had giv­en him reas­on to sup­pose that it was in her power to love him, or any man. And here he stood, ob­liged to ap­pear un­grate­ful and pre­ju­diced, mean and vin­dict­ive, in her eyes. He took his seat again, look­ing so un­ut­ter­ably de­jec­ted, his pa­tient face so tra­gic­ally mourn­ful, that Madeleine, after a while, began to see the ab­surd side of the mat­ter, and presently burst in­to a laugh.

			“Please do not look so fright­fully miser­able!” said she; “I did not mean to make you un­happy. After all, what does it mat­ter? You have a per­fect right to re­fuse, and, for my part, I have not the least wish to see you ac­cept.”

			On this, Car­ring­ton brightened, and de­clared that if she thought him right in de­clin­ing, he cared for noth­ing else. It was only the idea of hurt­ing her feel­ings that weighed on his mind. But in say­ing this, he spoke in a tone that im­plied a deep­er feel­ing, and made Mrs. Lee again look grave and sigh.

			“Ah, Mr. Car­ring­ton,” she said, “this world will not run as we want. Do you sup­pose the time will ever come when every­one will be good and happy and do just what they ought? I thought this of­fer might pos­sibly take one anxi­ety off your shoulders. I am sorry now that I let my­self be led in­to mak­ing it.”

			Car­ring­ton could not an­swer her. He dared not trust his voice. He rose to go, and as she held out her hand, he sud­denly raised it to his lips, and so left her. She sat for a mo­ment with tears in her eyes after he was gone. She thought she knew all that was in his mind, and with a wo­man’s read­i­ness to ex­plain every act of men by their con­sum­ing pas­sions for her own sex, she took it as a mat­ter of course that jeal­ousy was the whole cause of Car­ring­ton’s hos­til­ity to Ratcliffe, and she pardoned it with charm­ing alac­rity. “Ten years ago, I could have loved him,” she thought to her­self, and then, while she was half smil­ing at the idea, sud­denly an­oth­er thought flashed upon her, and she threw her hand up be­fore her face as though someone had struck her a blow. Car­ring­ton had re­opened the old wound.

			When Ratcliffe came to see her again, which he did very shortly af­ter­wards, glad of so good an ex­cuse, she told him of Car­ring­ton’s re­fus­al, adding only that he seemed un­will­ing to ac­cept any po­s­i­tion that had a polit­ic­al char­ac­ter. Ratcliffe showed no sign of dis­pleas­ure; he only said, in a be­nig­nant tone, that he was sorry to be un­able to do some­thing for so good a friend of hers; thus es­tab­lish­ing, at all events, his claim on her grat­it­ude. As for Car­ring­ton, the of­fer which Ratcliffe had made was not in­ten­ded to be ac­cep­ted, and Car­ring­ton could not have more em­bar­rassed the sec­ret­ary than by clos­ing with it. Ratcliffe’s ob­ject had been to settle for his own sat­is­fac­tion the ques­tion of Car­ring­ton’s hos­til­ity, for he knew the man well enough to feel sure that in any event he would act a per­fectly straight­for­ward part. If he ac­cep­ted, he would at least be true to his chief. If he re­fused, as Ratcliffe ex­pec­ted, it would be a proof that some means must be found of get­ting him out of the way. In any case the of­fer was a new thread in the net that Mr. Ratcliffe flattered him­self he was rap­idly wind­ing about the af­fec­tions and am­bi­tions of Mrs. Lee. Yet he had reas­ons of his own for think­ing that Car­ring­ton, more eas­ily than any oth­er man, could cut the meshes of this net if he chose to do so, and there­fore that it would be wiser to post­pone ac­tion un­til Car­ring­ton were dis­posed of.

			Without a mo­ment’s delay he made in­quir­ies as to all the va­cant or eli­gible of­fices in the gift of the gov­ern­ment out­side his own de­part­ment. Very few of these would an­swer his pur­pose. He wanted some tem­por­ary law busi­ness that would for a time take its hold­er away to a dis­tance, say to Aus­tralia or Cent­ral Asia, the fur­ther the bet­ter; it must be highly paid, and it must be giv­en in such a way as not to ex­cite sus­pi­cion that Ratcliffe was con­cerned in the mat­ter. Such an of­fice was not eas­ily found. There is little law busi­ness in Cent­ral Asia, and at this mo­ment there was not enough to re­quire a spe­cial agent in Aus­tralia. Car­ring­ton could hardly be in­duced to lead an ex­ped­i­tion to the sources of the Nile in search of busi­ness merely to please Mr. Ratcliffe, nor could the State De­part­ment of­fer en­cour­age­ment to a hope that gov­ern­ment would pay the ex­penses of such an ex­ped­i­tion. The best that Ratcliffe could do was to se­lect the place of coun­sel to the Mex­ic­an claims-com­mis­sion which was soon to meet in the city of Mex­ico, and which would re­quire about six months’ ab­sence. By a little man­age­ment he could con­trive to get the coun­sel sent away in ad­vance of the com­mis­sion, in or­der to work up a part of the case on the spot. Ratcliffe ac­know­ledged that Mex­ico was too near, but he drily re­marked to him­self that if Car­ring­ton could get back in time to dis­lodge him after he had once got a firm hold on Mrs. Lee, he would nev­er try to run an­oth­er caucus.

			The point once settled in his own mind, Ratcliffe, with his usu­al rapid­ity of ac­tion, car­ried his scheme in­to ef­fect. In this there was little dif­fi­culty. He dropped in at the of­fice of the Sec­ret­ary of State with­in eight-and-forty hours after his last con­ver­sa­tion with Mrs. Lee. Dur­ing these early days of every new ad­min­is­tra­tion, the ab­sorb­ing busi­ness of gov­ern­ment relates prin­cip­ally to ap­point­ments. The Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury was al­ways ready to ob­lige his col­leagues in the Cab­in­et by tak­ing care of their friends to any reas­on­able ex­tent. The Sec­ret­ary of State was not less cour­teous. The mo­ment he un­der­stood that Mr. Ratcliffe had a strong wish to se­cure the ap­point­ment of a cer­tain per­son as coun­sel to the Mex­ic­an claims-com­mis­sion, the Sec­ret­ary of State pro­fessed read­i­ness to grat­i­fy him, and when he heard who the pro­posed per­son was, the sug­ges­tion was hailed with pleas­ure, for Car­ring­ton was well known and much liked at the De­part­ment, and was in­deed an ex­cel­lent man for the place. Ratcliffe hardly needed to prom­ise an equi­val­ent. The busi­ness was ar­ranged in ten minutes.

			“I only need say,” ad­ded Ratcliffe, “that if my agency in the af­fair is known, Mr. Car­ring­ton will cer­tainly re­fuse the place, for he is one of your old-fash­ioned Vir­gin­ia plant­ers, proud as Lu­ci­fer, and will­ing to ac­cept noth­ing by way of fa­vour. I will speak to your As­sist­ant Sec­ret­ary about it, and the re­com­mend­a­tion shall ap­pear to come from him.”

			The very next day Car­ring­ton re­ceived a private note from his old friend, the As­sist­ant Sec­ret­ary of State, who was over­joyed to do him a kind­ness. The note asked him to call at the De­part­ment at his earli­est con­veni­ence. He went, and the As­sist­ant Sec­ret­ary an­nounced that he had re­com­men­ded Car­ring­ton’s ap­point­ment as coun­sel to the Mex­ic­an claims-com­mis­sion, and that the Sec­ret­ary had ap­proved the re­com­mend­a­tion. “We want a South­ern man, a law­yer with a little know­ledge of in­ter­na­tion­al law, one who can go at once, and, above all, an hon­est man. You fit the de­scrip­tion to a hair; so pack your trunk as soon as you like.”

			Car­ring­ton was startled. Com­ing as it did, this of­fer was not only un­ob­jec­tion­able, but tempt­ing. It was hard for him even to ima­gine a reas­on for hes­it­a­tion. From the first he felt that he must go, and yet to go was the very last thing he wanted to do. That he should sus­pect Ratcliffe to be at the bot­tom of this scheme of ban­ish­ment was a mat­ter of course, and he in­stantly asked wheth­er any in­flu­ence had been used in his fa­vour; but the As­sist­ant Sec­ret­ary so stoutly averred that the ap­point­ment was made on his re­com­mend­a­tion alone, as to block all fur­ther in­quiry. Tech­nic­ally this as­ser­tion was ex­act, and it made Car­ring­ton feel that it would be base in­grat­it­ude on his part not to ac­cept a fa­vour so hand­somely offered.

			Yet he could not make up his mind to ac­cept­ance. He begged four and twenty hours’ delay, in or­der, as he said, to see wheth­er he could ar­range his af­fairs for a six months’ ab­sence, al­though he knew there would be no dif­fi­culty in his do­ing so. He went away and sat in his of­fice alone, gloomily won­der­ing what he could do, al­though from the first he saw that the situ­ation was only too clear, and there could not be the least dark corner of a doubt to crawl in­to. Six months ago he would have jumped at this of­fer. What had happened with­in six months to make it seem a dis­aster?

			Mrs. Lee! There was the whole story. To go away now was to give up Mrs. Lee, and prob­ably to give her up to Ratcliffe. Car­ring­ton gnashed his teeth when he thought how skil­fully Ratcliffe was play­ing his cards. The longer he re­flec­ted, the more cer­tain he felt that Ratcliffe was at the bot­tom of this scheme to get rid of him; and yet, as he stud­ied the situ­ation, it oc­curred to him that after all it was pos­sible for Ratcliffe to make a blun­der. This Illinois politi­cian was clev­er, and un­der­stood men; but a know­ledge of men is a very dif­fer­ent thing from a know­ledge of wo­men. Car­ring­ton him­self had no great ex­per­i­ence in the art­icle of wo­men, but he thought he knew more than Ratcliffe, who was evid­ently re­ly­ing most on his usu­al the­ory of polit­ic­al cor­rup­tion as ap­plied to fem­in­ine weak­nesses, and who was only puzzled at find­ing how high a price Mrs. Lee set on her­self. If Ratcliffe were really at the bot­tom of the scheme for sep­ar­at­ing Car­ring­ton from her, it could only be be­cause he thought that six months, or even six weeks, would be enough to an­swer his pur­pose. And on reach­ing this point in his re­flec­tions, Car­ring­ton sud­denly rose, lit a ci­gar, and walked up and down his room stead­ily for the next hour, with the air of a gen­er­al ar­ran­ging a plan of cam­paign, or a law­yer an­ti­cip­at­ing his op­pon­ent’s line of ar­gu­ment. On one point his mind was made up. He would ac­cept. If Ratcliffe really had a hand in this move, he should be grat­i­fied. If he had laid a trap, he should be caught in it. And when the even­ing came, Car­ring­ton took his hat and walked off to call upon Mrs. Lee.

			He found the sis­ters alone and quietly en­gaged in their oc­cu­pa­tions. Madeleine was dra­mat­ic­ally mend­ing an open­work silk stock­ing, a del­ic­ate and dif­fi­cult task which re­quired her whole mind. Sybil was at the pi­ano as usu­al, and for the first time since he had known her, she rose when he came in, and, tak­ing her work­bas­ket, sat down to share in the con­ver­sa­tion. She meant to take her place as a wo­man, hence­for­ward. She was tired of play­ing girl. Mr. Car­ring­ton should see that she was not a fool.

			Car­ring­ton plunged at once in­to his sub­ject, and an­nounced the of­fer made to him, at which Madeleine ex­pressed de­light, and asked many ques­tions. What was the pay? How soon must he go? How long should he be away? Was there danger from the cli­mate? and fi­nally she ad­ded, with a smile, “What am I to say to Mr. Ratcliffe if you ac­cept this of­fer after re­fus­ing his?” As for Sybil, she made one re­proach­ful ex­clam­a­tion: “Oh, Mr. Car­ring­ton!” and sank back in­to si­lence and con­sterna­tion. Her first ex­per­i­ment at tak­ing a stand of her own in the world was not en­cour­aging. She felt be­trayed.

			Nor was Car­ring­ton gay. How­ever mod­est a man may be, only an idi­ot can for­get him­self en­tirely in pur­su­ing the moon and the stars. In the bot­tom of his soul, he had a linger­ing hope that when he told his story, Madeleine might look up with a change of ex­pres­sion, a glance of un­pre­med­it­ated re­gard, a little suf­fu­sion of the eyes, a little trem­bling of the voice. To see him­self re­leg­ated to Mex­ico with such cheer­ful alac­rity by the wo­man he loved was not the ex­per­i­ence he would have chosen. He could not help feel­ing that his hopes were dis­posed of, and he watched her with a pain­ful sink­ing of the heart, which did not lead to light­ness of con­ver­sa­tion. Madeleine her­self felt that her ex­pres­sions needed to be qual­i­fied, and she tried to cor­rect her mis­take. What should she do without a tu­tor? she said. He must let her have a list of books to read while he was away: they were them­selves go­ing north in the middle of May, and Car­ring­ton would be back by the time they re­turned in Decem­ber. After all, they should see as little of him dur­ing the sum­mer if he were in Vir­gin­ia as if he were in Mex­ico.

			Car­ring­ton gloomily con­fessed that he was very un­will­ing to go; that he wished the idea had nev­er been sug­ges­ted; that he should be per­fectly happy if for any reas­on the scheme broke down; but he gave no ex­plan­a­tion of his feel­ing, and Madeleine had too much tact to press for one. She con­ten­ted her­self by ar­guing against it, and talk­ing as vi­va­ciously as she could. Her heart really bled for him as she saw his face grow more and more pathet­ic in its quiet ex­pres­sion of dis­ap­point­ment. But what could she say or do? He sat till after ten o’clock; he could not tear him­self away. He felt that this was the end of his pleas­ure in life; he dreaded the solitude of his thoughts. Mrs. Lee’s re­sources began to show signs of ex­haus­tion. Long pauses in­ter­vened between her re­marks; and at length Car­ring­ton, with a su­per­hu­man ef­fort, apo­lo­gized for in­flict­ing him­self upon her so un­mer­ci­fully. If she knew, he said, how he dreaded be­ing alone, she would for­give him. Then he rose to go, and, in tak­ing leave, asked Sybil if she was in­clined to ride the next day; if so, he was at her ser­vice. Sybil’s face brightened as she ac­cep­ted the in­vit­a­tion.

			Mrs. Lee, a day or two af­ter­wards, did men­tion Car­ring­ton’s ap­point­ment to Mr. Ratcliffe, and she told Car­ring­ton that the Sec­ret­ary cer­tainly looked hurt and mor­ti­fied, but showed it only by al­most in­stantly chan­ging the sub­ject.

		
	
		
			X

			The next morn­ing Car­ring­ton called at the De­part­ment and an­nounced his ac­cept­ance of the post. He was told that his in­struc­tions would be ready in about a fort­night, and that he would be ex­pec­ted to start as soon as he re­ceived them; in the mean­while, he must de­vote him­self to the study of a mass of pa­pers in the De­part­ment. There was no tri­fling al­low­able here. Car­ring­ton had to set him­self vig­or­ously to work.

			This did not, how­ever, pre­vent him from keep­ing his ap­point­ment with Sybil, and at four o’clock they star­ted to­geth­er, passing out in­to the quiet shad­ows of Rock Creek, and seek­ing still lanes through the woods where their horses walked side by side, and they them­selves could talk without the risk of cri­ti­cism from curi­ous eyes. It was the af­ter­noon of one of those sul­try and lower­ing spring days when life ger­min­ates rap­idly, but as yet gives no sign, ex­cept per­haps some new leaf or flower push­ing its soft head up against the dead leaves that have sheltered it. The two riders had some­thing of the same sen­sa­tion, as though the leaf­less woods and the laurel thick­ets, the warm, moist air and the low clouds, were a pro­tec­tion and a soft shel­ter. Some­what to Car­ring­ton’s sur­prise, he found that it was pleas­ant to have Sybil’s com­pany. He felt to­wards her as to a sis­ter—a fa­vour­ite sis­ter.

			She at once at­tacked him for abandon­ing her and break­ing his treaty so lately made, and he tried to gain her sym­pathy by say­ing that if she knew how much he was troubled, she would for­give him. Then when Sybil asked wheth­er he really must go and leave her without any friend whom she could speak to, his feel­ings got the bet­ter of him: he could not res­ist the tempta­tion to con­fide all his troubles in her, since there was no one else in whom he could con­fide. He told her plainly that he was in love with her sis­ter.

			“You say that love is non­sense, Miss Ross. I tell you it is no such thing. For weeks and months it is a steady phys­ic­al pain, an ache about the heart, nev­er leav­ing one, by night or by day; a long strain on one’s nerves like toothache or rheum­at­ism, not in­tol­er­able at any one in­stant, but ex­haust­ing by its steady drain on the strength. It is a dis­ease to be borne with pa­tience, like any oth­er nervous com­plaint, and to be treated with coun­teri­r­rit­ants. My trip to Mex­ico will be good for it, but that is not the reas­on why I must go.”

			Then he told her all his private cir­cum­stances; the ru­in which the war had brought on him and his fam­ily; how, of his two broth­ers, one had sur­vived the war only to die at home, a mere wreck of dis­ease, priva­tion, and wounds; the oth­er had been shot by his side, and bled slowly to death in his arms dur­ing the aw­ful carnage in the Wil­der­ness; how his moth­er and two sis­ters were strug­gling for a bare sub­sist­ence on a wretched Vir­gini­an farm, and how all his ex­er­tions barely kept them from beg­gary.

			“You have no con­cep­tion of the poverty to which our south­ern wo­men are re­duced since the war,” said he; “they are many of them lit­er­ally without clothes or bread.” The fee he should earn by go­ing to Mex­ico would double his in­come this year. Could he re­fuse? Had he a right to re­fuse? And poor Car­ring­ton ad­ded, with a groan, that if he alone were in ques­tion, he would soon­er be shot than go.

			Sybil listened with tears in her eyes. She nev­er be­fore had seen a man show suf­fer­ing. The misery she had known in life had been more or less veiled to her and softened by fall­ing on older and friendly shoulders. She now got for the first time a clear view of Car­ring­ton, apart from the quiet ex­ter­i­or in which the man was hid­den. She felt quite sure, by a sud­den flash of fem­in­ine in­spir­a­tion, that the curi­ous look of pa­tient en­dur­ance on his face was the work of a single night when he had held his broth­er in his arms, and knew that the blood was drain­ing drop by drop from his side, in the dense, tangled woods, bey­ond the reach of help, hour after hour, till the voice failed and the limbs grew stiff and cold. When he had fin­ished his story, she was afraid to speak. She did not know how to show her sym­pathy, and she could not bear to seem un­sym­path­et­ic. In her em­bar­rass­ment she fairly broke down and could only dry her eyes in si­lence.

			Hav­ing once got this weight of con­fid­ence off his mind, Car­ring­ton felt com­par­at­ively gay and was ready to make the best of things. He laughed at him­self to drive away the tears of his pretty com­pan­ion, and ob­liged her to take a sol­emn pledge nev­er to be­tray him. “Of course your sis­ter knows it all,” he said; “but she must nev­er know that I told you, and I nev­er would tell any­one but you.”

			Sybil prom­ised faith­fully to keep his con­fid­ence to her­self, and she went on to de­fend her sis­ter.

			“You must not blame Madeleine,” said she; “if you knew as well as I do what she has been through, you would not think her cold. You do know how sud­denly her hus­band died, after only one day’s ill­ness, and what a nice fel­low he was. She was very fond of him, and his death seemed to stun her. We hardly knew what to make of it, she was so quiet and nat­ur­al. Then just a week later her little child died of diph­ther­ia, suf­fer­ing hor­ribly, and she wild with des­pair be­cause she could not re­lieve it. After that, she was al­most in­sane; in­deed, I have al­ways thought she was quite in­sane for a time. I know she was ex­cess­ively vi­ol­ent and wanted to kill her­self, and I nev­er heard any­one rave as she did about re­li­gion and resig­na­tion and God. After a few weeks she be­came quiet and stu­pid and went about like a ma­chine; and at last she got over it, but has nev­er been what she was be­fore. You know she was a rather fast New York girl be­fore she mar­ried, and cared no more about polit­ics and phil­an­thropy than I do. It was a very late thing, all this stuff. But she is not really hard, though she may seem so. It is all on the sur­face. I al­ways know when she is think­ing about her hus­band or child, be­cause her face gets ri­gid; she looks then as she used to look after her child died, as though she didn’t care what be­came of her and she would just as lieve kill her­self as not. I don’t think she will ever let her­self love any­one again. She has a hor­ror of it. She is much more likely to go in for am­bi­tion, or duty, or self-sac­ri­fice.”

			They rode on for a while in si­lence, Car­ring­ton per­plexed by the prob­lem how two harm­less people such as Madeleine and he could have been made by a be­ne­fi­cent Provid­ence the sport of such cruel tor­tures; and Sybil equally in­ter­ested in think­ing what sort of a broth­er-in-law Car­ring­ton would make; on the whole, she thought she liked him bet­ter as he was. The si­lence was only broken by Car­ring­ton’s bring­ing the con­ver­sa­tion back to its start­ing-point: “Some­thing must be done to keep your sis­ter out of Ratcliffe’s power. I have thought about it till I am tired. Can you make no sug­ges­tion?”

			No! Sybil was help­less and dread­fully alarmed. Mr. Ratcliffe came to the house as of­ten as he could, and seemed to tell Madeleine everything that was go­ing on in polit­ics, and ask her ad­vice, and Madeleine did not dis­cour­age him. “I do be­lieve she likes it, and thinks she can do some good by it. I don’t dare speak to her about it. She thinks me a child still, and treats me as though I were fif­teen. What can I do?”

			Car­ring­ton said he had thought of speak­ing to Mrs. Lee him­self, but he did not know what to say, and if he of­fen­ded her, he might drive her dir­ectly in­to Ratcliffe’s arms. But Sybil thought she would not be of­fen­ded if he went to work in the right way. “She will stand more from you than from any­one else. Tell her openly that you—that you love her,” said Sybil with a burst of des­per­ate cour­age; “she can’t take of­fence at that; and then you can say al­most any­thing.”

			Car­ring­ton looked at Sybil with more ad­mir­a­tion than he had ever ex­pec­ted to feel for her, and began to think that he might do worse than to put him­self un­der her or­ders. After all, she had some prac­tic­al sense, and what was more to the point, she was hand­somer than ever, as she sat erect on her horse, the rich col­our rush­ing up un­der the warm skin, at the im­pro­pri­ety of her speech. “You are cer­tainly right,” said he; “after all, I have noth­ing to lose. Wheth­er she mar­ries Ratcliffe or not, she will nev­er marry me, I sup­pose.”

			This speech was a cow­ardly at­tempt to beg en­cour­age­ment from Sybil, and met with the fate it de­served, for Sybil, highly flattered at Car­ring­ton’s im­plied praise, and bold as a li­on­ess now that it was Car­ring­ton’s fin­gers, and not her own, that were to go in­to the fire, gave him on the spot a fem­in­ine view of the situ­ation that did not en­cour­age his hopes. She plainly said that men seemed to take leave of their senses as soon as wo­men were con­cerned; for her part, she could not un­der­stand what there was in any wo­man to make such a fuss about; she thought most wo­men were hor­rid; men were ever so much nicer; “and as for Madeleine, whom all of you are ready to cut each oth­er’s throats about, she’s a dear, good sis­ter, as good as gold, and I love her with all my heart, but you wouldn’t like her, any of you, if you mar­ried her; she has al­ways had her own way, and she could not help tak­ing it; she nev­er could learn to take yours; both of you would be un­happy in a week; and as for that old Mr. Ratcliffe, she would make his life a bur­den—and I hope she will,” con­cluded Sybil with a spite­ful little ex­plo­sion of hatred.

			Car­ring­ton could not help be­ing amused by Sybil’s way of deal­ing with af­fairs of the heart. Em­boldened by en­cour­age­ment, she went on to at­tack him piti­lessly for go­ing down on his knees be­fore her sis­ter, “just as though you were not as good as she is,” and openly avowed that, if she were a man, she would at least have some pride. Men like this kind of pun­ish­ment. Car­ring­ton did not at­tempt to de­fend him­self; he even cour­ted Sybil’s at­tack. They both en­joyed their ride through the bare woods, by the rip­pling spring streams, un­der the lan­guid breath of the moist south wind. It was a small idyll, all the more pleas­ant be­cause there was gloom be­fore and be­hind it. Sybil’s ir­re­press­ible gaiety made Car­ring­ton doubt wheth­er, after all, life need be so ser­i­ous a mat­ter. She had an­im­al spir­its in plenty, and it needed an ef­fort for her to keep them down, while Car­ring­ton’s spir­its were nearly ex­hausted after twenty years of strain, and he re­quired a great­er ef­fort to hold him­self up. There was every reas­on why he should be grate­ful to Sybil for lend­ing to him from her su­per­fluity. He en­joyed be­ing laughed at by her. Sup­pose Madeleine Lee did re­fuse to marry him! What of it? “Pooh!” said Sybil; “you men are all just alike. How can you be so silly? Madeleine and you would be in­tol­er­able to­geth­er. Do find someone who won’t be sol­emn!”

			They laid out their little plot against Madeleine and elab­or­ated it care­fully, both as to what Car­ring­ton should say and how he should say it, for Sybil as­ser­ted that men were too stu­pid to be trus­ted even in mak­ing a de­clar­a­tion of love, and must be taught, like little chil­dren to say their pray­ers. Car­ring­ton en­joyed be­ing taught how to make a de­clar­a­tion of love. He did not ask where Sybil had learned so much about men’s stu­pid­ity. He thought per­haps Schneidekoupon could have thrown light on the sub­ject. At all events, they were so busily oc­cu­pied with their schemes and les­sons, that they did not reach home till Madeleine had be­come anxious lest they had met with some ac­ci­dent. The long dusk had be­come dark­ness be­fore she heard the clat­ter of hoofs on the as­phalt pave­ment, and she went down to the door to scold them for their delay. Sybil only laughed at her, and said it was all Mr. Car­ring­ton’s fault: he had lost his way, and she had been forced to find it for him.

			Ten days more passed be­fore their plan was car­ried in­to ef­fect. April had come. Car­ring­ton’s work was com­pleted and he was ready to start on his jour­ney. Then at last he ap­peared one even­ing at Mrs. Lee’s at the very mo­ment when Sybil, as chance would have it, was go­ing out to pass an hour or two with her friend Vic­tor­ia Dare a few doors away. Car­ring­ton felt a little ashamed as she went. This kind of con­spir­acy be­hind Mrs. Lee’s back was not to his taste.

			He res­ol­utely sat down, and plunged at once in­to his sub­ject. He was al­most ready to go, he said; he had nearly com­pleted his work in the De­part­ment, and he was as­sured that his in­struc­tions and pa­pers would be ready in two days more; he might not have an­oth­er chance to see Mrs. Lee so quietly again, and he wanted to take his leave now, for this was what lay most heav­ily on his mind; he should have gone will­ingly and gladly if it had not been for un­eas­i­ness about her; and yet he had till now been afraid to speak openly on the sub­ject. Here he paused for a mo­ment as though to in­vite some reply.

			Madeleine laid down her work with a look of re­gret though not of an­noy­ance, and said frankly and in­stantly that he had been too good a friend to al­low of her tak­ing of­fence at any­thing he could say; she would not pre­tend to mis­un­der­stand him. “My af­fairs,” she ad­ded with a shade of bit­ter­ness, “seem to have be­come pub­lic prop­erty, and I would rather have some voice in dis­cuss­ing them my­self than to know they are dis­cussed be­hind my back.”

			This was a sharp thrust at the very out­set, but Car­ring­ton turned it aside and went quietly on:

			“You are frank and loy­al, as you al­ways are. I will be so too. I can’t help be­ing so. For months I have had no oth­er pleas­ure than in be­ing near you. For the first time in my life I have known what it is to for­get my own af­fairs in lov­ing a wo­man who seems to me without a fault, and for one sol­it­ary word from whom I would give all I have in life, and per­haps it­self.”

			Madeleine flushed and bent to­wards him with an earn­est­ness of man­ner that re­peated it­self in her tone:

			“Mr. Car­ring­ton, I am the best friend you have on earth. One of these days you will thank me with your whole soul for re­fus­ing to listen to you now. You do not know how much misery I am sav­ing you. I have no heart to give. You want a young, fresh life to help yours; a gay, lively tem­pera­ment to en­liven your des­pond­ency; someone still young enough to ab­sorb her­self in you and make all her ex­ist­ence yours. I could not do it. I can give you noth­ing. I have done my best to per­suade my­self that some day I might be­gin life again with the old hopes and feel­ings, but it is no use. The fire is burned out. If you mar­ried me, you would des­troy your­self. You would wake up some day, and find the uni­verse dust and ashes.”

			Car­ring­ton listened in si­lence. He made no at­tempt to in­ter­rupt or to con­tra­dict her. Only at the end he said with a little bit­ter­ness: “My own life is worth so much to the world and to me, that I sup­pose it would be wrong to risk it on such a ven­ture; but I would risk it, nev­er­the­less, if you gave me the chance. Do you think me wicked for tempt­ing Provid­ence? I do not mean to an­noy you with en­treat­ies. I have a little pride left, and a great deal of re­spect for you. Yet I think, in spite of all you have said or can say, that one dis­ap­poin­ted life may be as able to find hap­pi­ness and re­pose in an­oth­er, as to get them by suck­ing the young lifeblood of a fresh soul.”

			To this speech, which was un­usu­ally fig­ur­at­ive for Car­ring­ton, Mrs. Lee could find no ready an­swer. She could only reply that Car­ring­ton’s life was worth quite as much as his neigh­bour’s, and that it was worth so much to her, if not to him­self, that she would not let him wreck it.

			Car­ring­ton went on: “For­give my talk­ing in this way. I do not mean to com­plain. I shall al­ways love you just as much, wheth­er you care for me or not, be­cause you are the only wo­man I have ever met, or am ever likely to meet, who seems to me per­fect.”

			If this was Sybil’s teach­ing, she had made the best of her time. Car­ring­ton’s tone and words pierced through all Mrs. Lee’s ar­mour as though they were poin­ted with the most in­geni­ous cruelty, and de­signed to tor­ture her. She felt hard and small be­fore him. Life for life, his had been, and was now, far less bright than hers, yet he was her su­per­i­or. He sat there, a true man, car­ry­ing his bur­den calmly, quietly, without com­plaint, ready to face the next shock of life with the same en­dur­ance he had shown against the rest. And he thought her per­fect! She felt hu­mi­li­ated that any brave man should say to her face that he thought her per­fect! She! per­fect! In her con­tri­tion she was half ready to go down at his feet and con­fess her sins; her hys­ter­ic­al dread of sor­row and suf­fer­ing, her nar­row sym­path­ies, her feeble faith, her miser­able selfish­ness, her ab­ject cow­ardice. Every nerve in her body tingled with shame when she thought what a miser­able fraud she was; what a mass of pre­ten­sions un­foun­ded, of de­ceit in­grained. She was ready to hide her face in her hands. She was dis­gus­ted, out­raged with her own im­age as she saw it, con­tras­ted with Car­ring­ton’s single word: Per­fect!

			Nor was this the worst. Car­ring­ton was not the first man who had thought her per­fect. To hear this word sud­denly used again, which had nev­er been uttered to her be­fore ex­cept by lips now dead and gone, made her brain reel. She seemed to hear her hus­band once more telling her that she was per­fect. Yet against this tor­ture, she had a bet­ter de­fence. She had long since hardened her­self to bear these re­col­lec­tions, and they stead­ied and strengthened her. She had been called per­fect be­fore now, and what had come of it? Two graves, and a broken life! She drew her­self up with a face now grown quite pale and ri­gid. In reply to Car­ring­ton, she said not a word, but only shook her head slightly without look­ing at him.

			He went on: “After all, it is not my own hap­pi­ness I am think­ing of but yours. I nev­er was vain enough to think that I was worth your love, or that I could ever win it. Your hap­pi­ness is an­oth­er thing. I care so much for that as to make me dread go­ing away, for fear that you may yet find your­self en­tangled in this wretched polit­ic­al life here, when, per­haps if I stayed, I might be of some use.”

			“Do you really think, then, that I am go­ing to fall a vic­tim to Mr. Ratcliffe?” asked Madeleine, with a cold smile.

			“Why not?” replied Car­ring­ton, in a sim­il­ar tone. “He can put for­ward a strong claim to your sym­pathy and help, if not to your love. He can of­fer you a great field of use­ful­ness which you want. He has been very faith­ful to you. Are you quite sure that even now you can re­fuse him without his com­plain­ing that you have trifled with him?”

			“And are you quite sure,” ad­ded Mrs. Lee, evas­ively, “that you have not been judging him much too harshly? I think I know him bet­ter than you. He has many good qual­it­ies, and some high ones. What harm can he do me? Sup­pos­ing even that he did suc­ceed in per­suad­ing me that my life could be best used in help­ing his, why should I be afraid of it?”

			“You and I,” said Car­ring­ton, “are wide apart in our es­tim­ates of Mr. Ratcliffe. To you, of course, he shows his best side. He is on his good be­ha­viour, and knows that any false step will ru­in him. I see in him only a coarse, selfish, un­prin­cipled politi­cian, who would either drag you down to his own level, or, what is more likely, would very soon dis­gust you and make your life a wretched self-im­mol­a­tion be­fore his vul­gar am­bi­tion, or com­pel you to leave him. In either case you would be the vic­tim. You can­not af­ford to make an­oth­er false start in life. Re­ject me! I have not a word to say against it. But be on your guard against giv­ing your ex­ist­ence up to him.”

			“Why do you think so ill of Mr. Ratcliffe?” asked Madeleine; “he al­ways speaks highly of you. Do you know any­thing against him that the world does not?”

			“His pub­lic acts are enough to sat­is­fy me,” replied Car­ring­ton, evad­ing a part of the ques­tion. “You know that I have nev­er had but one opin­ion about him.”

			There was a pause in the con­ver­sa­tion. Both parties felt that as yet no good had come of it. At length Madeleine asked, “What would you have me do? Is it a pledge you want that I will un­der no cir­cum­stances marry Mr. Ratcliffe?”

			“Cer­tainly not,” was the an­swer; “you know me bet­ter than to think I would ask that. I only want you to take time and keep out of his in­flu­ence un­til your mind is fairly made up. A year hence I feel cer­tain that you will think of him as I do.”

			“Then you will al­low me to marry him if I find that you are mis­taken,” said Mrs. Lee, with a marked tone of sar­casm.

			Car­ring­ton looked an­noyed, but he answered quietly, “What I fear is his in­flu­ence here and now. What I would like to see you do is this: go north a month earli­er than you in­ten­ded, and without giv­ing him time to act. If I were sure you were safely in New­port, I should feel no anxi­ety.”

			“You seem to have as bad an opin­ion of Wash­ing­ton as Mr. Gore,” said Madeleine, with a con­temp­tu­ous smile. “He gave me the same ad­vice, though he was afraid to tell me why. I am not a child. I am thirty years old, and have seen some­thing of the world. I am not afraid, like Mr. Gore, of Wash­ing­ton mal­aria, or, like you, of Mr. Ratcliffe’s in­flu­ence. If I fall a vic­tim I shall de­serve my fate, and cer­tainly I shall have no cause to com­plain of my friends. They have giv­en me ad­vice enough for a life­time.”

			Car­ring­ton’s face darkened with a deep­er shade of re­gret. The turn which the con­ver­sa­tion had taken was pre­cisely what he had ex­pec­ted, and both Sybil and he had agreed that Madeleine would prob­ably an­swer just in this way. Nev­er­the­less, he could not but feel acutely the harm he was do­ing to his own in­terests, and it was only by a sheer ef­fort of the will that he forced him­self to a last and more earn­est at­tack.

			“I know it is an im­per­tin­ence,” he said; “I wish it were in my power to show how much it costs me to of­fend you. This is the first time you ever had oc­ca­sion to be of­fen­ded. If I were to yield to the fear of your an­ger and were to hold my tongue now, and by any chance you were to wreck your life on this rock, I should nev­er for­give my­self the cow­ardice. I should al­ways think I might have done some­thing to pre­vent it. This is prob­ably the last time I shall have the chance to talk openly with you, and I im­plore you to listen to me. I want noth­ing for my­self. If I knew I should nev­er see you again, I would still say the same thing. Leave Wash­ing­ton! Leave it now!—at once!—without giv­ing more than twenty-four hours’ no­tice! Leave it without let­ting Mr. Ratcliffe see you again in private! Come back next winter if you please, and then ac­cept him if you think prop­er. I only pray you to think long about it and de­cide when you are not here.”

			Madeleine’s eyes flashed, and she threw aside her em­broid­ery with an im­pa­tient ges­ture: “No! Mr. Car­ring­ton! I will not be dic­tated to! I will carry out my own plans! I do not mean to marry Mr. Ratcliffe. If I had meant it, I should have done it be­fore now. But I will not run away from him or from my­self. It would be un­lady­like, un­dig­ni­fied, cow­ardly.”

			Car­ring­ton could say no more. He had come to the end of his les­son. A long si­lence en­sued and then he rose to go. “Are you angry with me?” said she in a softer tone.

			“I ought to ask that ques­tion,” said he. “Can you for­give me? I am afraid not. No man can say to a wo­man what I have said to you, and be quite for­giv­en. You will nev­er think of me again as you would have done if I had not spoken. I knew that be­fore I did it. As for me, I can only go on with my old life. It is not gay, and will not be the gay­er for our talk to­night.”

			Madeleine re­len­ted a little: “Friend­ships like ours are not so eas­ily broken,” she said. “Do not do me an­oth­er in­justice. You will see me again be­fore you go?”

			He as­sen­ted and bade good night. Mrs. Lee, weary and dis­turbed in mind, hastened to her room. “When Miss Sybil comes in, tell her that I am not very well, and have gone to bed,” were her in­struc­tions to her maid, and Sybil thought she knew the cause of this head­ache.

			But be­fore Car­ring­ton’s de­par­ture he had one more ride with Sybil, and re­por­ted to her the res­ult of the in­ter­view, at which both of them con­fessed them­selves much de­pressed. Car­ring­ton ex­pressed some hope that Madeleine meant, after a sort, to give a kind of pledge by say­ing that she had no in­ten­tion of mar­ry­ing Mr. Ratcliffe, but Sybil shook her head em­phat­ic­ally: “How can a wo­man tell wheth­er she is go­ing to ac­cept a man un­til she is asked?” said she with en­tire con­fid­ence, as though she were stat­ing the simplest fact in the world. Car­ring­ton looked puzzled, and ven­tured to ask wheth­er wo­men did not gen­er­ally make up their minds be­fore­hand on such an in­ter­est­ing point; but Sybil over­whelmed him with con­tempt: “What good will they do by mak­ing up their minds, I should like to know? of course they would go and do the op­pos­ite. Sens­ible wo­men don’t pre­tend to make up their minds, Mr. Car­ring­ton. But you men are so stu­pid, and you can’t un­der­stand in the least.”

			Car­ring­ton gave it up, and went back to his stale ques­tion: Could Sybil sug­gest any oth­er re­source? and Sybil sadly con­fessed that she could not. So far as she could see, they must trust to luck, and she thought it was cruel tor Mr. Car­ring­ton to go away and leave her alone without help. He had prom­ised to pre­vent the mar­riage.

			“One thing more I mean to do,” said Car­ring­ton: “and here everything will de­pend on your cour­age and nerve. You may de­pend upon it that Mr. Ratcliffe will of­fer him­self be­fore you go north. He does not sus­pect you of mak­ing trouble, and he will not think about you in any way if you let him alone and keep quiet. When he does of­fer him­self you will know it; at least your sis­ter will tell you if she has ac­cep­ted him. If she re­fuses him point blank, you will have noth­ing to do but to keep her steady. If you see her hes­it­at­ing, you must break in at any cost, and use all your in­flu­ence to stop her. Be bold, then, and do your best. If everything fails and she still clings to him, I must play my last card, or rather you must play it for me. I shall leave with you a sealed let­ter which you are to give her if everything else fails. Do it be­fore she sees Ratcliffe a second time. See that she reads it and, if ne­ces­sary, make her read it, no mat­ter when or where. No one else must know that it ex­ists, and you must take as much care of it as though it were a dia­mond. You are not to know what is in it; it must be a com­plete secret. Do you un­der­stand?”

			Sybil thought she did, but her heart sank. “When shall you give me this let­ter?” she asked.

			“The even­ing be­fore I start, when I come to bid good­bye; prob­ably next Sunday. This let­ter is our last hope. If, after read­ing that, she does not give him up, you will have to pack your trunk, my dear Sybil, and find a new home, for you can nev­er live with them.”

			He had nev­er be­fore called her by her first name, and it pleased her to hear it now, though she gen­er­ally had a strong ob­jec­tion to such fa­mili­ar­it­ies. “Oh, I wish you were not go­ing!” she ex­claimed tear­fully. “What shall I do when you are gone?”

			At this pi­ti­ful ap­peal, Car­ring­ton felt a sud­den pang. He found that he was not so old as he had thought. Cer­tainly he had grown to like her frank hon­esty and sound com­mon sense, and he had at length dis­covered that she was hand­some, with a very pretty fig­ure. Was it not some­thing like a flir­ta­tion he had been car­ry­ing on with this young per­son for the last month? A glim­mer­ing of sus­pi­cion crossed his mind, though he got rid of it as quickly as pos­sible. For a man of his age and sobri­ety to be in love with two sis­ters at once was im­possible; still more im­possible that Sybil should care for him.

			As for her, how­ever, there was no doubt about the mat­ter. She had grown to de­pend upon him, and she did it with all the blind con­fid­ence of youth. To lose him was a ser­i­ous dis­aster. She had nev­er be­fore felt the sen­sa­tion, and she thought it most dis­agree­able. Her youth­ful dip­lo­mat­ists and ad­mirers could not at all fill Car­ring­ton’s place. They danced and chir­ruped cheer­fully on the hol­low crust of so­ci­ety, but they were wholly use­less when one sud­denly fell through and found one­self strug­gling in the dark­ness and dangers be­neath. Young wo­men, too, are apt to be flattered by the con­fid­ences of older men; they have a keen pal­ate for whatever sa­vours of ex­per­i­ence and ad­ven­ture. For the first time in her life, Sybil had found a man who gave some play to her ima­gin­a­tion; one who had been a rebel, and had grown used to the shocks of fate, so as to walk with calmness in­to the face of death, and to com­mand or obey with equal in­dif­fer­ence. She felt that he would tell her what to do when the earth­quake came, and would be at hand to con­sult, which is in a wo­man’s eyes the great ob­ject of men’s ex­ist­ence, when trouble comes. She sud­denly con­ceived that Wash­ing­ton would be in­tol­er­able without him, and that she should nev­er get the cour­age to fight Mr. Ratcliffe alone, or, if she did, she should make some fatal mis­take. They fin­ished their ride very soberly. She began to show a new in­terest in all that con­cerned him, and asked many ques­tions about his sis­ters and their plant­a­tion. She wanted to ask him wheth­er she could not do some­thing to help them, but this seemed too awk­ward. On his part he made her prom­ise to write him faith­fully all that took place, and this re­quest pleased her, though she knew his in­terest was all on her sis­ter’s ac­count.

			The fol­low­ing Sunday even­ing when he came to bid good­bye, it was still worse. There was no chance for private talk. Ratcliffe was there, and sev­er­al dip­lo­mat­ists, in­clud­ing old Jac­obi, who had eyes like a cat and saw every mo­tion of one’s face. Vic­tor­ia Dare was on the sofa, chat­ter­ing with Lord Dun­beg; Sybil would rather have had any or­din­ary ill­ness, even to the ex­tent of a light case of scar­let fever or small­pox than let her know what was the mat­ter. Car­ring­ton found means to get Sybil in­to an­oth­er room for a mo­ment and to give her the let­ter he had prom­ised. Then he bade her good­bye, and in do­ing so he re­minded her of her prom­ise to write, press­ing her hand and look­ing in­to her eyes with an earn­est­ness that made her heart beat faster, al­though she said to her­self that his in­terest was all about her sis­ter; as it was—mostly. The thought did not raise her spir­its, but she went through with her per­form­ance like a heroine. Per­haps she was a little pleased to see that he par­ted from Madeleine with much less ap­par­ent feel­ing. One would have said that they were two good friends who had no trouble­some sen­ti­ment to worry them. But then every eye in the room was watch­ing this farewell, and spec­u­lat­ing about it. Ratcliffe looked on with par­tic­u­lar in­terest and was a little per­plexed to ac­count for this too fraternal cor­di­al­ity. Could he have made a mis­cal­cu­la­tion? or was there some­thing be­hind? He him­self in­sisted upon shak­ing hands gen­i­ally with Car­ring­ton and wished him a pleas­ant jour­ney and a suc­cess­ful one.

			That night, for the first time since she was a child, Sybil ac­tu­ally cried a little after she went to bed, al­though it is true that her sen­ti­ment did not keep her awake. She felt lonely and weighed down by a great re­spons­ib­il­ity. For a day or two af­ter­wards she was nervous and rest­less. She would not ride, or make calls, or see guests. She tried to sing a little, and found it tire­some. She went out and sat for hours in the Square, where the spring sun was shin­ing warm and bright on the pran­cing horse of the great An­drew Jack­son. She was a little cross, too, and ab­sent, and spoke so of­ten about Car­ring­ton that at last Madeleine was struck by sud­den sus­pi­cion, and began to watch her with anxious care.

			Tues­day night, after this had gone on for two days, Sybil was in Madeleine’s room, where she of­ten stayed to talk while her sis­ter was at her toi­let. This even­ing she threw her­self list­lessly on the couch, and with­in five minutes again quoted Car­ring­ton. Madeleine turned from the glass be­fore which she was sit­ting, and looked her stead­ily in the face.

			“Sybil,” said she, “this is the twenty-fourth time you have men­tioned Mr. Car­ring­ton since we sat down to din­ner. I have waited for the round num­ber to de­cide wheth­er I should take any no­tice of it or not? what does it mean, my child? Do you care for Mr. Car­ring­ton?”

			“Oh, Maude!” ex­claimed Sybil re­proach­fully, flush­ing so vi­ol­ently that, even by that dim light, her sis­ter could not but see it.

			Mrs. Lee rose and, cross­ing the room, sat down by Sybil who was ly­ing on the couch and turned her face away. Madeleine put her arms round her neck and kissed her.

			“My poor—poor child!” said she pity­ingly. “I nev­er dreamed of this! What a fool I have been! How could I have been so thought­less! Tell me!” she ad­ded, with a little hes­it­a­tion; “has he—does he care for you?”

			“No! no!” cried Sybil, fairly break­ing down in­to a burst of tears; “no! he loves you! nobody but you! he nev­er gave a thought to me. I don’t care for him so very much,” she con­tin­ued, dry­ing her tears; “only it seems so lonely now he is gone.”

			Mrs. Lee re­mained on the couch, with her arm round her sis­ter’s neck, si­lent, gaz­ing in­to va­cancy, the pic­ture of per­plex­ity and con­sterna­tion. The situ­ation was get­ting bey­ond her con­trol.

		
	
		
			XI

			In the middle of April a sud­den so­cial ex­cite­ment star­ted the in­dol­ent city of Wash­ing­ton to its feet. The Grand-Duke and Duch­ess of Saxe-Baden-Hom­bourg ar­rived in Amer­ica on a tour of pleas­ure, and in due course came on to pay their re­spects to the Chief Ma­gis­trate of the Uni­on. The news­pa­pers hastened to in­form their read­ers that the Grand-Duch­ess was a roy­al prin­cess of Eng­land, and, in the want of any oth­er so­cial event, every­one who had any sense of what was due to his or her own dig­nity, hastened to show this au­gust couple the re­spect which all re­pub­lic­ans who have a large in­come de­rived from busi­ness, feel for Eng­lish roy­alty. New York gave a din­ner, at which the most in­sig­ni­fic­ant per­son present was worth at least a mil­lion dol­lars, and where the gen­tle­men who sat by the Prin­cess en­ter­tained her for an hour or two by a cal­cu­la­tion of the ag­greg­ate cap­it­al rep­res­en­ted. New York also gave a ball at which the Prin­cess ap­peared in an ill-fit­ting black silk dress with mock lace and jet or­na­ments, among sev­er­al hun­dred toi­lets that pro­claimed the re­fined re­pub­lic­an sim­pli­city of their own­ers at a cost of vari­ous hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars. After these hos­pit­al­it­ies the Grand-ducal pair came on to Wash­ing­ton, where they be­came guests of Lord Skye, or, more prop­erly, Lord Skye be­came their guest, for he seemed to con­sider that he handed the Leg­a­tion over to them, and he told Mrs. Lee, with true Brit­ish blunt­ness of speech, that they were a great bore and he wished they had stayed in Saxe-Baden-Hom­bourg, or wherever they be­longed, but as they were here, he must be their lackey. Mrs. Lee was amused and a little as­ton­ished at the cand­our with which he talked about them, and she was in­struc­ted and im­proved by his dry ac­count of the Prin­cess, who, it seemed, made her­self dis­agree­able by her airs of roy­alty; who had suffered dread­fully from the voy­age; and who de­tested Amer­ica and everything Amer­ic­an; but who was, not without some show of reas­on, jeal­ous of her hus­band, and en­dured end­less suf­fer­ings, though with a very bad grace, rather than lose sight of him.

			Not only was Lord Skye ob­liged to turn the Leg­a­tion in­to an hotel, but in the full en­thu­si­asm of his loy­alty he felt him­self called upon to give a ball. It was, he said, the easi­est way of pay­ing off all his debts at once, and if the Prin­cess was good for noth­ing else, she could be util­ized as a show by way of “pro­mot­ing the har­mony of the two great na­tions.” In oth­er words, Lord Skye meant to ex­hib­it the Prin­cess for his own dip­lo­mat­ic be­ne­fit, and he did so. One would have thought that at this sea­son, when Con­gress had ad­journed, Wash­ing­ton would hardly have af­forded so­ci­ety enough to fill a ball­room, but this, in­stead of be­ing a draw­back, was an ad­vant­age. It per­mit­ted the Brit­ish Min­is­ter to is­sue in­vit­a­tions without lim­it. He asked not only the Pres­id­ent and his Cab­in­et, and the judges, and the army, and the navy, and all the res­id­ents of Wash­ing­ton who had any claim to con­sid­er­a­tion, but also all the sen­at­ors, all the rep­res­ent­at­ives in Con­gress, all the gov­ernors of States with their staffs, if they had any, all em­in­ent cit­izens and their fam­il­ies through­out the Uni­on and Canada, and fi­nally every private in­di­vidu­al, from the North Pole to the Isth­mus of Panama, who had ever shown him a ci­vil­ity or was able to con­trol in­terest enough to ask for a card. The res­ult was that Bal­timore prom­ised to come in a body, and Phil­adelphia was equally well-dis­posed; New York provided sev­er­al scores of guests, and Bo­ston sent the gov­ernor and a del­eg­a­tion; even the well-known mil­lion­aire who rep­res­en­ted Cali­for­nia in the United States Sen­ate was ir­rit­ated be­cause, his in­vit­a­tion hav­ing been timed to ar­rive just one day too late, he was pre­ven­ted from bring­ing his fam­ily across the con­tin­ent with a choice party in a dir­ect­or’s car, to en­joy the smiles of roy­alty in the halls of the Brit­ish li­on. It is as­ton­ish­ing what ef­forts free­men will make in a just cause.

			Lord Skye him­self treated the whole af­fair with easy con­tempt. One af­ter­noon he strolled in­to Mrs. Lee’s par­lour and begged her to give him a cup of tea. He said he had got rid of his me­na­ger­ie for a few hours by shunt­ing it off upon the Ger­man Leg­a­tion, and he was by way of want­ing a little hu­man so­ci­ety. Sybil, who was a great fa­vour­ite with him, en­treated to be told all about the ball, but he in­sisted that he knew no more than she did. A man from New York had taken pos­ses­sion of the Leg­a­tion, but what he would do with it was not with­in the foresight of the wisest; from the talk of the young mem­bers of his Leg­a­tion, Lord Skye gathered that the en­tire city was to be roofed in and forty mil­lions of people ex­pec­ted, but his own con­cern in the af­fair was lim­ited to the flowers he hoped to re­ceive.

			“All young and beau­ti­ful wo­men,” said he to Sybil, “are to send me flowers. I prefer Jac­queminot roses, but will ac­cept any hand­some vari­ety, provided they are not wired. It is dip­lo­mat­ic etiquette that each lady who sends me flowers shall re­serve at least one dance for me. You will please in­scribe this at once upon your tab­lets, Miss Ross.”

			To Madeleine this ball was a god­send, for it came just in time to di­vert Sybil’s mind from its troubles. A week had now passed since that rev­el­a­tion of Sybil’s heart which had come like an earth­quake upon Mrs. Lee. Since then Sybil had been nervous and ir­rit­able, all the more be­cause she was con­scious of be­ing watched. She was in secret ashamed of her own con­duct, and in­clined to be angry with Car­ring­ton, as though he were re­spons­ible for her fool­ish­ness; but she could not talk with Madeleine on the sub­ject without dis­cuss­ing Mr. Ratcliffe, and Car­ring­ton had ex­pressly for­bid­den her to at­tack Mr. Ratcliffe un­til it was clear that Ratcliffe had laid him­self open to at­tack. This reti­cence de­ceived poor Mrs. Lee, who saw in her sis­ter’s moods only that un­re­quited at­tach­ment for which she held her­self solely to blame. Her gross neg­li­gence in al­low­ing Sybil to be im­prop­erly ex­posed to such a risk weighed heav­ily on her mind. With a saint’s ca­pa­city for self-tor­ment, Madeleine wiel­ded the scourge over her own back un­til the blood came. She saw the roses rap­idly fad­ing from Sybil’s cheeks, and by the help of an act­ive ima­gin­a­tion she dis­covered a hec­tic look and symp­toms of a cough. She be­came fairly mor­bid on the sub­ject, and fret­ted her­self in­to a fever, upon which Sybil sent, on her own re­spons­ib­il­ity, for the med­ic­al man, and Madeleine was ob­liged to dose her­self with quin­ine. In fact, there was much more reas­on for anxi­ety about her than for her anxi­ety about Sybil, who, bar­ring a little youth­ful nervous­ness in the face of re­spons­ib­il­ity, was as healthy and com­fort­able a young wo­man as could be shown in Amer­ica, and whose sen­ti­ment nev­er cost her five minutes’ sleep, al­though her ap­pet­ite may have be­come a shade more ex­act­ing than be­fore. Madeleine was quick to no­tice this, and sur­prised her cook by mak­ing daily and al­most hourly de­mands for new and im­possible dishes, which she ex­hausted a lib­rary of cook­ery-books to dis­cov­er.

			Lord Skye’s ball and Sybil’s in­terest in it were a great re­lief to Madeleine’s mind, and she now turned her whole soul to frivolity. Nev­er, since she was sev­en­teen, had she thought or talked so much about a ball, as now about this ball to the Grand-Duch­ess. She wore out her own brain in the ef­fort to amuse Sybil. She took her to call on the Prin­cess; she would have taken her to call on the Grand Lama had he come to Wash­ing­ton. She in­stig­ated her to or­der and send to Lord Skye a mass of the hand­somest roses New York could af­ford. She set her at work on her dress sev­er­al days be­fore there was any oc­ca­sion for it, and this fam­ous cos­tume had to be taken out, ex­amined, cri­ti­cised, and dis­cussed with un­end­ing in­terest. She talked about the dress, and the Prin­cess, and the ball, till her tongue clove to the roof of her mouth, and her brain re­fused to act. From morn­ing till night, for one en­tire week, she ate, drank, breathed, and dreamt of the ball. Everything that love could sug­gest or la­bour carry out, she did, to amuse and oc­cupy her sis­ter.

			She knew that all this was only tem­por­ary and pal­li­at­ive, and that more rad­ic­al meas­ures must be taken to se­cure Sybil’s hap­pi­ness. On this sub­ject she thought in secret un­til both head and heart ached. One thing and one thing only was clear: if Sybil loved Car­ring­ton, she should have him. How Madeleine ex­pec­ted to bring about this change of heart in Car­ring­ton, was known only to her­self. She re­garded men as creatures made for wo­men to dis­pose of, and cap­able of be­ing trans­ferred like checks, or bag­gage-la­bels, from one wo­man to an­oth­er, as de­sired. The only con­di­tion was that he should first be com­pletely dis­ab­used of the no­tion that he could dis­pose of him­self. Mrs. Lee nev­er doubted that she could make Car­ring­ton fall in love with Sybil provided she could place her­self bey­ond his reach. At all events, come what might, even though she had to ac­cept the des­per­ate al­tern­at­ive offered by Mr. Ratcliffe, noth­ing should be al­lowed to in­ter­fere with Sybil’s hap­pi­ness. And thus it was, that, for the first time, Mrs. Lee began to ask her­self wheth­er it was not bet­ter to find the solu­tion of her per­plex­it­ies in mar­riage.

			Would she ever have been brought to this point without the vi­ol­ent pres­sure of her sis­ter’s sup­posed in­terests? This is one of those ques­tions which wise men will not ask, be­cause it is one which the wisest man or wo­man can­not an­swer. Upon this theme, an army of in­geni­ous au­thors have ex­hausted their in­genu­ity in en­ter­tain­ing the pub­lic, and their works are to be found at every book­stall. They have de­cided that any wo­man will, un­der the right con­di­tions, marry any man at any time, provided her “high­er nature” is prop­erly ap­pealed to. Only with re­gret can a writer for­bear to mor­al­ize on this sub­ject. “Beauty and the Beast,” “Blue­beard,” “Auld Robin Gray,” have the double charm to au­thors of be­ing very pleas­ant to read, and still easi­er to di­lute with sen­ti­ment. But at least ten thou­sand mod­ern writers, with Lord Ma­caulay at their head, have so rav­aged and de­spoiled the re­gion of fairy-stor­ies and fables, that an al­lu­sion even to the Ar­a­bi­an Nights is no longer de­cent. The ca­pa­city of wo­men to make un­suit­able mar­riages must be con­sidered as the corner­stone of so­ci­ety.

			Mean­while the ball had, in truth, very nearly driv­en all thought of Car­ring­ton out of Sybil’s mind. The city filled again. The streets swarmed with fash­ion­able young men and wo­men from the provinces of New York, Phil­adelphia, and Bo­ston, who gave Sybil abund­ance of oc­cu­pa­tion. She re­ceived bul­let­ins of the pro­gress of af­fairs. The Pres­id­ent and his wife had con­sen­ted to be present, out of their high re­spect for Her Majesty the Queen and their de­sire to see and to be seen. All the Cab­in­et would ac­com­pany the Chief Ma­gis­trate. The dip­lo­mat­ic corps would ap­pear in uni­form; so, too, the of­ficers of the army and navy; the Gov­ernor-Gen­er­al of Canada was com­ing, with a staff. Lord Skye re­marked that the Gov­ernor-Gen­er­al was a flat.

			The day of the ball was a day of anxi­ety to Sybil, al­though not on ac­count of Mr. Ratcliffe or of Mr. Car­ring­ton, who were of tri­fling con­sequence com­pared with the ser­i­ous prob­lem now be­fore her. The re­spons­ib­il­ity of dress­ing both her sis­ter and her­self fell upon Sybil, who was the real au­thor of all Mrs. Lee’s mil­lin­ery tri­umphs when they now oc­curred, ex­cept that Madeleine man­aged to put char­ac­ter in­to whatever she wore, which Sybil re­pu­di­ated on her own ac­count. On this day Sybil had reas­ons for spe­cial ex­cite­ment. All winter two new dresses, one es­pe­cially a tri­umph of Mr. Worth’s art, had lain in state up­stairs, and Sybil had waited in vain for an oc­ca­sion that should war­rant the splend­our of these gar­ments.

			One af­ter­noon in early June of the pre­ced­ing sum­mer, Mr. Worth had re­ceived a let­ter on the part of the reign­ing fa­vour­ite of the King of Dahomey, dir­ect­ing him to cre­ate for her a ball-dress that should an­ni­hil­ate and ut­terly des­troy with jeal­ousy and des­pair the hearts of her sev­enty-five rivals; she was young and beau­ti­ful; ex­pense was not a con­sid­er­a­tion. Such were the words of her cham­ber­lain. All that night, the great geni­us of the nine­teenth cen­tury tossed wake­fully on his bed re­volving the prob­lem in his mind. Vis­ions of flesh-col­oured tints shot with blood-red per­turbed his brain, but he fought against and dis­missed them; that com­bin­a­tion would be com­mon­place in Dahomey. When the first rays of sun­light showed him the re­flec­tion of his care­worn face in the plate-glass mirrored ceil­ing, he rose and, with an im­pulse of des­pair, flung open the case­ments. There be­fore his blood­shot eyes lay the pure, still, new­born, ra­di­ant June morn­ing. With a cry of in­spir­a­tion the great man leaned out of the case­ment and rap­idly caught the de­tails of his new con­cep­tion. Be­fore ten o’clock he was again at his bur­eau in Par­is. An im­per­i­ous or­der brought to his private room every silk, sat­in, and gauze with­in the range of pale pink, pale cro­cus, pale green, sil­ver and azure. Then came chro­mat­ic scales of col­our; com­bin­a­tions meant to vul­gar­ise the rain­bow; sin­fon­ies and fugues; the twit­ter­ing of birds and the great peace of dewy nature; maid­en­hood in her awaken­ing in­no­cence; “The Dawn in June.” The Mas­ter res­ted con­tent.

			A week later came an or­der from Sybil, in­clud­ing “an en­tirely ori­gin­al ball-dress—un­like any oth­er sent to Amer­ica.” Mr. Worth pondered, hes­it­ated; re­called Sybil’s fig­ure; the ori­gin­al pose of her head; glanced anxiously at the map, and spec­u­lated wheth­er the New York Her­ald had a spe­cial cor­res­pond­ent at Dahomey; and at last, with a gen­er­os­ity pe­cu­li­ar to great souls, he du­plic­ated for “Miss S. Ross, New York, U.S. Amer­ica,” the or­der for “L’Aube, Mois de Juin.”

			The Schneidekoupons and Mr. French, who had re­appeared in Wash­ing­ton, came to dine with Mrs. Lee on the even­ing of the ball, and Ju­lia Schneidekoupon sought in vain to dis­cov­er what Sybil was go­ing to wear. “Be happy, my dear, in your ig­nor­ance!” said Sybil; “the pangs of envy will rankle soon enough.” An hour later her room, ex­cept the fire­place, where a wood fire was gently smoul­der­ing, be­came an al­tar of sac­ri­fice to the Deity of Dawn in June. Her bed, her low couch, her little tables, her chintz arm­chairs, were covered with por­tions of the di­vin­ity, down to slip­pers and handker­chief, gloves and bunches of fresh roses. When at length, after a long ef­fort, the work was com­plete, Mrs. Lee took a last crit­ic­al look at the res­ult, and en­joyed a glow of sat­is­fac­tion. Young, happy, spark­ling with con­scious­ness of youth and beauty, Sybil stood, Hebe Anadyomene, rising from the foam of soft crep­lisse which swept back be­neath the long train of pale, tender, pink silk, faint­ing in­to breadths of del­ic­ate prim­rose, re­lieved here and there by fa­cings of June green—or was it the blue of early morn­ing?—or both? sug­gest­ing un­ut­ter­able fresh­ness. A mod­est hint from her maid that “the girls,” as wo­men-ser­vants call each oth­er in Amer­ic­an house­holds, would like to of­fer their share of in­cense at the shrine, was ami­ably met, and they were al­lowed a glimpse of the di­vin­ity be­fore she was en­vel­oped in wraps. An ad­mir­ing group, huddled in the door­way, mur­mured ap­prov­al, from the lead­ing “girl,” who was the cook, a col­oured wid­ow of some sixty win­ters, whose ad­mir­a­tion was ir­re­press­ible, down to a New Eng­land spin­ster whose Ana­baptist con­science wrestled with her in­stincts, and who, al­though dis­ap­prov­ing of “French folks,” paid in her heart that secret homage to their gowns and bon­nets which her stern­er lips re­fused. The ap­plause of this audi­ence has, from gen­er­a­tion to gen­er­a­tion, cheered the hearts of myri­ads of young wo­men start­ing out on their little ad­ven­tures, while the do­mest­ic laurels flour­ish green and fresh for one half hour, un­til they with­er at the threshold of the ball­room.

			Mrs. Lee toiled long and earn­estly over her sis­ter’s toi­let, for had not she her­self in her own day been the best-dressed girl in New York?—at least, she held that opin­ion, and her old in­stincts came to life again whenev­er Sybil was to be pre­pared for any great oc­ca­sion. Madeleine kissed her sis­ter af­fec­tion­ately, and gave her un­usu­al praise when the “Dawn in June” was com­plete. Sybil was at this mo­ment the ideal of bloom­ing youth, and Mrs. Lee al­most dared to hope that her heart was not per­man­ently broken, and that she might yet sur­vive un­til Car­ring­ton could be brought back. Her own toi­let was a much short­er af­fair, but Sybil was im­pa­tient long be­fore it was con­cluded; the car­riage was wait­ing, and she was ob­liged to dis­ap­point her house­hold by com­ing down en­vel­oped in her long op­era-cloak, and hur­ry­ing away.

			When at length the sis­ters entered the re­cep­tion-room at the Brit­ish Leg­a­tion, Lord Skye re­buked them for not hav­ing come early to re­ceive with him. His Lord­ship, with a huge rib­bon across his breast, and a star on his coat, con­des­cen­ded to ex­press him­self vig­or­ously on the sub­ject of the “Dawn in June.” Schneidekoupon, who was proud of his easy use of the latest artist­ic jar­gon, looked with re­spect at Mrs. Lee’s sil­ver-gray sat­in and its Vene­tian lace, the ar­range­ment of which had been con­scien­tiously stolen from a pic­ture in the Louvre, and he mur­mured aud­ibly, “Noc­turne in sil­ver-gray!”—then, turn­ing to Sybil—“and you? Of course! I see! A song without words!” Mr. French came up and, in his most fas­cin­at­ing tones, ex­claimed, “Why, Mrs. Lee, you look real hand­some to­night!” Jac­obi, after a close scru­tiny, said that he took the liberty of an old man in telling them that they were both dressed ab­so­lutely without fault. Even the Grand-Duke was struck by Sybil, and made Lord Skye in­tro­duce him, after which ce­re­mony he ter­ri­fied her by ask­ing the pleas­ure of a waltz. She dis­ap­peared from Madeleine’s view, not to be brought back again un­til Dawn met dawn.

			The ball was, as the news­pa­pers de­clared, a bril­liant suc­cess. Every­one who knows the city of Wash­ing­ton will re­col­lect that, among some scores of mag­ni­fi­cent res­id­ences which our own and for­eign gov­ern­ments have built for the com­fort of cab­in­et of­ficers, judges, dip­lo­mat­ists, vice-pres­id­ents, speak­ers, and sen­at­ors, the Brit­ish Leg­a­tion is by far the most im­press­ive. Com­bin­ing in one har­mo­ni­ous whole the pro­por­tions of the Pitti Palace with the dec­or­a­tion of the Casa d’Oro and the dome of an East­ern Mosque, this ar­chi­tec­tur­al tri­umph of­fers ex­traordin­ary re­sources for so­ci­ety. Fur­ther de­scrip­tion is un­ne­ces­sary, since any­one may eas­ily refer back to the New York news­pa­pers of the fol­low­ing morn­ing, where ac­cur­ate plans of the house on the ground floor, will be found; while the il­lus­trated news­pa­pers of the same week con­tain ex­cel­lent sketches of the most pleas­ing scen­ic ef­fects, as well as of the ball­room and of the Prin­cess smil­ing gra­ciously from her throne. The lady just be­hind the Prin­cess on her left, is Mrs. Lee, a poor like­ness, but eas­ily dis­tin­guish­able from the fact that the artist, for his own ob­jects, has made her rather short­er, and the Prin­cess rather taller, than was strictly cor­rect, just as he has giv­en the Prin­cess a gra­cious smile, which was quite dif­fer­ent from her ac­tu­al ex­pres­sion. In short, the artist is com­pelled to ex­hib­it the world rather as we would wish it to be, than as it was or is, or, in­deed, is like shortly to be­come. The strangest part of his pic­ture is, how­ever, the fact that he ac­tu­ally did see Mrs. Lee where he has put her, at the Prin­cess’s el­bow, which was al­most the last place in the room where any­one who knew Mrs. Lee would have looked for her. The ex­plan­a­tion of this curi­ous ac­ci­dent shall be giv­en im­me­di­ately, since the facts are not men­tioned in the pub­lic re­ports of the ball, which only said that, “close be­hind her Roy­al High­ness the Grand-Duch­ess, stood our charm­ing and ar­is­to­crat­ic coun­try­wo­man, Mrs. Lightfoot Lee, who has made so great a sen­sa­tion in Wash­ing­ton this winter, and whose name pub­lic ru­mour has con­nec­ted with that of the Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury. To her the Prin­cess ap­peared to ad­dress most of her con­ver­sa­tion.”

			The show was a very pretty one, and on a pleas­ant April even­ing there were many places less agree­able to be in than this. Much ground out­side had been roofed over, to make a ball­room, large as an op­era-house, with a dais and a sofa in the centre of one long side, and an­oth­er dais with a second sofa im­me­di­ately op­pos­ite to it in the centre of the oth­er long side. Each dais had a can­opy of red vel­vet, one bear­ing the Li­on and the Uni­corn, the oth­er the Amer­ic­an Eagle. The Roy­al Stand­ard was dis­played above the Uni­corn; the Stars-and-Stripes, not quite so ef­fect­ively, waved above the Eagle. The Prin­cess, be­ing no longer quite a child, found gas try­ing to her com­plex­ion, and com­pelled Lord Skye to il­lu­min­ate her beauty by one hun­dred thou­sand wax can­dies, more or less, which were ar­ranged to be be­com­ing about the Grand-ducal throne, and to be showy and un­be­com­ing about the op­pos­ite in­sti­tu­tion across the way.

			The ex­act facts were these. It had happened that the Grand-Duch­ess, hav­ing been ne­ces­sar­ily brought in­to con­tact with the Pres­id­ent, and par­tic­u­larly with his wife, dur­ing the past week, had con­ceived for the lat­ter an an­ti­pathy hardly to be ex­pressed in words. Her fixed de­term­in­a­tion was at any cost to keep the Pres­id­en­tial party at a dis­tance, and it was only after a stormy scene that the Grand-Duke and Lord Skye suc­ceeded in ex­tort­ing her con­sent that the Pres­id­ent should take her to sup­per. Fur­ther than this she would not go. She would not speak to “that wo­man,” as she called the Pres­id­ent’s wife, nor be in her neigh­bour­hood. She would rather stay in her own room all the even­ing, and she did not care in the least what the Queen would think of it, for she was no sub­ject of the Queen’s. The case was a hard one for Lord Skye, who was per­plexed to know, from this point of view, why he was en­ter­tain­ing the Prin­cess at all; but, with the help of the Grand-Duke and Lord Dun­beg, who was very act­ive and smiled de­prec­a­tion with some suc­cess, he found a way out of it; and this was the reas­on why there were two thrones in the ball­room, and why the Brit­ish throne was lighted with such care­ful ref­er­ence to the Prin­cess’s com­plex­ion. Lord Skye im­mol­ated him­self in the usu­al ef­fort of Brit­ish and Amer­ic­an Min­is­ters, to keep the two great powers apart. He and the Grand-Duke and Lord Dun­beg ac­ted as buf­fers with watch­ful di­li­gence, dex­ter­ity, and suc­cess. As one re­source, Lord Skye had be­thought him­self of Mrs. Lee, and he told the Prin­cess the story of Mrs. Lee’s re­la­tions with the Pres­id­ent’s wife, a story which was no secret in Wash­ing­ton, for, apart from Madeleine’s own ac­count, so­ci­ety was left in no doubt of the light in which Mrs. Lee was re­garded by the mis­tress of the White House, whom Wash­ing­ton ladles were now in the habit of draw­ing out on the sub­ject of Mrs. Lee, and who al­ways rose to the bait with fresh vi­va­city, to the amuse­ment and de­light of Vic­tor­ia Dare and oth­er mis­chief-makers.

			“She will not trouble you so long as you can keep Mrs. Lee in your neigh­bour­hood,” said Lord Skye, and the Prin­cess ac­cord­ingly seized upon Mrs. Lee and bran­dished her, as though she were a charm against the evil eye, in the face of the Pres­id­ent’s party. She made Mrs. Lee take a place just be­hind her as though she were a lady-in-wait­ing. She even gra­ciously per­mit­ted her to sit down, so near that their chairs touched. Whenev­er “that wo­man” was with­in sight, which was most of the time, the Prin­cess dir­ec­ted her con­ver­sa­tion en­tirely to Mrs. Lee and took care to make it evid­ent. Even be­fore the Pres­id­en­tial party had ar­rived, Madeleine had fallen in­to the Prin­cess’s grasp, and when the Prin­cess went for­ward to re­ceive the Pres­id­ent and his wife, which she did with a bow of stately and dis­tant dig­nity, she dragged Madeleine closely by her side. Mrs. Lee bowed too; she could not well help it; but was cut dead for her pains, with a glare of con­tempt and hatred. Lord Skye, who was act­ing as cava­lier to the Pres­id­ent’s wife, was pan­ic-stricken, and hastened to march his demo­crat­ic po­tentate away, un­der pre­tence of show­ing her the dec­or­a­tions. He placed her at last on her own throne, where he and the Grand-Duke re­lieved each oth­er in stand­ing guard at in­ter­vals through­out the even­ing. When the Prin­cess fol­lowed with the Pres­id­ent, she com­pelled her hus­band to take Mrs. Lee on his arm and con­duct her to the Brit­ish throne, with no oth­er ob­ject than to ex­as­per­ate the Pres­id­ent’s wife, who, from her el­ev­ated plat­form, looked down upon the cortège with a scowl.

			In all this af­fair Mrs. Lee was the prin­cip­al suf­fer­er. No one could re­lieve her, and she was lit­er­ally penned in as she sat. The Prin­cess kept up an in­cess­ant fire of small con­ver­sa­tion, prin­cip­ally com­plaint and fault­find­ing, which no one dared to in­ter­rupt. Mrs. Lee was pain­fully bored, and after a time even the ab­surdity of the thing ceased to amuse her. She had, too, the ill-luck to make one or two re­marks which ap­pealed to some hid­den sense of hu­mour in the Prin­cess, who laughed and, in the style of roy­al per­son­ages, gave her to un­der­stand that she would like more amuse­ment of the same sort. Of all things in life, Mrs. Lee held this kind of court-ser­vice in con­tempt, for she was some­thing more than re­pub­lic­an—a little com­mun­ist­ic at heart, and her only ser­i­ous com­plaint of the Pres­id­ent and his wife was that they un­der­took to have a court and to ape mon­archy. She had no no­tion of ad­mit­ting so­cial su­peri­or­ity in any­one, Pres­id­ent or Prince, and to be sud­denly con­ver­ted in­to a lady-in-wait­ing to a small Ger­man Grand-Duch­ess, was a ter­rible blow. But what was to be done? Lord Skye had draf­ted her in­to the ser­vice and she could not de­cently re­fuse to help him when he came to her side and told her, with his usu­al calm dir­ect­ness, what his dif­fi­culties were, and how he coun­ted upon her to help him out.

			The same play went on at sup­per, where there was a roy­al-pres­id­en­tial table, which held about two dozen guests, and the two great ladies presid­ing, as far apart as they could be placed. The Grand-Duke and Lord Skye, on either side of the Pres­id­ent’s wife, did their duty like men, and were re­war­ded by re­ceiv­ing from her much in­form­a­tion about the do­mest­ic ar­range­ments of the White House. The Pres­id­ent, how­ever, who sat next the Prin­cess at the op­pos­ite end, was evid­ently de­pressed, ow­ing partly to the fact that the Prin­cess, in de­fi­ance of all etiquette, had com­pelled Lord Dun­beg to take Mrs. Lee to sup­per and to place her dir­ectly next the Pres­id­ent. Madeleine tried to es­cape, but was stopped by the Prin­cess, who ad­dressed her across the Pres­id­ent and in a de­cided tone asked her to sit pre­cisely there. Mrs. Lee looked tim­idly at her neigh­bour, who made no sign, but ate his sup­per in si­lence only broken by an oc­ca­sion­al reply to a rare re­mark. Mrs. Lee pit­ied him, and wondered what his wife would say when they reached home. She caught Ratcliffe’s eye down the table, watch­ing her with a smile; she tried to talk flu­ently with Dun­beg; but not un­til sup­per was long over and two o’clock was at hand; not un­til the Pres­id­en­tial party, un­der all the prop­er form­al­it­ies, had taken their leave of the Grand-ducal party; not un­til Lord Skye had es­cor­ted them to their car­riage and re­turned to say that they were gone, did the Prin­cess loose her hold upon Mrs. Lee and al­low her to slip away in­to ob­scur­ity.

			Mean­while the ball had gone on after the man­ner of balls. As Madeleine sat in her en­forced grandeur she could watch all that passed. She had seen Sybil whirl­ing about with one man after an­oth­er, amid a swarm of dan­cers, en­joy­ing her­self to the ut­most and oc­ca­sion­ally giv­ing a nod and a smile to her sis­ter as their eyes met. There, too, was Vic­tor­ia Dare, who nev­er ap­peared flur­ried even when waltz­ing with Lord Dun­beg, whose edu­ca­tion as a dan­cer had been neg­lected. The fact was now fully re­cog­nized that Vic­tor­ia was car­ry­ing on a sys­tem­at­ic flir­ta­tion with Dun­beg, and had un­der­taken as her latest duty the task of teach­ing him to waltz. His struggles and her calmness in as­sist­ing them com­manded re­spect. On the op­pos­ite side of the room, by the re­pub­lic­an throne, Mrs. Lee had watched Mr. Ratcliffe stand­ing by the Pres­id­ent, who ap­peared un­will­ing to let him out of arm’s length and who seemed to make to him most of his few re­marks. Schneidekoupon and his sis­ter were mixed in the throng, dan­cing as though Eng­land had nev­er coun­ten­anced the heresy of free-trade. On the whole, Mrs. Lee was sat­is­fied. If her own suf­fer­ings were great, they were not without re­ward. She stud­ied all the wo­men in the ball­room, and if there was one pret­ti­er than Sybil, Madeleine’s eyes could not dis­cov­er her. If there was a more per­fect dress, Madeleine knew noth­ing of dress­ing. On these points she felt the con­fid­ence of con­vic­tion. Her calm would have been com­plete, had she felt quite sure that none of Sybil’s gaiety was su­per­fi­cial and that it would not be fol­lowed by re­ac­tion. She watched nervously to see wheth­er her face changed its gay ex­pres­sion, and once she thought it be­came de­pressed, but this was when the Grand-Duke came up to claim his waltz, and the look rap­idly passed away when they got upon the floor and his High­ness began to wheel round the room with a pre­ci­sion and mo­mentum that would have done hon­our to a re­gi­ment of Life Guards. He seemed pleased with his ex­per­i­ment, for he was seen again and again ca­reer­ing over the floor with Sybil un­til Mrs. Lee her­self be­came nervous, for the Prin­cess frowned.

			After her re­lease Madeleine lingered awhile in the ball­room to speak with her sis­ter and to re­ceive con­grat­u­la­tions. For half an hour she was a great­er belle than Sybil. A crowd of men clustered about her, amused at the part she had played in the even­ing’s en­ter­tain­ment and full of com­pli­ments upon her pro­mo­tion at Court. Lord Skye him­self found time to of­fer her his thanks in a more ser­i­ous tone than he gen­er­ally af­fected. “You have suffered much,” said he, “and I am grate­ful.” Madeleine laughed as she answered that her suf­fer­ings had seemed noth­ing to her while she watched his. But at last she be­came weary of the noise and glare of the ball­room, and, ac­cept­ing the arm of her ex­cel­lent friend Count Popoff, she strolled with him back to the house. There at last she sat down on a sofa in a quiet win­dow-re­cess where the light was less strong and where a con­veni­ent laurel spread its leaves in front so as to make a bower through which she could see the pass­ersby without be­ing seen by them ex­cept with an ef­fort. Had she been a young­er wo­man, this would have been the spot for a flir­ta­tion, but Mrs. Lee nev­er flir­ted, and the idea of her flirt­ing with Popoff would have seemed ludicrous to all man­kind.

			He did not sit down, but was lean­ing against the angle of the wall, talk­ing with her, when sud­denly Mr. Ratcliffe ap­peared and took the seat by her side with such de­lib­er­a­tion and ap­par­ent sense of prop­erty that Popoff in­con­tin­ently turned and fled. No one knew where the Sec­ret­ary came from, or how he learned that she was there. He made no ex­plan­a­tion and she took care to ask for none. She gave him a highly-col­oured ac­count of her even­ing’s ser­vice as lady-in-wait­ing, which he matched by that of his own tri­als as gen­tle­man-ush­er to the Pres­id­ent, who, it seemed, had clung des­per­ately to his old en­emy in the ab­sence of any oth­er rock to clutch at.

			Ratcliffe looked the char­ac­ter of Prime Min­is­ter suf­fi­ciently well at this mo­ment. He would have held his own, at a pinch, in any Court, not merely in Europe but in In­dia or China, where dig­nity is still ex­pec­ted of gen­tle­men. Ex­cept­ing for a cer­tain coarse and an­im­al ex­pres­sion about the mouth, and an in­defin­able cold­ness in the eye, he was a hand­some man and still in his prime. Every­one re­marked how much he was im­proved since en­ter­ing the Cab­in­et. He had dropped his sen­at­ori­al man­ner. His clothes were no longer con­gres­sion­al, but those of a re­spect­able man, neat and de­cent. His shirts no longer pro­truded in the wrong places, nor were his shirt-col­lars frayed or soiled. His hair did not stray over his eyes, ears, and coat, like that of a Scotch ter­ri­er, but had got it­self cut. Hav­ing over­heard Mrs. Lee ex­press on one oc­ca­sion her opin­ion of people who did not take a cold bath every morn­ing, he had thought it best to ad­opt this re­form, al­though he would not have had it gen­er­ally known, for it sa­voured of caste. He made an ef­fort not to be dic­tat­ori­al and to for­get that he had been the Prair­ie Gi­ant, the bully of the Sen­ate. In short, what with Mrs. Lee’s in­flu­ence and what with his eman­cip­a­tion from the Sen­ate cham­ber with its code of bad man­ners and worse mor­als, Mr. Ratcliffe was fast be­com­ing a re­spect­able mem­ber of so­ci­ety whom a man who had nev­er been in pris­on or in polit­ics might safely ac­know­ledge as a friend.

			Mr. Ratcliffe was now evid­ently bent upon be­ing heard. After chart­ing for a time with some hu­mour on the Pres­id­ent’s suc­cesses as a man of fash­ion, he changed the sub­ject to the mer­its of the Pres­id­ent as a states­man, and little by little as he spoke he be­came ser­i­ous and his voice sank in­to low and con­fid­en­tial tones. He plainly said that the Pres­id­ent’s in­ca­pa­city had now be­come no­tori­ous among his fol­low­ers; that it was only with dif­fi­culty his Cab­in­et and friends could pre­vent him from mak­ing a fool of him­self fifty times a day; that all the party lead­ers who had oc­ca­sion to deal with him were so thor­oughly dis­gus­ted that the Cab­in­et had to pass its time in try­ing to pa­ci­fy them; while this state of things las­ted, Ratcliffe’s own in­flu­ence must be para­mount; he had good reas­on to know that if the Pres­id­en­tial elec­tion were to take place this year, noth­ing could pre­vent his nom­in­a­tion and elec­tion; even at three years’ dis­tance the chances in his fa­vour were at least two to one; and after this ex­or­di­um he went on in a low tone with in­creas­ing earn­est­ness, while Mrs. Lee sat mo­tion­less as the statue of Ag­rip­pina, her eyes fixed on the ground:

			“I am not one of those who are happy in polit­ic­al life. I am a politi­cian be­cause I can­not help my­self; it is the trade I am fit­test for, and am­bi­tion is my re­source to make it tol­er­able. In polit­ics we can­not keep our hands clean. I have done many things in my polit­ic­al ca­reer that are not de­fens­ible. To act with en­tire hon­esty and self-re­spect, one should al­ways live in a pure at­mo­sphere, and the at­mo­sphere of polit­ics is im­pure. Do­mest­ic life is the sal­va­tion of many pub­lic men, but I have for many years been de­prived of it. I have now come to that point where in­creas­ing re­spons­ib­il­it­ies and tempta­tions make me re­quire help. I must have it. You alone can give it to me. You are kind, thought­ful, con­scien­tious, high-minded, cul­tiv­ated, fit­ted bet­ter than any wo­man I ever saw, for pub­lic du­ties. Your place is there. You be­long among those who ex­er­cise an in­flu­ence bey­ond their time. I only ask you to take the place which is yours.”

			This des­per­ate ap­peal to Mrs. Lee’s am­bi­tion was a cal­cu­lated part of Ratcliffe’s scheme. He was well aware that he had marked high game, and that in pro­por­tion to this height must be the power of his lure. Nor was he em­bar­rassed be­cause Mrs. Lee sat still and pale with her eyes fixed on the ground and her hands twis­ted to­geth­er in her lap. The eagle that soars highest must be longer in des­cend­ing to the ground than the spar­row or the part­ridge. Mrs. Lee had a thou­sand things to think about in this brief time, and yet she found that she could not think at all; a suc­ces­sion of mere im­ages and frag­ments of thought passed rap­idly over her mind, and her will ex­er­cised no con­trol upon their or­der or their nature. One of these fleet­ing re­flec­tions was that in all the of­fers of mar­riage she had ever heard, this was the most un­sen­ti­ment­al and busi­ness­like. As for his ap­peal to her am­bi­tion, it fell quite dead upon her ear, but a wo­man must be more than a heroine who can listen to flat­tery so evid­ently sin­cere, from a man who is pree­m­in­ent among men, without be­ing af­fected by it. To her, how­ever, the great and over­power­ing fact was that she found her­self un­able to re­treat or es­cape; her tac­tics were dis­con­cer­ted, her tem­por­ary bar­ri­ers beaten down. The of­fer was made. What should she do with it?

			She had thought for months on this sub­ject without be­ing able to form a de­cision; what hope was there that she should be able to de­cide now, in a ball­room, at a minute’s no­tice? When, as oc­ca­sion­ally hap­pens, the con­flict­ing sen­ti­ments, pre­ju­dices, and pas­sions of a life­time are com­pressed in­to a single in­stant, they some­times over­charge the mind and it re­fuses to work. Mrs. Lee sat still and let things take their course; a dan­ger­ous ex­pedi­ent, as thou­sands of wo­men have learned, for it leaves them at the mercy of the strong will, bent upon mas­tery.

			The mu­sic from the ball­room did not stop. Crowds of per­sons passed by their re­treat. Some glanced in, and not one of these felt a doubt what was go­ing on there. An un­mis­tak­able at­mo­sphere of mys­tery and in­tens­ity sur­roun­ded the pair. Ratcliffe’s eyes were fixed upon Mrs. Lee, and hers on the ground. Neither seemed to speak or to stir. Old Bar­on Jac­obi, who nev­er failed to see everything, saw this as he went by, and ejac­u­lated a for­eign oath of fright­ful im­port. Vic­tor­ia Dare saw it and was de­voured by curi­os­ity to such a point as to be hardly cap­able of con­tain­ing her­self.

			After a si­lence which seemed in­ter­min­able, Ratcliffe went on: “I do not speak of my own feel­ings be­cause I know that un­less com­pelled by a strong sense of duty, you will not be de­cided by any de­vo­tion of mine. But I hon­estly say that I have learned to de­pend on you to a de­gree I can hardly ex­press; and when I think of what I should be without you, life seems to me so in­tol­er­ably dark that I am ready to make any sac­ri­fice, to ac­cept any con­di­tions that will keep you by my side.”

			Mean­while Vic­tor­ia Dare, al­though deeply in­ter­ested in what Dun­beg was telling her, had met Sybil and had stopped a single second to whis­per in her ear: “You had bet­ter look after your sis­ter, in the win­dow, be­hind the laurel with Mr. Ratcliffe!” Sybil was on Lord Skye’s arm, en­joy­ing her­self amaz­ingly, though the night was far gone, but when she caught Vic­tor­ia’s words, the ex­pres­sion of her face wholly changed. All the anxi­et­ies and ter­rors of the last fort­night, came back upon it. She dragged Lord Skye across the hall and looked in upon her sis­ter. One glance was enough. Des­per­ately frightened but afraid to hes­it­ate, she went dir­ectly up to Madeleine who was still sit­ting like a statue, listen­ing to Ratcliffe’s last words. As she hur­riedly entered, Mrs. Lee, look­ing up, caught sight of her pale face, and star­ted from her seat.

			“Are you ill, Sybil?” she ex­claimed; “is any­thing the mat­ter?”

			“A little—fa­tigued,” gasped Sybil; “I thought you might be ready to go home.”

			“I am,” cried Madeleine; “I am quite ready. Good even­ing, Mr. Ratcliffe. I will see you to­mor­row. Lord Skye, shall I take leave of the Prin­cess?”

			“The Prin­cess re­tired half an hour ago,” replied Lord Skye, who saw the situ­ation and was quite ready to help Sybil; “let me take you to the dress­ing-room and or­der your car­riage.”

			Mr. Ratcliffe found him­self sud­denly left alone, while Mrs. Lee hur­ried away, torn by fresh anxi­et­ies. They had reached the dress­ing-room and were nearly ready to go home, when Vic­tor­ia Dare sud­denly dashed in upon them, with an an­im­a­tion of man­ner very un­usu­al in her, and, seiz­ing Sybil by the hand, drew her in­to an ad­join­ing room and shut the door.

			“Can you keep a secret?” said she ab­ruptly.

			“What!” said Sybil, look­ing at her with open-mouthed in­terest; “you don’t mean—are you really—tell me, quick!”

			“Yes!” said Vic­tor­ia re­lapsing in­to com­pos­ure; “I am en­gaged!”

			“To Lord Dun­beg?”

			Vic­tor­ia nod­ded, and Sybil, whose nerves were strung to the highest pitch by ex­cite­ment, flat­tery, fa­tigue, per­plex­ity, and ter­ror, burst in­to a par­oxysm of laughter, that startled even the calm Miss Dare.

			“Poor Lord Dun­beg! don’t be hard on him, Vic­tor­ia!” she gasped when at last she found breath; “do you really mean to pass the rest of your life in Ire­land? Oh, how much you will teach them!”

			“You for­get, my dear,” said Vic­tor­ia, who had pla­cidly en­throned her­self on the foot of a bed, “that I am not a pau­per. I am told that Dun­beg Castle is a ro­mantic sum­mer res­id­ence, and in the dull sea­son we shall of course go to Lon­don or some­where. I shall be civil to you when you come over. Don’t you think a cor­on­et will look well on me?”

			Sybil burst again in­to laughter so ir­re­press­ible and pro­longed that it puzzled even poor Dun­beg, who was im­pa­tiently pa­cing the cor­ridor out­side. It alarmed Madeleine, who sud­denly opened the door. Sybil re­covered her­self, and, her eyes stream­ing with tears, presen­ted Vic­tor­ia to her sis­ter:

			“Madeleine, al­low me to in­tro­duce you to the Count­ess Dun­beg!”

			But Mrs. Lee was much too anxious to feel any in­terest in Lady Dun­beg. A sud­den fear struck her that Sybil was go­ing in­to hys­ter­ics be­cause Vic­tor­ia’s en­gage­ment re­called her own dis­ap­point­ment. She hur­ried her sis­ter away to the car­riage.

		
	
		
			XII

			They drove home in si­lence, Mrs. Lee dis­turbed with anxi­et­ies and doubts, partly caused by her sis­ter, partly by Mr. Ratcliffe; Sybil di­vided between amuse­ment at Vic­tor­ia’s con­quest, and alarm at her own bold­ness in med­dling with her sis­ter’s af­fairs. Des­per­a­tion, how­ever, was stronger than fear. She made up her mind that fur­ther sus­pense was not to be en­dured; she would fight her battle now be­fore an­oth­er hour was lost; surely no time could be bet­ter. A few mo­ments brought them to their door. Mrs. Lee had told her maid not to wait for them, and they were alone. The fire was still alive on Madeleine’s hearth, and she threw more wood upon it. Then she in­sisted that Sybil must go to bed at once. But Sybil re­fused; she felt quite well, she said, and not in the least sleepy; she had a great deal to talk about, and wanted to get it off her mind. Nev­er­the­less, her fem­in­ine re­gard for the “Dawn in June” led her to post­pone what she had to say un­til with Madeleine’s help she had laid the tri­umph of the ball care­fully aside; then, put­ting on her dress­ing-gown, and hast­ily plunging Car­ring­ton’s let­ter in­to her breast, like a con­cealed weapon, she hur­ried back to Madeleine’s room and es­tab­lished her­self in a chair be­fore the fire. There, after a mo­ment’s pause, the two wo­men began their long-de­ferred tri­al of strength, in which the match was so nearly equal as to make the res­ult doubt­ful; for, if Madeleine were much the cleverer, Sybil in this case knew much bet­ter what she wanted, and had a clear idea how she meant to gain it, while Madeleine, un­sus­pi­cious of at­tack, had no plan of de­fence at all.

			“Madeleine,” began Sybil, sol­emnly, and with a vi­ol­ent pal­pit­a­tion of the heart, “I want you to tell me some­thing.”

			“What is it, my child?” said Mrs. Lee, puzzled, and yet half ready to see that there must be some con­nec­tion between her sis­ter’s com­ing ques­tion and the sud­den ill­ness at the ball, which had dis­ap­peared as sud­denly as it came.

			“Do you mean to marry Mr. Ratcliffe?”

			Poor Mrs. Lee was quite dis­con­cer­ted by the dir­ect­ness of the at­tack. This fatal ques­tion met her at every turn. Hardly had she suc­ceeded in es­cap­ing from it at the ball scarcely an hour ago, by a stroke of good for­tune for which she now began to see she was in­debted to Sybil, and here it was again presen­ted to her face like a pis­tol. The whole town, then, was ask­ing it. Ratcliffe’s of­fer must have been seen by half Wash­ing­ton, and her reply was awaited by an im­mense audi­ence, as though she were a polit­ic­al re­turn­ing-board. Her dis­gust was in­tense, and her first an­swer to Sybil was a quick in­quiry:

			“Why do you ask such a ques­tion? have you heard any­thing—has any­one talked about it to you?”

			“No!” replied Sybil; “but I must know; I can see for my­self without be­ing told, that Mr. Rac­liffe is try­ing to make you marry him. I don’t ask out of curi­os­ity; this is some­thing that con­cerns me nearly as much as it does you your­self. Please tell me! don’t treat me like a child any longer! let me know what you are think­ing about! I am so tired of be­ing left in the dark! You have no idea how much this thing weighs on me. Oh, Maude, I shall nev­er be happy again un­til you trust me about this.”

			Mrs. Lee felt a little pang of con­science, and seemed sud­denly to be­come con­scious of a new coil, tight­en­ing about her, in this wretched com­plic­a­tion. Un­able to see her way, ig­nor­ant of her sis­ter’s motives, urged on by the idea that Sybil’s hap­pi­ness was in­volved, she was now charged with want of feel­ing, and called upon for a dir­ect an­swer to a plain ques­tion. How could she aver that she did not mean to marry Mr. Ratcliffe? to say this would be to shut the door on all the ob­jects she had at heart. If a dir­ect an­swer must be giv­en, it was bet­ter to say “Yes!” and have it over; bet­ter to leap blindly and see what came of it. Mrs. Lee, there­fore, with an in­tern­al gasp, but with no vis­ible sign of ex­cite­ment, said, as though she were in a dream:

			“Well, Sybil, I will tell you. I would have told you long ago if I had known my­self. Yes! I have made up my mind to marry Mr. Ratcliffe!”

			Sybil sprang to her feet with a cry: “And have you told him so?” she asked.

			“No! you came and in­ter­rup­ted us just as we were speak­ing. I was glad you did come, for it gives me a little time to think. But I am de­cided now. I shall tell him to­mor­row.”

			This was not said with the air or one whose heart beat warmly at the thought of con­fess­ing her love. Mrs. Lee spoke mech­an­ic­ally, and al­most with an ef­fort. Sybil flung her­self with all her en­ergy upon her sis­ter; vi­ol­ently ex­cited, and eager to make her­self heard, without wait­ing for ar­gu­ments, she broke out in­to a tor­rent of en­treat­ies:

			“Oh, don’t, don’t, don’t! Oh, please, please, don’t, my dearest, dearest Maude! un­less you want to break my heart, don’t marry that man! You can’t love him! You can nev­er be happy with him! he will take you away to Pe­o­nia, and you will die there! I shall nev­er see you again! He will make you un­happy; he will beat you, I know he will! Oh, if you care for me at all, don’t marry him! Send him away! don’t see him again! let us go ourselves, now, in the morn­ing train, be­fore he comes back. I’m all ready; I’ll pack everything for you; we’ll go to New­port; to Europe—any­where, to be out of his reach!”

			With this pas­sion­ate ap­peal, Sybil threw her­self on her knees by her sis­ter’s side, and, clasp­ing her arms around Madeleine’s waist, sobbed as though her heart were already broken. Had Car­ring­ton seen her then he must have ad­mit­ted that she had car­ried out his in­struc­tions to the let­ter. She was quite hon­est, too, in it all. She meant what she said, and her tears were real tears that had been pent up for weeks. Un­luck­ily, her lo­gic was feeble. Her idea of Mr. Ratcliffe’s char­ac­ter was vague, and biased by mere the­or­ies of what a Prair­ie Gi­ant of Pe­o­nia should be in his do­mest­ic re­la­tions. Her idea of Pe­o­nia, too, was in­dis­tinct. She was haunted by a vis­ion of her sis­ter, sit­ting on a horse­hair sofa be­fore an air­tight iron stove in a small room with high, bare white walls, a chro­mo­li­tho­graph on each, and at her side a marble-topped table sur­moun­ted by a glass vase con­tain­ing fu­ner­eal dried grasses; the only lit­er­at­ure, Frank Leslie’s peri­od­ic­al and the New York Ledger, with a strong smell of cook­ing every­where pre­val­ent. Here she saw Madeleine re­ceiv­ing vis­it­ors, the wives of neigh­bours and con­stitu­ents, who told her the Pe­o­nia news.

			Not­with­stand­ing her ig­nor­ant and un­reas­on­able pre­ju­dice against west­ern men and wo­men, west­ern towns and prair­ies, and, in short, everything west­ern, down to west­ern polit­ics and west­ern politi­cians, whom she per­versely as­ser­ted to be the low­est of all west­ern products, there was still some com­mon sense in Sybil’s idea. When that in­ev­it­able hour struck for Mr. Ratcliffe, which strikes soon­er or later for all politi­cians, and an un­grate­ful coun­try per­mit­ted him to pine among his friends in Illinois, what did he pro­pose to do with his wife? Did he ser­i­ously sup­pose that she, who was bored to death by New York, and had been able to find no per­man­ent pleas­ure in Europe, would live quietly in the ro­mantic vil­lage of Pe­o­nia? If not, did Mr. Ratcliffe ima­gine that they could find hap­pi­ness in the en­joy­ment of each oth­er’s so­ci­ety, and of Mrs. Lee’s in­come, in the ex­cite­ments of Wash­ing­ton? In the ar­dour of his pur­suit, Mr. Ratcliffe had ac­cep­ted in ad­vance any con­di­tions which Mrs. Lee might im­pose, but if he really ima­gined that hap­pi­ness and con­tent lay on the purple rim of this sun­set, he had more con­fid­ence in wo­men and in money than a wider ex­per­i­ence was ever likely to jus­ti­fy.

			Whatever might be Mr. Ratcliffe’s schemes for deal­ing with these obstacles they could hardly be such as would sat­is­fy Sybil, who, if in­ac­cur­ate in her the­or­ies about Prair­ie Gi­ants, yet un­der­stood wo­men, and es­pe­cially her sis­ter, much bet­ter than Mr. Ratcliffe ever could do. Here she was safe, and it would have been bet­ter had she said no more, for Mrs. Lee, though staggered for a mo­ment by her sis­ter’s vehe­mence, was re­as­sured by what seemed the ab­surdity of her fears. Madeleine re­belled against this hys­ter­ic­al vi­ol­ence of op­pos­i­tion, and be­came more fixed in her de­cision. She scol­ded her sis­ter in good, set terms—

			“Sybil, Sybil! you must not be so vi­ol­ent. Be­have like a wo­man, and not like a spoiled child!”

			Mrs. Lee, like most per­sons who have to deal with spoiled or un­spoiled chil­dren, re­sor­ted to sever­ity, not so much be­cause it was the prop­er way of deal­ing with them, as be­cause she knew not what else to do. She was thor­oughly un­com­fort­able and weary. She was not sat­is­fied with her­self or with her own motives. Doubt en­com­passed her on all sides, and her worst op­pon­ent was that sis­ter whose hap­pi­ness had turned the scale against her own judg­ment.

			Nev­er­the­less her tac­tics answered their ob­ject of check­ing Sybil’s vehe­mence. Her sobs came to an end, and she presently rose with a quieter air.

			“Madeleine,” said she, “do you really want to marry Mr. Ratcliffe?”

			“What else can I do, my dear Sybil? I want to do whatever is for the best. I thought you might be pleased.”

			“You thought I might be pleased?” cried Sybil in as­ton­ish­ment. “What a strange idea! If you had ever spoken to me about it I should have told you that I hate him, and can’t un­der­stand how you can abide him. But I would rather marry him my­self than see you marry him. I know that you will kill your­self with un­hap­pi­ness when you have done it. Oh, Maude, please tell me that you won’t!” And Sybil began gently sob­bing again, while she caressed her sis­ter.

			Mrs. Lee was in­fin­itely dis­tressed. To act against the wishes of her nearest friends was hard enough, but to ap­pear harsh and un­feel­ing to the one be­ing whose hap­pi­ness she had at heart, was in­tol­er­able. Yet no sens­ible wo­man, after say­ing that she meant to marry a man like Mr. Ratcliffe, could throw him over merely be­cause an­oth­er wo­man chose to be­have like a spoiled child. Sybil was more child­ish than Madeleine her­self had sup­posed. She could not even see where her own in­terest lay. She knew no more about Mr. Ratcliffe and the West than if he were the gi­ant of a fairy-story, and lived at the top of a bean­stalk. She must be treated as a child; with gen­tle­ness, af­fec­tion, for­bear­ance, but with firm­ness and de­cision. She must be re­fused what she asked, for her own good.

			Thus it came about that at last Mrs. Lee spoke, with an ap­pear­ance of de­cision far from rep­res­ent­ing her in­tern­al tremor.

			“Sybil, dear, I have made up my mind to marry Mr. Ratcliffe be­cause there is no oth­er way of mak­ing every­one happy. You need not be afraid of him. He is kind and gen­er­ous. Be­sides, I can take care of my­self; and I will take care of you too. Now let us not dis­cuss it any­more. It is broad day­light, and we are both tired out.”

			Sybil grew at once per­fectly calm, and stand­ing be­fore her sis­ter, as though their roles were hence­for­ward to be re­versed, said:

			“You have really made up your mind, then? Noth­ing I can say will change it?”

			Mrs. Lee, look­ing at her with more sur­prise than ever, could not force her­self to speak; but she shook her head slowly and de­cidedly.

			“Then,” said Sybil, “there is only one thing more I can do. You must read this!” and she drew out Car­ring­ton’s let­ter, which she held be­fore Madeleine’s face.

			“Not now, Sybil!” re­mon­strated Mrs. Lee, dread­ing an­oth­er long struggle. “I will read it after we have had some rest. Go to bed now!”

			“I do not leave this room, nor will I ever go to bed un­til you have read that let­ter,” answered Sybil, seat­ing her­self again be­fore the fire with the res­ol­u­tion of Queen Eliza­beth; “not if I sit here till you are mar­ried. I prom­ised Mr. Car­ring­ton that you should read it in­stantly; it’s all I can do now.”

			With a sigh, Mrs. Lee drew up the win­dow-cur­tain, and in the gray morn­ing light sat down to break the seal and read the fol­low­ing let­ter:—

			
				
					Wash­ing­ton, 2nd April

				
				My dear Mrs. Lee,

				This let­ter will only come in­to your hands in case there should be a ne­ces­sity for your know­ing its con­tents. Noth­ing short of ne­ces­sity would ex­cuse my writ­ing it. I have to ask your par­don for in­trud­ing again upon your private af­fairs. In this case, if I did not in­trude, you would have cause for ser­i­ous com­plaint against me.

				You asked me the oth­er day wheth­er I knew any­thing against Mr. Ratcliffe which the world did not know, to ac­count for my low opin­ion of his char­ac­ter. I evaded your ques­tion then. I was bound by pro­fes­sion­al rules not to dis­close facts that came to me un­der a pledge of con­fid­ence. I am go­ing to vi­ol­ate these rules now, only be­cause I owe you a duty which seems to me to over­ride all oth­ers.

				I do know facts in re­gard to Mr. Ratcliffe, which have seemed to me to war­rant a very low opin­ion of his char­ac­ter, and to mark him as un­fit to be, I will not say your hus­band, but even your ac­quaint­ance.

				You know that I am ex­ecut­or to Samuel Baker’s will. You know who Samuel Baker was. You have seen his wife. She has told you her­self that I as­sisted her in the ex­am­in­a­tion and de­struc­tion of all her hus­band’s private pa­pers ac­cord­ing to his spe­cial deathbed re­quest. One of the first facts I learned from these pa­pers and her ex­plan­a­tions, was the fol­low­ing.

				Just eight years ago, the great “Inter-Ocean­ic Mail Steam­ship Com­pany,” wished to ex­tend its ser­vice round the world, and, in or­der to do so, it ap­plied to Con­gress for a heavy sub­sidy. The man­age­ment of this af­fair was put in­to the hands of Mr. Baker, and all his private let­ters to the Pres­id­ent of the Com­pany, in press cop­ies, as well as the Pres­id­ent’s replies, came in­to my pos­ses­sion. Baker’s let­ters were, of course, writ­ten in a sort of cipher, sev­er­al kinds of which he was in the habit of us­ing. He left among his pa­pers a key to this cipher, but Mrs. Baker could have ex­plained it without that help.

				It ap­peared from this cor­res­pond­ence that the bill was car­ried suc­cess­fully through the House, and, on reach­ing the Sen­ate, was re­ferred to the ap­pro­pri­ate Com­mit­tee. Its ul­ti­mate pas­sage was very doubt­ful; the end of the ses­sion was close at hand; the Sen­ate was very evenly di­vided, and the Chair­man of the Com­mit­tee was de­cidedly hos­tile.

				The Chair­man of that Com­mit­tee was Sen­at­or Ratcliffe, al­ways men­tioned by Mr. Baker in cipher, and with every pre­cau­tion. If you care, how­ever, to veri­fy the fact, and to trace the his­tory of the Sub­sidy Bill through all its stages, to­geth­er with Mr. Ratcliffe’s re­port, re­marks, and votes upon it, you have only to look in­to the journ­als and de­bates for that year.

				At last Mr. Baker wrote that Sen­at­or Ratcliffe had put the bill in his pock­et, and un­less some means could be found of over­com­ing his op­pos­i­tion, there would be no re­port, and the bill would nev­er come to a vote. All or­din­ary kinds of ar­gu­ment and in­flu­ence had been em­ployed upon him, and were ex­hausted. In this ex­i­gency Baker sug­ges­ted that the Com­pany should give him au­thor­ity to see what money would do, but he ad­ded that it would be worse than use­less to deal with small sums. Un­less at least one hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars could be em­ployed, it was bet­ter to leave the thing alone.

				The next mail au­thor­ized him to use any re­quired amount of money not ex­ceed­ing one hun­dred and fifty thou­sand dol­lars. Two days later he wrote that the bill was re­por­ted, and would pass the Sen­ate with­in forty-eight hours; and he con­grat­u­lated the Com­pany on the fact that he had used only one hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars out of its last cred­it.

				The bill was ac­tu­ally re­por­ted, passed, and be­came law as he fore­told, and the Com­pany has en­joyed its sub­sidy ever since. Mrs. Baker also in­formed me that to her know­ledge her hus­band gave the sum men­tioned, in United States Coupon Bonds, to Sen­at­or Ratcliffe.

				This trans­ac­tion, taken in con­nec­tion with the tor­tu­ous­ness of his pub­lic course, ex­plains the dis­trust I have al­ways ex­pressed for him. You will, how­ever, un­der­stand that all these pa­pers have been des­troyed. Mrs. Baker could nev­er be in­duced to haz­ard her own com­fort by re­veal­ing the facts to the pub­lic. The of­ficers of the Com­pany in their own in­terests would nev­er be­tray the trans­ac­tion, and their books were un­doubtedly so kept as to show no trace of it. If I made this charge against Mr. Ratcliffe, I should be the only suf­fer­er. He would deny and laugh at it. I could prove noth­ing. I am there­fore more dir­ectly in­ter­ested than he is in keep­ing si­lence.

				In trust­ing this secret to you, I rely firmly upon your men­tion­ing it to no one else—not even to your sis­ter. You are at liberty, if you wish, to show this let­ter to one per­son only—to Mr. Ratcliffe him­self. That done, you will, I beg, burn it im­me­di­ately.

				
					With the warmest good wishes, I am,

					Ever most truly yours,

					John Car­ring­ton

				
			

			When Mrs. Lee had fin­ished read­ing this let­ter, she re­mained for some time quite si­lent, look­ing out in­to the square be­low. The morn­ing had come, and the sky was bright with the fresh April sun­light. She threw open her win­dow, and drew in the soft spring air. She needed all the pur­ity and quiet that nature could give, for her whole soul was in re­volt, wounded, mor­ti­fied, ex­as­per­ated. Against the sen­ti­ment of all her friends she had in­sisted upon be­liev­ing in this man; she had wrought her­self up to the point of ac­cept­ing him for her hus­band; a man who, if law were the same thing as justice, ought to be in a felon’s cell; a man who could take money to be­tray his trust. Her an­ger at first swept away all bounds. She was im­pa­tient for the mo­ment when she should see him again, and tear off his mask. For once she would ex­press all the loath­ing she felt for the whole pack of polit­ic­al hounds. She would see wheth­er the an­im­al was made like oth­er be­ings; wheth­er he had a sense of hon­our; a single clean spot in his mind.

			Then it oc­curred to her that after all there might be a mis­take; per­haps Mr. Ratcliffe could ex­plain the charge away. But this thought only laid bare an­oth­er smart­ing wound in her pride. Not only did she be­lieve the charge, but she be­lieved that Mr. Ratcliffe would de­fend his act. She had been will­ing to marry a man whom she thought cap­able of such a crime, and now she shuddered at the idea that this charge might have been brought against her hus­band, and that she could not dis­miss it with in­stant in­credu­lity, with in­dig­nant con­tempt. How had this happened? how had she got in­to so foul a com­plic­a­tion? When she left New York, she had meant to be a mere spec­tat­or in Wash­ing­ton. Had it entered her head that she could be drawn in­to any pro­ject of a second mar­riage, she nev­er would have come at all, for she was proud of her loy­alty to her hus­band’s memory, and second mar­riages were her ab­hor­rence. In her rest­less­ness and solitude, she had for­got­ten this; she had only asked wheth­er any life was worth liv­ing for a wo­man who had neither hus­band nor chil­dren. Was the fam­ily all that life had to of­fer? could she find no in­terest out­side the house­hold? And so, led by this will-of-the-wisp, she had, with her eyes open, walked in­to the quag­mire of polit­ics, in spite of re­mon­strance, in spite of con­science.

			She rose and paced the room, while Sybil lay on the couch, watch­ing her with eyes half shut. She grew more and more angry with her­self, and as her self-re­proach in­creased, her an­ger against Ratcliffe faded away. She had no right to be angry with Ratcliffe. He had nev­er de­ceived her. He had al­ways openly enough avowed that he knew no code of mor­als in polit­ics; that if vir­tue did not an­swer his pur­pose he used vice. How could she blame him for acts which he had re­peatedly de­fen­ded in her pres­ence and with her ta­cit as­sent, on prin­ciples that war­ran­ted this or any oth­er vil­lainy?

			The worst was that this dis­cov­ery had come on her as a blow, not as a re­prieve from ex­e­cu­tion. At this thought she be­came furi­ous with her­self. She had not known the re­cesses of her own heart. She had hon­estly sup­posed that Sybil’s in­terests and Sybil’s hap­pi­ness were for­cing her to an act of self-sac­ri­fice; and now she saw that in the depths of her soul very dif­fer­ent motives had been at work: am­bi­tion, thirst for power, rest­less eager­ness to meddle in what did not con­cern her, blind long­ing to es­cape from the tor­ture of watch­ing oth­er wo­men with full lives and sat­is­fied in­stincts, while her own life was hungry and sad. For a time she had ac­tu­ally, un­con­scious as she was of the de­lu­sion, hugged a hope that a new field of use­ful­ness was open to her; that great op­por­tun­it­ies for do­ing good were to sup­ply the aching empti­ness of that good which had been taken away; and that here at last was an ob­ject for which there would be al­most a pleas­ure in squan­der­ing the rest of ex­ist­ence even if she knew in ad­vance that the ex­per­i­ment would fail. Life was emp­ti­er than ever now that this dream was over. Yet the worst was not in that dis­ap­point­ment, but in the dis­cov­ery of her own weak­ness and self-de­cep­tion.

			Worn out by long-con­tin­ued anxi­ety, ex­cite­ment and sleep­less­ness, she was un­fit to struggle with the creatures of her own ima­gin­a­tion. Such a strain could only end in a nervous crisis, and at length it came:

			“Oh, what a vile thing life is!” she cried, throw­ing up her arms with a ges­ture of help­less rage and des­pair. “Oh, how I wish I were dead! how I wish the uni­verse were an­ni­hil­ated!” and she flung her­self down by Sybil’s side in a frenzy of tears.

			Sybil, who had watched all this ex­hib­i­tion in si­lence, waited quietly for the ex­cite­ment to pass. There was little to say. She could only soothe. After the par­oxysm had ex­hausted it­self Madeleine lay quiet for a time, un­til oth­er thoughts began to dis­turb her. From re­proach­ing her­self about Ratcliffe she went on to re­proach her­self about Sybil, who really looked worn and pale, as though al­most over­come by fa­tigue.

			“Sybil,” said she, “you must go to bed at once. You are tired out. It was very wrong in me to let you sit up so late. Go now, and get some sleep.”

			“I am not go­ing to bed till you do, Maude!” replied Sybil, with quiet ob­stin­acy.

			“Go, dear! it is all settled. I shall not marry Mr. Ratcliffe. You need not be anxious about it any­more.”

			“Are you very un­happy?”

			“Only very angry with my­self. I ought to have taken Mr. Car­ring­ton’s ad­vice soon­er.”

			“Oh, Maude!” ex­claimed Sybil, with a sud­den ex­plo­sion of en­ergy; “I wish you had taken him!”

			This re­mark roused Mrs. Lee to new in­terest: “Why, Sybil,” said she, “surely you are not in earn­est?”

			“In­deed, I am,” replied Sybil, very de­cidedly. “I know you think I am in love with Mr. Car­ring­ton my­self, but I’m not. I would a great deal rather have him for a broth­er-in-law, and he is so much the nicest man you know, and you could help his sis­ters.”

			Mrs. Lee hes­it­ated a mo­ment, for she was not quite cer­tain wheth­er it was wise to probe a heal­ing wound, but she was anxious to clear this last weight from her mind, and she dashed reck­lessly for­ward:

			“Are you sure you are telling the truth, Sybil? Why, then, did you say that you cared for him? and why have you been so miser­able ever since he went away?”

			“Why? I should think it was plain enough why! Be­cause I thought, as every­one else did, that you were go­ing to marry Mr. Ratcliffe; and be­cause if you mar­ried Mr. Ratcliffe, I must go and live alone; and be­cause you treated me like a child, and nev­er took me in­to your con­fid­ence at all; and be­cause Mr. Car­ring­ton was the only per­son I had to ad­vise me, and after he went away, I was left all alone to fight Mr. Ratcliffe and you both to­geth­er, without a hu­man soul to help me in case I made a mis­take. You would have been a great deal more miser­able than I if you had been in my place.”

			Madeleine looked at her for a mo­ment in doubt. Would this last? did Sybil her­self know the depth of her own wound? But what could Mrs. Lee do now? Per­haps Sybil did de­ceive her­self a little. When this ex­cite­ment had passed away, per­haps Car­ring­ton’s im­age might re­cur to her mind a little too of­ten for her own com­fort. The fu­ture must take care of it­self. Mrs. Lee drew her sis­ter closer to her, and said:

			“Sybil, I have made a hor­rible mis­take, and you must for­give me.”

		
	
		
			XIII

			Not un­til af­ter­noon did Mrs. Lee re­appear. How much she had slept she did not say, and she hardly looked like one whose slum­bers had been long or sweet; but if she had slept little, she had made up for the loss by think­ing much, and, while she thought, the storm which had raged so fiercely in her breast, more and more sub­sided in­to calm. If there was not sun­shine yet, there was at least still­ness. As she lay, hour after hour, wait­ing for the sleep that did not come, she had at first the keen mor­ti­fic­a­tion of re­flect­ing how eas­ily she had been led by mere van­ity in­to ima­gin­ing that she could be of use in the world. She even smiled in her solitude at the pic­ture she drew of her­self, re­form­ing Ratcliffe, and Krebs, and Schuyler Clin­ton. The ease with which Ratcliffe alone had twis­ted her about his fin­ger, now that she saw it, made her writhe, and the thought of what he might have done, had she mar­ried him, and of the end­less suc­ces­sion of mor­al somer­saults she would have had to turn, chilled her with mor­tal ter­ror. She had barely es­caped be­ing dragged un­der the wheels of the ma­chine, and so com­ing to an un­timely end. When she thought of this, she felt a mad pas­sion to re­venge her­self on the whole race of politi­cians, with Ratcliffe at their head; she passed hours in fram­ing bit­ter speeches to be made to his face. Then as she grew calmer, Ratcliffe’s sins took on a milder hue; life, after all, had not been en­tirely blackened by his arts; there was even some good in her ex­per­i­ence, sharp though it were. Had she not come to Wash­ing­ton in search of men who cast a shad­ow, and was not Ratcliffe’s shad­ow strong enough to sat­is­fy her? Had she not pen­et­rated the deep­est re­cesses of polit­ics, and learned how eas­ily the mere pos­ses­sion of power could con­vert the shad­ow of a hobby­horse ex­ist­ing only in the brain of a fool­ish coun­try farm­er, in­to a lur­id night­mare that con­vulsed the sleep of na­tions? The antics of Pres­id­ents and Sen­at­ors had been amus­ing—so amus­ing that she had nearly been per­suaded to take part in them. She had saved her­self in time. She had got to the bot­tom of this busi­ness of demo­crat­ic gov­ern­ment, and found out that it was noth­ing more than gov­ern­ment of any oth­er kind. She might have known it by her own com­mon sense, but now that ex­per­i­ence had proved it, she was glad to quit the mas­quer­ade; to re­turn to the true demo­cracy of life, her pau­pers and her pris­ons, her schools and her hos­pit­als. As for Mr. Ratcliffe, she felt no dif­fi­culty in deal­ing with him. Let Mr. Ratcliffe, and his broth­er gi­ants, wander on their own polit­ic­al prair­ie, and hunt for of­fices, or oth­er prof­it­able game, as they would. Their ob­jects were not her ob­jects, and to join their com­pany was not her am­bi­tion. She was no longer very angry with Mr. Ratcliffe. She had no wish to in­sult him, or to quar­rel with him. What he had done as a politi­cian, he had done ac­cord­ing to his own mor­al code, and it was not her busi­ness to judge him; to pro­tect her­self was the only right she claimed. She thought she could eas­ily hold him at arm’s length, and al­though, if Car­ring­ton had writ­ten the truth, they could nev­er again be friends, there need be no dif­fi­culty in their re­main­ing ac­quaint­ances. If this view of her duty was nar­row, it was at least proof that she had learned some­thing from Mr. Ratcliffe; per­haps it was also proof that she had yet to learn Mr. Ratcliffe him­self.

			Two o’clock had struck be­fore Mrs. Lee came down from her cham­ber, and Sybil had not yet made her ap­pear­ance. Madeleine rang her bell and gave or­ders that, if Mr. Ratcliffe called she would see him, but she was at home to no one else. Then she sat down to write let­ters and to pre­pare for her jour­ney to New York, for she must now hasten her de­par­ture in or­der to es­cape the gos­sip and cri­ti­cism which she saw hanging like an ava­lanche over her head. When Sybil at length came down, look­ing much fresh­er than her sis­ter, they passed an hour to­geth­er ar­ran­ging this and oth­er small mat­ters, so that both of them were again in the best of spir­its, and Sybil’s face was wreathed in smiles.

			A num­ber of vis­it­ors came to the door that day, some of them promp­ted by friend­li­ness and some by sheer curi­os­ity, for Mrs. Lee’s ab­rupt dis­ap­pear­ance from the ball had ex­cited re­mark. Against all these her door was firmly closed. On the oth­er hand, as the af­ter­noon went on, she sent Sybil away, so that she might have the field en­tirely to her­self, and Sybil, re­lieved of all her alarms, sal­lied out to in­ter­rupt Dun­beg’s latest in­ter­view with his Count­ess, and to amuse her­self with Vic­tor­ia’s last “phase.”

			To­wards four o’clock the tall form of Mr. Ratcliffe was seen to is­sue from the Treas­ury De­part­ment and to des­cend the broad steps of its west­ern front. Turn­ing de­lib­er­ately to­wards the Square, the Sec­ret­ary of the Treas­ury crossed the Av­en­ue and stop­ping at Mrs. Lee’s door, rang the bell. He was im­me­di­ately ad­mit­ted. Mrs. Lee was alone in her par­lour and rose rather gravely as he entered, but wel­comed him as cor­di­ally as she could. She wanted to put an end to his hopes at once and to do it de­cis­ively, but without hurt­ing his feel­ings.

			“Mr. Ratcliffe,” said she, when he was seated; “I am sure you will be bet­ter pleased by my speak­ing in­stantly and frankly. I could not reply to you last night. I will do so now without delay. What you wish is im­possible. I would rather not even dis­cuss it. Let us leave it here and re­turn to our old re­la­tions.”

			She could not force her­self to ex­press any sense of grat­it­ude for his af­fec­tion, or of re­gret at be­ing ob­liged to meet it with so little re­turn. To treat him with tol­er­able ci­vil­ity was all she thought re­quired of her. Ratcliffe felt the change of man­ner. He had been pre­pared for a struggle, but not to be met with so blunt a re­buff at the start. His look be­came ser­i­ous and he hes­it­ated a mo­ment be­fore speak­ing, but when he spoke at last, it was with a man­ner as firm and de­cided as that of Mrs. Lee her­self.

			“I can­not ac­cept such an an­swer. I will not say that I have a right to ex­plan­a­tion—I have no rights which you are bound to re­spect—but from you I con­ceive that I may at least ask the fa­vour of one, and that you will not re­fuse it. Are you will­ing to tell me your reas­ons for this ab­rupt and harsh de­cision?”

			“I do not dis­pute your right of ex­plan­a­tion, Mr. Ratcliffe. You have the right, if you choose to use it, and I am ready to give you every ex­plan­a­tion in my power; but I hope you will not in­sist on my do­ing so. If I seemed to speak ab­ruptly and harshly, it was merely to spare you the great­er an­noy­ance of doubt. Since I am forced to give you pain, was it not fairer and more re­spect­ful to you to speak at once? We have been friends. I am very soon go­ing away. I sin­cerely want to avoid say­ing or do­ing any­thing that would change our re­la­tions.”

			Ratcliffe, how­ever, paid no at­ten­tion to these words, and gave them no an­swer. He was much too old a de­bater to be misled by such trifles, when he needed all his fac­ulties to pin his op­pon­ent to the wall. He asked:—

			“Is your de­cision a new one?”

			“It is a very old one, Mr. Ratcliffe, which I had let my­self lose sight of, for a time. A night’s re­flec­tion has brought me back to it.”

			“May I ask why you have re­turned to it? surely you would not have hes­it­ated without strong reas­ons.”

			“I will tell you frankly. If, by ap­pear­ing to hes­it­ate, I have misled you, I am hon­estly sorry for it. I did not mean to do it. My hes­it­a­tion was ow­ing to the doubt wheth­er my life might not really be best used in aid­ing you. My de­cision was ow­ing to the cer­tainty that we are not fit­ted for each oth­er. Our lives run in sep­ar­ate grooves. We are both too old to change them.”

			Ratcliffe shook his head with an air of re­lief. “Your reas­ons, Mrs. Lee, are not sound. There is no such di­ver­gence in our lives. On the con­trary I can give to yours the field it needs, and that it can get in no oth­er way; while you can give to mine everything it now wants. If these are your only reas­ons I am sure of be­ing able to re­move them.”

			Madeleine looked as though she were not al­to­geth­er pleased at this idea, and be­came a little dog­mat­ic. “It is no use our ar­guing on this sub­ject, Mr. Ratcliffe. You and I take very dif­fer­ent views of life. I can­not ac­cept yours, and you could not prac­tise on mine.”

			“Show me,” said Ratcliffe, “a single ex­ample of such a di­ver­gence, and I will ac­cept your de­cision without an­oth­er word.”

			Mrs. Lee hes­it­ated and looked at him for an in­stant as though to be quite sure that he was in earn­est. There was an ef­frontery about this chal­lenge which sur­prised her, and if she did not check it on the spot, there was no say­ing how much trouble it might give her. Then un­lock­ing the draw­er of the writ­ing-desk at her el­bow, she took out Car­ring­ton’s let­ter and handed it to Mr. Ratcliffe.

			“Here is such an ex­ample which has come to my know­ledge very lately. I meant to show it to you in any case, but I would rather have waited.”

			Ratcliffe took the let­ter which she handed to him, opened it de­lib­er­ately, looked at the sig­na­ture, and read. He showed no sign of sur­prise or dis­turb­ance. No one would have ima­gined that he had, from the mo­ment he saw Car­ring­ton’s name, as pre­cise a know­ledge of what was in this let­ter as though he had writ­ten it him­self. His first sen­sa­tion was only one of an­ger that his pro­jects had mis­car­ried. How this had happened he could not at once un­der­stand, for the idea that Sybil could have a hand in it did not oc­cur to him. He had made up his mind that Sybil was a silly, frivol­ous girl, who coun­ted for noth­ing in her sis­ter’s ac­tions. He had fallen in­to the usu­al mas­cu­line blun­der of mix­ing up smart­ness of in­tel­li­gence with strength of char­ac­ter. Sybil, without be­ing a meta­phys­i­cian, willed any­thing which she willed at all with more en­ergy than her sis­ter did, who was worn out with the ef­fort of life. Mr. Ratcliffe missed this point, and was left to won­der who it was that had crossed his path, and how Car­ring­ton had man­aged to be present and ab­sent, to get a good of­fice in Mex­ico and to baulk his schemes in Wash­ing­ton, at the same time. He had not giv­en Car­ring­ton cred­it for so much clev­erness.

			He was vi­ol­ently ir­rit­ated at the check. An­oth­er day, he thought, would have made him safe on this side; and pos­sibly he was right. Had he once suc­ceeded in get­ting ever so slight a hold on Mrs. Lee he would have told her this story with his own col­our­ing, and from his own point of view, and he fully be­lieved he could do this in such a way as to rouse her sym­pathy. Now that her mind was pre­ju­diced, the task would be much more dif­fi­cult; yet he did not des­pair, for it was his the­ory that Mrs. Lee, in the depths of her soul, wanted to be at the head of the White House as much as he wanted to be there him­self, and that her ap­par­ent coy­ness was mere fem­in­ine in­de­cision in the face of tempta­tion. His thoughts now turned upon the best means of giv­ing again the up­per hand to her am­bi­tion. He wanted to drive Car­ring­ton a second time from the field.

			Thus it was that, hav­ing read the let­ter once in or­der to learn what was in it, he turned back, and slowly read it again in or­der to gain time. Then he re­placed it in its en­vel­ope, and re­turned it to Mrs. Lee, who, with equal calmness, as though her in­terest in it were at an end, tossed it neg­li­gently in­to the fire, where it was re­duced to ashes un­der Ratcliffe’s eyes.

			He watched it burn for a mo­ment, and then turn­ing to her, said, with his usu­al com­pos­ure, “I meant to have told you of that af­fair my­self. I am sorry that Mr. Car­ring­ton has thought prop­er to fore­stall me. No doubt he has his own motives for tak­ing my char­ac­ter in charge.”

			“Then it is true!” said Mrs. Lee, a little more quickly than she had meant to speak.

			“True in its lead­ing facts; un­true in some of its de­tails, and in the im­pres­sion it cre­ates. Dur­ing the Pres­id­en­tial elec­tion which took place eight years ago last au­tumn, there was, as you may re­mem­ber, a vi­ol­ent con­test and a very close vote. We be­lieved (though I was not so prom­in­ent in the party then as now), that the res­ult of that elec­tion would be al­most as im­port­ant to the na­tion as the res­ult of the war it­self. Our de­feat meant that the gov­ern­ment must pass in­to the blood­stained hands of rebels, men whose designs were more than doubt­ful, and who could not, even if their designs had been good, re­strain the vi­ol­ence of their fol­low­ers. In con­sequence we strained every nerve. Money was freely spent, even to an amount much in ex­cess of our re­sources. How it was em­ployed, I will not say. I do not even know, for I held my­self aloof from these de­tails, which fell to the Na­tion­al Cent­ral Com­mit­tee of which I was not a mem­ber. The great point was that a very large sum had been bor­rowed on pledged se­cur­it­ies, and must be re­paid. The mem­bers of the Na­tion­al Com­mit­tee and cer­tain sen­at­ors held dis­cus­sions on the sub­ject, in which I shared. The end was that to­wards the close of the ses­sion the head of the com­mit­tee, ac­com­pan­ied by two sen­at­ors, came to me and told me that I must aban­don my op­pos­i­tion to the Steam­ship Sub­sidy. They made no open avow­al of their reas­ons, and I did not press for one. Their de­clar­a­tion, as the re­spons­ible heads of the or­gan­iz­a­tion, that cer­tain ac­tion on my part was es­sen­tial to the in­terests of the party, sat­is­fied me. I did not con­sider my­self at liberty to per­sist in a mere private opin­ion in re­gard to a meas­ure about which I re­cog­nized the ex­treme like­li­hood of my be­ing in er­ror. I ac­cord­ingly re­por­ted the bill, and voted for it, as did a large ma­jor­ity of the party. Mrs. Baker is mis­taken in say­ing that the money was paid to me. If it was paid at all, of which I have no know­ledge ex­cept from this let­ter, it was paid to the rep­res­ent­at­ive of the Na­tion­al Com­mit­tee. I re­ceived no money. I had noth­ing to do with the money fur­ther than as I might draw my own con­clu­sions in re­gard to the sub­sequent pay­ment of the cam­paign debt.”

			Mrs. Lee listened to all this with in­tense in­terest. Not un­til this mo­ment had she really felt as though she had got to the heart of polit­ics, so that she could, like a phys­i­cian with his steth­o­scope, meas­ure the or­gan­ic dis­ease. Now at last she knew why the pulse beat with such un­healthy ir­reg­u­lar­ity, and why men felt an anxi­ety which they could not or would not ex­plain. Her in­terest in the dis­ease over­came her dis­gust at the foul­ness of the rev­el­a­tion. To say that the dis­cov­ery gave her ac­tu­al pleas­ure would be do­ing her in­justice; but the ex­cite­ment of the mo­ment swept away every oth­er sen­sa­tion. She did not even think of her­self. Not un­til af­ter­wards did she fairly grasp the ab­surdity of Ratcliffe’s wish that in the face of such a story as this, she should still have van­ity enough to un­der­take the re­form of polit­ics. And with his aid too! The au­da­city of the man would have seemed sub­lime if she had felt sure that he knew the dif­fer­ence between good and evil, between a lie and the truth; but the more she saw of him, the surer she was that his cour­age was mere mor­al para­lys­is, and that he talked about vir­tue and vice as a man who is col­our-blind talks about red and green; he did not see them as she saw them; if left to choose for him­self he would have noth­ing to guide him. Was it polit­ics that had caused this at­rophy of the mor­al senses by dis­use? Mean­while, here she sat face to face with a mor­al lun­at­ic, who had not even enough sense of hu­mour to see the ab­surdity of his own re­quest, that she should go out to the shore of this ocean of cor­rup­tion, and re­peat the an­cient role of King Ca­nute, or Dame Part­ing­ton with her mop and her pail. What was to be done with such an an­im­al?

			The bystand­er who looked on at this scene with a wider know­ledge of facts, might have found en­ter­tain­ment in an­oth­er view of the sub­ject, that is to say, in the guile­less­ness of Madeleine Lee. With all her warn­ings she was yet a mere baby-in-arms in the face of the great politi­cian. She ac­cep­ted his story as true, and she thought it as bad as pos­sible; but had Mr. Ratcliffe’s as­so­ci­ates now been present to hear his ver­sion of it, they would have looked at each oth­er with a smile of pro­fes­sion­al pride, and would have roundly sworn that he was, bey­ond a doubt, the ablest man this coun­try had ever pro­duced, and next to cer­tain of be­ing Pres­id­ent. They would not, how­ever, have told their own side of the story if they could have helped it, but in talk­ing it over among them­selves they might have as­sumed the facts to have been nearly as fol­lows: that Ratcliffe had dragged them in­to an enorm­ous ex­pendit­ure to carry his own State, and with it his own reelec­tion to the Sen­ate; that they had tried to hold him re­spons­ible, and he had tried to shirk the re­spons­ib­il­ity; that there had been warm dis­cus­sions on the sub­ject; that he him­self had privately sug­ges­ted re­course to Baker, had shaped his con­duct ac­cord­ingly, and had com­pelled them, in or­der to save their own cred­it, to re­ceive the money.

			Even if Mrs. Lee had heard this part of the story, though it might have sharpened her in­dig­na­tion against Mr. Ratcliffe, it would not have altered her opin­ions. As it was, she had heard enough, and with a great ef­fort to con­trol her ex­pres­sion of dis­gust, she sank back in her chair as Ratcliffe con­cluded. Find­ing that she did not speak, he went on:

			“I do not un­der­take to de­fend this af­fair. It is the act of my pub­lic life which I most re­gret—not the do­ing, but the ne­ces­sity of do­ing. I do not dif­fer from you in opin­ion on that point. I can­not ac­know­ledge that there is here any real di­ver­gence between us.”

			“I am afraid,” said Mrs. Lee, “that I can­not agree with you.”

			This brief re­mark, the very brev­ity of which car­ried a barb of sar­casm, es­caped from Madeleine’s lips be­fore she had fairly in­ten­ded it. Ratcliffe felt the sting, and it star­ted him from his stud­ied calmness of man­ner. Rising from his chair he stood on the hearth­rug be­fore Mrs. Lee, and broke out upon her with an ora­tion in that old sen­at­ori­al voice and style which was least cal­cu­lated to en­list her sym­path­ies:

			“Mrs. Lee,” said he, with harsh em­phas­is and dog­mat­ic tone, “there are con­flict­ing du­ties in all the trans­ac­tions of life, ex­cept the simplest. How­ever we may act, do what we may, we must vi­ol­ate some mor­al ob­lig­a­tion. All that can be asked of us is that we should guide ourselves by what we think the highest. At the time this af­fair oc­curred, I was a Sen­at­or of the United States. I was also a trus­ted mem­ber of a great polit­ic­al party which I looked upon as identic­al with the na­tion. In both ca­pa­cit­ies I owed du­ties to my con­stitu­ents, to the gov­ern­ment, to the people. I might in­ter­pret these du­ties nar­rowly or broadly. I might say: Per­ish the gov­ern­ment, per­ish the Uni­on, per­ish this people, rather than that I should soil my hands! Or I might say, as I did, and as I would say again: Be my fate what it may, this glor­i­ous Uni­on, the last hope of suf­fer­ing hu­man­ity, shall be pre­served.”

			Here he paused, and see­ing that Mrs. Lee, after look­ing for a time at him, was now re­gard­ing the fire, lost in med­it­a­tion over the strange vagar­ies of the sen­at­ori­al mind, he re­sumed, in an­oth­er line of ar­gu­ment. He rightly judged that there must be some mor­al de­fect in his last re­marks, al­though he could not see it, which made per­sist­ence in that dir­ec­tion use­less.

			“You ought not to blame me—you can­not blame me justly. It is to your sense of justice I ap­peal. Have I ever con­cealed from you my opin­ions on this sub­ject? Have I not on the con­trary al­ways avowed them? Did I not here, on this very spot, when chal­lenged once be­fore by this same Car­ring­ton, take cred­it for an act less de­fens­ible than this? Did I not tell you then that I had even vi­ol­ated the sanc­tity of a great pop­u­lar elec­tion and re­versed its res­ult? That was my sole act! In com­par­is­on with it, this is a trifle! Who is in­jured by a steam­ship com­pany sub­scrib­ing one or ten hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars to a cam­paign fund? Whose rights are af­fected by it? Per­haps its stock hold­ers re­ceive one dol­lar a share in di­vidends less than they oth­er­wise would. If they do not com­plain, who else can do so? But in that elec­tion I de­prived a mil­lion people of rights which be­longed to them as ab­so­lutely as their houses! You could not say that I had done wrong. Not a word of blame or cri­ti­cism have you ever uttered to me on that ac­count. If there was an of­fence, you con­doned it! You cer­tainly led me to sup­pose that you saw none. Why are you now so severe upon the smal­ler crime?”

			This shot struck hard. Mrs. Lee vis­ibly shrank un­der it, and lost her com­pos­ure. This was the same re­proach she had made against her­self, and to which she had been able to find no reply. With some agit­a­tion she ex­claimed:

			“Mr. Ratcliffe, pray do me justice! I have tried not to be severe. I have said noth­ing in the way of at­tack or blame. I ac­know­ledge that it is not my place to stand in judg­ment over your acts. I have more reas­on to blame my­self than you, and God knows I have blamed my­self bit­terly.”

			The tears stood in her eyes as she said these last words, and her voice trembled. Ratcliffe saw that he had gained an ad­vant­age, and, sit­ting down near­er to her, he dropped his voice and urged his suit still more en­er­get­ic­ally:

			“You did me justice then; why not do it now? You were con­vinced then that I did the best I could. I have al­ways done so. On the oth­er hand I have nev­er pre­ten­ded that all my acts could be jus­ti­fied by ab­stract mor­al­ity. Where, then, is the di­ver­gence between us?”

			Mrs. Lee did not un­der­take to an­swer this last ar­gu­ment: she only re­turned to her old ground. “Mr. Ratcliffe,” she said, “I do not want to ar­gue this ques­tion. I have no doubt that you can over­come me in ar­gu­ment. Per­haps on my side this is a mat­ter of feel­ing rather than of reas­on, but the truth is only too evid­ent to me that I am not fit­ted for polit­ics. I should be a drag upon you. Let me be the judge of my own weak­ness! Do not in­sist upon press­ing me, fur­ther!”

			She was ashamed of her­self for this ap­peal to a man whom she could not re­spect, as though she were a sup­pli­ant at his mercy, but she feared the re­proach of hav­ing de­ceived him, and she tried pi­ti­ably to es­cape it. Ratcliffe was only en­cour­aged by her weak­ness.

			“I must in­sist upon press­ing it, Mrs. Lee,” replied he, and he be­came yet more earn­est as he went on; “my fu­ture is too deeply in­volved in your de­cision to al­low of my ac­cept­ing your an­swer as fi­nal. I need your aid. There is noth­ing I will not do to ob­tain it. Do you re­quire af­fec­tion? mine for you is bound­less. I am ready to prove it by a life of de­vo­tion. Do you doubt my sin­cer­ity? test it in whatever way you please. Do you fear be­ing dragged down to the level of or­din­ary politi­cians? so far as con­cerns my­self, my great wish is to have your help in puri­fy­ing polit­ics. What high­er am­bi­tion can there be than to serve one’s coun­try for such an end? Your sense of duty is too keen not to feel that the noblest ob­jects which can in­spire any wo­man, com­bine to point out your course.”

			Mrs. Lee was ex­cess­ively un­com­fort­able, al­though not in the least shaken. She began to see that she must take a stronger tone if she meant to bring this im­por­tun­ity to an end, and she answered:—

			“I do not doubt your af­fec­tion or your sin­cer­ity, Mr. Ratcliffe. It is my­self I doubt. You have been kind enough to give me much of your con­fid­ence this winter, and if I do not yet know about polit­ics all that is to be known, I have learned enough to prove that I could do noth­ing sil­li­er than to sup­pose my­self com­pet­ent to re­form any­thing. If I pre­ten­ded to think so, I should be a mere worldly, am­bi­tious wo­man, such as people think me. The idea of my puri­fy­ing polit­ics is ab­surd. I am sorry to speak so strongly, but I mean it. I do not cling very closely to life, and do not value my own very highly, but I will not tangle it in such a way; I will not share the profits of vice; I am not will­ing to be made a re­ceiv­er of stolen goods, or to be put in a po­s­i­tion where I am per­petu­ally ob­liged to main­tain that im­mor­al­ity is a vir­tue!”

			As she went on she be­came more and more an­im­ated and her words took a sharp­er edge than she had in­ten­ded. Ratcliffe felt it, and showed his an­noy­ance. His face grew dark and his eyes looked out at her with their ugli­est ex­pres­sion. He even opened his mouth for an angry re­tort, but con­trolled him­self with an ef­fort, and presently re­sumed his ar­gu­ment.

			“I had hoped,” he began more sol­emnly than ever, “that I should find in you a lofty cour­age which would dis­reg­ard such risks. If all the men and wo­men were to take the tone you have taken, our gov­ern­ment would soon per­ish. If you con­sent to share my ca­reer, I do not deny that you may find less sat­is­fac­tion than I hope, but you will lead a mere death in life if you place your­self like a saint on a sol­it­ary column. I plead what I be­lieve to be your own cause in plead­ing mine. Do not sac­ri­fice your life!”

			Mrs. Lee was in des­pair. She could not reply what was on her lips, that to marry a mur­der­er or a thief was not a sure way of di­min­ish­ing crime. She had already said some­thing so much like this that she shrank from speak­ing more plainly. So she fell back on her old theme.

			“We must at all events, Mr. Ratcliffe, use our judg­ments ac­cord­ing to our own con­sciences. I can only re­peat now what I said at first. I am sorry to seem in­sens­ible to your ex­pres­sions to­wards me, but I can­not do what you wish. Let us main­tain our old re­la­tions if you will, but do not press me fur­ther on this sub­ject.”

			Ratcliffe grew more and more sombre as he be­came aware that de­feat was star­ing him in the face. He was ten­a­cious of pur­pose, and he had nev­er in his life aban­doned an ob­ject which he had so much at heart as this. He would not aban­don it. For the mo­ment, so com­pletely had the fas­cin­a­tion of Mrs. Lee got the con­trol of him, he would rather have aban­doned the Pres­id­ency it­self than her. He really loved her as earn­estly as it was in his nature to love any­thing. To her ob­stin­acy he would op­pose an ob­stin­acy great­er still; but in the mean­while his at­tack was dis­con­cer­ted, and he was at a loss what next to do. Was it not pos­sible to change his ground; to of­fer in­duce­ments that would ap­peal even more strongly to fem­in­ine am­bi­tion and love of dis­play than the Pres­id­ency it­self? He began again:—

			“Is there no form of pledge I can give you? no sac­ri­fice I can make? You dis­like polit­ics. Shall I leave polit­ic­al life? I will do any­thing rather than lose you. I can prob­ably con­trol the ap­point­ment of Min­is­ter to Eng­land. The Pres­id­ent would rather have me there than here. Sup­pose I were to aban­don polit­ics and take the Eng­lish mis­sion. Would that sac­ri­fice not af­fect you? You might pass four years in Lon­don where there would be no polit­ics, and where your so­cial po­s­i­tion would be the best in the world; and this would lead to the Pres­id­ency al­most as surely as the oth­er.” Then sud­denly, see­ing that he was mak­ing no head­way, he threw off his stud­ied calmness and broke out in an ap­peal of al­most equally stud­ied vi­ol­ence. “Mrs. Lee! Madeleine! I can­not live without you. The sound of your voice—the touch of your hand—even the rustle of your dress—are like wine to me. For God’s sake, do not throw me over!”

			He meant to crush op­pos­i­tion by force. More and more vehe­ment as he spoke he ac­tu­ally bent over and tried to seize her hand. She drew it back as though he were a rep­tile. She was ex­as­per­ated by this ob­stin­ate dis­reg­ard of her for­bear­ance, this gross at­tempt to bribe her with of­fice, this flag­rant aban­don­ment of even a pre­tence of pub­lic vir­tue; the mere thought of his touch on her per­son was more re­puls­ive than a loath­some dis­ease. Bent upon teach­ing him a les­son he would nev­er for­get, she spoke out ab­ruptly, and with evid­ent signs of con­tempt in her voice and man­ner:

			“Mr. Ratcliffe, I am not to be bought. No rank, no dig­nity, no con­sid­er­a­tion, no con­ceiv­able ex­pedi­ent would in­duce me to change my mind. Let us have no more of this!”

			Ratcliffe had already been more than once, dur­ing this con­ver­sa­tion, on the verge of los­ing his tem­per. Nat­ur­ally dic­tat­ori­al and vi­ol­ent, only long train­ing and severe ex­per­i­ence had taught him self-con­trol, and when he gave way to pas­sion his bursts of fury were still tre­mend­ous. Mrs. Lee’s evid­ent per­son­al dis­gust, even more than her last sharp re­buke, passed the bounds of his pa­tience. As he stood be­fore her, even she, high-spir­ited as she was, and not in a calm frame of mind, felt a mo­ment­ary shock at see­ing how his face flushed, his eyes gleamed, and his hands trembled with rage.

			“Ah!” ex­claimed he, turn­ing upon her with a harsh­ness, al­most a sav­age­ness, of man­ner that startled her still more; “I might have known what to ex­pect! Mrs. Clin­ton warned me early. She said then that I should find you a heart­less coquette!”

			“Mr. Ratcliffe!” ex­claimed Madeleine, rising from her chair, and speak­ing in a warn­ing voice al­most as pas­sion­ate as his own.

			“A heart­less coquette!” he re­peated, still more harshly than be­fore; “she said you would do just this! that you meant to de­ceive me! that you lived on flat­tery! that you could nev­er be any­thing but a coquette, and that if you mar­ried me, I should re­pent it all my life. I be­lieve her now!”

			Mrs. Lee’s tem­per, too, was nat­ur­ally a high one. At this mo­ment she, too, was flam­ing with an­ger, and wild with a pas­sion­ate im­pulse to an­ni­hil­ate this man. Con­scious that the mas­tery was in her own hands, she could the more eas­ily con­trol her voice, and with an ex­pres­sion of un­ut­ter­able con­tempt she spoke her last words to him, words which had been ringing all day in her ears:

			“Mr. Ratcliffe! I have listened to you with a great deal more pa­tience and re­spect than you de­serve. For one long hour I have de­graded my­self by dis­cuss­ing with you the ques­tion wheth­er I should marry a man who by his own con­fes­sion has be­trayed the highest trusts that could be placed in him, who has taken money for his votes as a Sen­at­or, and who is now in pub­lic of­fice by means of a suc­cess­ful fraud of his own, when in justice he should be in a State’s pris­on. I will have no more of this. Un­der­stand, once for all, that there is an im­pass­able gulf between your life and mine. I do not doubt that you will make your­self Pres­id­ent, but whatever or wherever you are, nev­er speak to me or re­cog­nize me again!”

			He glared a mo­ment in­to her face with a sort of blind rage, and seemed about to say more, when she swept past him, and be­fore he real­ized it, he was alone.

			Over­mastered by pas­sion, but con­scious that he was power­less, Ratcliffe, after a mo­ment’s hes­it­a­tion, left the room and the house. He let him­self out, shut­ting the front door be­hind him, and as he stood on the pave­ment old Bar­on Jac­obi, who had spe­cial reas­ons for wish­ing to know how Mrs. Lee had re­covered from the fa­tigue and ex­cite­ments of the ball, came up to the spot. A single glance at Ratcliffe showed him that some­thing had gone wrong in the ca­reer of that great man, whose for­tunes he al­ways fol­lowed with so bit­ter a sneer of con­tempt. Im­pelled by the spir­it of evil al­ways at his el­bow, the Bar­on seized this mo­ment to sound the depth of his friend’s wound. They met at the door so closely that re­cog­ni­tion was in­ev­it­able, and Jac­obi, with his worst smile, held out his hand, say­ing at the same mo­ment with diabol­ic ma­lig­nity:

			“I hope I may of­fer my fe­li­cit­a­tions to your Ex­cel­lency!”

			Ratcliffe was glad to find some vic­tim on whom he could vent his rage. He had a long score of hu­mi­li­ations to re­pay this man, whose last in­sult was bey­ond all en­dur­ance. With an oath he dashed Jac­obi’s hand aside, and, grasp­ing his shoulder, thrust him out of the path. The Bar­on, among whose weak­nesses the want of high tem­per and per­son­al cour­age was not re­cor­ded, had no mind to tol­er­ate such an in­sult from such a man. Even while Ratcliffe’s hand was still on his shoulder he had raised his cane, and be­fore the Sec­ret­ary saw what was com­ing, the old man had struck him with all his force full in the face. For a mo­ment Ratcliffe staggered back and grew pale, but the shock sobered him. He hes­it­ated a single in­stant wheth­er to crush his as­sail­ant with a blow, but he felt that for one of his youth and strength, to at­tack an in­firm dip­lo­mat­ist in a pub­lic street would be a fatal blun­der, and while Jac­obi stood, vi­ol­ently ex­cited, with his cane raised ready to strike an­oth­er blow, Mr. Ratcliffe sud­denly turned his back and without a word, hastened away.

			When Sybil re­turned, not long af­ter­wards, she found no one in the par­lour.

			On go­ing to her sis­ter’s room she dis­covered Madeleine ly­ing on the couch, look­ing worn and pale, but with a slight smile and a peace­ful ex­pres­sion on her face, as though she had done some act which her con­science ap­proved. She called Sybil to her side, and, tak­ing her hand, said:

			“Sybil, dearest, will you go abroad with me again?”

			“Of course I will,” said Sybil; “I will go to the end of the world with you.”

			“I want to go to Egypt,” said Madeleine, still smil­ing faintly; “demo­cracy has shaken my nerves to pieces. Oh, what rest it would be to live in the Great Pyr­am­id and look out forever at the po­lar star!”

		
	
		
			Conclusion

			
				
					Sybil to Car­ring­ton

					May 1st, New York

				
				My dear Mr. Car­ring­ton,

				I prom­ised to write you, and so, to keep my prom­ise, and also be­cause my sis­ter wishes me to tell you about our plans, I send this let­ter. We have left Wash­ing­ton—forever, I am afraid—and are go­ing to Europe next month. You must know that a fort­night ago, Lord Skye gave a great ball to the Grand-Duch­ess of some­thing-or-oth­er quite un­spellable. I nev­er can de­scribe things, but it was all very fine. I wore a lovely new dress, and was a great suc­cess, I as­sure you. So was Madeleine, though she had to sit most of the even­ing by the Prin­cess—such a dowdy! The Duke danced with me sev­er­al times; he can’t re­verse, but that doesn’t seem to mat­ter in a Grand-Duke. Well! things came to a crisis at the end of the even­ing. I fol­lowed your dir­ec­tions, and after we got home gave your let­ter to Madeleine. She says she has burned it. I don’t know what happened af­ter­wards—a tre­mend­ous scene, I sus­pect, but Vic­tor­ia Dare writes me from Wash­ing­ton that every­one is talk­ing about M.’s re­fus­al of Mr. R., and a dread­ful thing that took place on our very door­step between Mr. R. and Bar­on Jac­obi, the day after the ball. She says there was a reg­u­lar pitched battle, and the Bar­on struck him over the face with his cane. You know how afraid Madeleine was that they would do some­thing of the sort in our par­lour. I’m glad they waited till they were in the street. But isn’t it shock­ing! They say the Bar­on is to be sent away, or re­called, or some­thing. I like the old gen­tle­man, and for his sake am glad du­elling is gone out of fash­ion, though I don’t much be­lieve Mr. Silas P. Ratcliffe could hit any­thing. The Bar­on passed through here three days ago on his sum­mer trip to Europe. He left his card on us, but we were out, and did not see him. We are go­ing over in Ju­ly with the Schneidekoupons, and Mr. Schneidekoupon has prom­ised to send his yacht to the Medi­ter­ranean, so that we shall sail about there after fin­ish­ing the Nile, and see Jer­u­s­alem and Gibral­tar and Con­stantinople. I think it will be per­fectly lovely. I hate ru­ins, but I fancy you can buy de­li­cious things in Con­stantinople. Of course, after what has happened, we can nev­er go back to Wash­ing­ton. I shall miss our rides dread­fully. I read Mr. Brown­ing’s “Last Ride To­geth­er,” as you told me; I think it’s beau­ti­ful and per­fectly easy, all but a little. I nev­er could un­der­stand a word of him be­fore—so I nev­er tried. Who do you think is en­gaged? Vic­tor­ia Dare, to a cor­on­et and a peat-bog, with Lord Dun­beg at­tached. Vic­tor­ia says she is hap­pi­er than she ever was be­fore in any of her oth­er en­gage­ments, and she is sure this is the real one. She says she has thirty thou­sand a year de­rived from the poor of Amer­ica, which may just as well go to re­lieve one of the poor in Ire­land. You know her fath­er was a claim agent, or some such thing, and is said to have made his money by cheat­ing his cli­ents out of their claims. She is per­fectly wild to be a count­ess, and means to make Castle Dun­beg lovely by-and-by, and en­ter­tain us all there. Madeleine says she is just the kind to be a great suc­cess in Lon­don. Madeleine is very well, and sends her kind re­gards. I be­lieve she is go­ing to add a post­script. I have prom­ised to let her read this, but I don’t think a chap­eroned let­ter is much fun to write or re­ceive. Hop­ing to hear from you soon,

				
					Sin­cerely yours,

					Sybil Ross

				
			

			En­closed was a thin strip of pa­per con­tain­ing an­oth­er mes­sage from Sybil, privately in­ser­ted at the last mo­ment un­known to Mrs. Lee—

			
				If I were in your place I would try again after she comes home.

			

			Mrs. Lee’s P.S. was very short—

			
				The bitterest part of all this hor­rid story is that nine out of ten of our coun­try­men would say I had made a mis­take.
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