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JOSEPH  AND H IS  FR IEND.

SHAKESPEARE, Sonnets.

CHAPTER I.
JOSEPH.
RACHEL MILLER was not a little surprised when her nephew

Joseph came to the supper-table, not from the direction of
the barn and through the kitchen, as usual, but from the
back room up stairs, where he slept. His work-day dress had
disappeared; he wore his best Sunday suit, put on with
unusual care, and there were faint pomatum odors in the air
when he sat down to the table.

Her face said—and she knew it as—plain as any words,
"What in the world does this mean?" Joseph, she saw,
endeavored to look as though coming down to supper in
that costume were his usual habit; so she poured out the
tea in silence. Her silence, however, was eloquent; a
hundred interrogation-marks would not have expressed its
import; and Dennis, the hired man, who sat on the other
side of the table, experienced very much the same
apprehension of something forthcoming, as when he had
killed her favorite speckled hen by mistake.

" The better angel is a man right fair;
The worser spirit a woman colored ill."



Before the meal was over, the tension between Joseph
and his aunt had so increased by reason of their mutual
silence, that it was very awkward and oppressive to both;
yet neither knew how to break it easily. There is always a
great deal of unnecessary reticence in the intercourse of
country people, and in the case of these two it had been
specially strengthened by the want of every relationship
except that of blood. They were quite ignorant of the fence,
the easy thrust and parry of society, where talk becomes an
art; silence or the bluntest utterance were their alternatives,
and now the one had neutralized the other. Both felt this,
and Dennis, in his dull way, felt it too. Although not a party
concerned, he was uncomfortable, yet also internally
conscious of a desire to laugh.

The resolution of the crisis, however, came by his aid.
When the meal was finished and Joseph betook himself to
the window, awkwardly drumming upon the pane, while his
aunt gathered the plates and cups together, delaying to
remove them as was her wont, Dennis said, with his hand
on the door-knob: "Shall I saddle the horse right off?"

"I guess so," Joseph answered, after a moment's
hesitation.

Rachel paused, with the two silver spoons in her hand.
Joseph was still drumming upon the window, but with very
irregular taps. The door closed upon Dennis.

"Well," said she, with singular calmness, "a body is not
bound to dress particularly fine for watching, though I would
as soon show him that much respect, if need be, as anybody
else. Don't forget to ask Maria if there's anything I can do for
her."



Joseph turned around with a start, a most innocent
surprise on his face.

"Why, aunt, what are you talking about?"
"You are not going to Warne's to watch? They have 

nearer neighbors, to be sure, but when a man dies,
everybody is free to offer their services. He was always
strong in the faith."

Joseph knew that he was caught, without suspecting her
manœuvre. A brighter color ran over his face, up to the
roots of his hair. "Why, no!" he exclaimed; "I am going to
Warriner's to spend the evening. There's to be a little
company there,—a neighborly gathering. I believe it's been
talked of this long while, but I was only invited today. I saw
Bob, in the road-field."

Rachel endeavored to conceal from her nephew's eye the
immediate impression of his words. A constrained smile
passed over her face, and was instantly followed by a
cheerful relief in his.

"Isn't it rather a strange time of year for evening
parties?" she then asked, with a touch of severity in her
voice.

"They meant to have it in cherry-time, Bob said, when
Anna's visitor had come from town."

"That, indeed! I see!" Rachel exclaimed. "It's to be a sort
of celebration for—what's-her-name? Blessing, I know,—but
the other? Anna Warriner was there last Christmas, and I
don't suppose the high notions are out of her head yet. Well,
I hope it'll be some time before they take root here! Peace
and quiet, peace and quiet, that's been the token of the
neighborhood; but town ways are the reverse."



"All the young people are going," Joseph mildly
suggested, "and so—"

"O, I don't say you shouldn't go, this time," Rachel
interrupted him;" for you ought to be able to judge for
yourself what's fit and proper, and what is not. I should be
sorry, to be sure, to see you doing anything and going
anywhere that would make your mother uneasy if she were
living now. It's so hard to be conscientious, and to mind a
body's bounden duty, without seeming to interfere."

She heaved a deep sigh, and just touched the corner of
her apron to her eyes. The mention of his mother always
softened Joseph, and in his earnest desire to live so that his
life might be such as to give her joy if she could share it, a
film of doubt spread itself over the smooth, pure surface of
his mind. A vague consciousness of his inability to express
himself clearly upon the question without seeming to slight
her memory affected his thoughts.

"But, remember, Aunt Rachel," he said, at last, "I was not
old enough, then, to go into society. She surely meant that I
should have some independence, when the time came. I am
doing no more than all the young men of the neighborhood."

"Ah, yes, I know," she replied, in a melancholy tone; "but
they've got used to it by degrees, and mostly in their own
homes, and with sisters to caution them; whereas you're
younger according to your years, and innocent of the ways
and wiles of men, and—and girls."

Joseph painfully felt that this last assertion was true.
Suppressing the impulse to exclaim, "Why am I younger
'according to my years?' why am I so much more
'innocent'—which is, ignorant—than others?" he blundered



out, with a little display of temper, "Well, how am I ever to
learn?"

"By patience, and taking care of yourself. There's always
safety in waiting. I don't mean you shouldn't go this
evening, since you've promised it, and made yourself smart,
But, mark my words, this is only the beginning. The season 
makes no difference; townspeople never seem to know that
there's such things as hay-harvest and corn to be worked.
They come out for merry-makings in the busy time, and
want us country folks to give up everything for their
pleasure. The tired plough-horses must be geared up for
'em, and the cows wait an hour or two longer to be milked
while they're driving around; and the chickens killed half-
grown, and the washing and baking put off when it comes in
their way. They're mighty nice and friendly while it lasts; but
go back to 'em in town, six months afterwards, and see
whether they'll so much as ask you to take a meal's
victuals!"

Joseph began to laugh. "It is not likely," he said, "that I
shall ever go to the Blessings for a meal, or that this Miss
Julia—as they call her—will ever interfere with our
harvesting or milking."

"The airs they put on!" Rachel continued. "She'll very
likely think that she's doing you a favor by so much as
speaking to you. When the Bishops had boarders, two years
ago, one of 'em said,—Maria told me with her own mouth,
—'Why don't all the farmers follow your example? It would
be so refining for them!' They may be very well in their
place, but, for my part, I should like them to stay there."



"There comes the horse," said Joseph. "I must be on the
way. I expect to meet Elwood Withers at the lane-end. But—
about waiting, Aunt—you hardly need—"

"O, yes, I'll wait for you, of course. Ten o'clock is not so
very late for me."

"It might be a little after," he suggested.
"Not much, I hope; but if it should be daybreak, wait I

will! Your mother couldn't expect less of me."
When Joseph whirled into the saddle, the thought of his 

aunt, grimly waiting for his return, was already perched like
an imp on the crupper, and clung to his sides with claws of
steel. She, looking through the window, also felt that it was
so; and, much relieved, went back to her household duties.

He rode very slowly down the lane, with his eyes fixed on
the ground. There was a rich orange flush of sunset on the
hills across the valley; masses of burning cumuli hung, self-
suspended, above the farthest woods, and such depths of
purple-gray opened beyond them as are wont to rouse the
slumbering fancies and hopes of a young man's heart; but
the beauty and fascination and suggestiveness of the hour
could not lift his downcast, absorbed glance. At last his
horse, stopping suddenly at the gate, gave a whinny of
recognition, which was answered.

Elwood "Withers laughed. "Can you tell me where Joseph
Asten lives?" he cried,—" an old man, very much bowed and
bent."

Joseph also laughed, with a blush, as he met the other's
strong, friendly face. "There is plenty of time," he said,
leaning over his horse's neck and lifting the latch of the
gate.



"All right; but you must now wake up. You're spruce
enough to make a figure to-night."

"O, no doubt!" Joseph gravely answered; "but what kind
of a figure?"

"Some people, I've heard say," said Elwood, it may look
into their looking-glass every day, and never know how they
look. If you appeared to yourself as you appear to me, you
wouldn't ask such a question as that."

"If I could only not think of myself at all, Elwood,—if I
could be as unconcerned as you are—"

"But I'm not, Joseph, my boy!" Elwood interrupted, riding
nearer and laying a hand on his friend's shoulder. "I tell you,
it weakens my very marrow to walk into a room full o' girls,
even though I know every one of 'em. They know it, too,
and, shy and quiet as they seem, they're unmerciful. There
they sit, all looking so different, somehow,—even a fellow's
own sisters and cousins,—filling up all sides of the room,
rustling a little and whispering a little, but you feel that
every one of 'em has her eyes on you, and would be so glad
to see you flustered. There's no help for it, though; we've
got to grow case-hardened to that much, or how ever could
a man get married?"

"El wood!" Joseph asked, after a moment's silence, "were
you ever in love?"

"Well,"—and Elwood pulled up his horse in surprise,—
"well, you do come out plump. You take the breath out of my
body. Have I been in love? Have I committed murder? One's
about as deadly a secret as the other!"

The two looked each other in the face. Elwood's eyes
answered the question, but Joseph's,—large, shy, and



utterly innocent,—could not read the answer.
"It's easy to see you've never been," said the former,

dropping his voice to a grave gentleness. "If I should say
Yes, what then?"

"Then, how do you know it,—I mean, how did you first
begin to find it out? What is the difference between that and
the feeling you have towards any pleasant girl whom you
like to be with?"

"All the difference in the world!" Elwood exclaimed with
energy; then paused, and knitted his brows with a perplexed
air; "but I'll be shot if I know exactly what else to say; I
never thought of it before. How do I know that I am Elwood
Withers? It seems just as plain as that,—and yet—well, for
one thing, she's always in your mind, and you think and
dream of just nothing but her; and you'd rather have the
hem of her dress touch you than kiss anybody else; and you
want to be near her, and to have her all to yourself, yet it's
hard work to speak a sensible word to her when you come
together,—but, what's the use? A fellow must feel it himself,
as they say of experiencing religion; he must get converted,
or he'll never know. Now, I don't suppose you've understood
a word of what I've said!"

"Yes!" Joseph answered; "indeed, I think so. It's only an
increase of what we all feel towards some persons. I have
been hoping, latterly, that it might come to me, but—but—"

"But your time will come, like every man's," said Elwood;
"and, maybe, sooner than you think. When it does, you
won't need to ask anybody; though I think you're bound to
tell me of it, after pumping my own secret out of me."

Joseph looked grave.



"Never mind; I wasn't obliged to let you have it. I know
you're close-mouthed and honest-hearted, Joseph; but I'll
never ask your confidence unless you can give it as freely as
I give mine to you."

"You shall have it, Elwood, if my time ever comes. And I
can't help wishing for the time, although it may not be right.
You know how lonely it is on the farm, and yet it's not
always easy for me to get away into company. Aunt Rachel
stands in mother's place to me, and maybe it's only natural
that she should be over-concerned; any way, seeing what
she has done for my sake, I am hindered from opposing her
wishes too stubbornly. Now, to-night, my going didn't seem
right to her, and I shall not get it out of my mind that she is
waiting up, and perhaps fretting, on my account."

"A young fellow of your age mustn't be so tender,"
Elwood said. "If you had your own father and mother, they'd
allow you more of a range. Look at me, with mine! Why, I
never as much as say 'by your leave.' Quite the contrary; so
long as the work isn't slighted, they're rather glad than not
to have me go out; and the house is twice as lively since I
bring so much fresh gossip into it. But then, I've had a
rougher bringing up."

"I wish I had had!" cried Joseph. "Yet, no, when I think of
mother, it is wrong to say just that. What I mean is, I wish I
could take things as easily as you,—make my way boldly in
the world, without being held back by trifles, or getting so
confused with all sorts of doubts. The more anxious I am to
do right, the more embarrassed I am to know what is the
right thing. I don't believe you have any such troubles."



"Well, for my part, I do about as other fellows; no worse, I
guess, and likely no better. You must consider, also, that I'm
a bit rougher made, besides the bringing up, and that
makes a deal of difference. I don't try to make the scales
balance to a grain; if there's a handful under or over, I think
it's near enough. However, you'll be all right in a while.
When you find the right girl and marry her, it'll put a new
face on to you. There's nothing like a sharp, wide-awake
wife, so they say, to set a man straight. Don't make a
mountain of anxiety out of a little molehill of inexperience.
I'd take all your doubts and more, I'm sure, if I could get
such a two-hundred-acre farm with them."

"Do you know," cried Joseph eagerly, his blue eyes
flashing through the gathering dusk, "I have often thought 
very nearly the same thing! If I were to love,—if I were to
marry—"

"Hush!" interrupted Elwood; "I know you don't mean
others to hear you. Here come two down the branch road."

The horsemen, neighboring farmers' sons, joined them.
They rode together up the knoll towards the Warriner
mansion, the lights of which glimmered at intervals through
the trees. The gate was open, and a dozen vehicles could be
seen in the enclosure between the house and barn. Bright,
gliding forms were visible on the portico.

"Just see," whispered Elwood to Joseph; "what a lot of
posy-colors! You may be sure they're every one watching us.
No flinching, mind; straight to the charge! "We'll walk up
together, and it won't be half as hard for you."
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CHAPTER II.
MISS BLESSING.
TO consider the evening party at Warriner's a scene of

"dissipation"—as some of the good old people of the
neighborhood undoubtedly did—was about as absurd as to
call butter-milk an intoxicating beverage. Anything more
simple and innocent could not well be imagined. The very
awkwardness which everybody felt, and which no one
exactly knew how to overcome, testified of virtuous
ignorance. The occasion was no more than sufficed for the
barest need of human nature. Young men and women must
come together for acquaintance and the possibilities of love,
and, fortunately, neither labor nor the severer discipline of
their elders can prevent them.

Where social recreation thus only exists under
discouraging conditions, ease and grace and self-possession
cannot be expected. Had there been more form, in fact,
there would have been more ease. A conventional
disposition of the guests would have reduced the loose
elements of the company to some sort of order; the shy
country nature would have taken refuge in fixed laws, and
found a sense of freedom therein. But there were no
generally understood rules; the young people were brought
together, delighted yet uncomfortable, craving yet shrinking
from speech and jest and song, and painfully working their
several isolations into a warmer common atmosphere.



On this occasion, the presence of a stranger, and that 
stranger a lady, and that lady a visitor from the city, was an
additional restraint. The dread of a critical eye is most
keenly felt by those who secretly acknowledge their own
lack of social accomplishment. Anna Warriner, to be sure,
had been loud in her praises of "dear Julia," and the guests
were prepared to find all possible beauty and sweetness;
but they expected, none the less, to be scrutinized and
judged.

Bob Warriner met his friends at the gate and conducted
them to the parlor, whither the young ladies, who had been
watching the arrival, had retreated. They were disposed
along the walls, silent and cool, except Miss Blessing, who
occupied a rocking-chair in front of the mantel-piece, where
her figure was in half-shadow, the lamplight only touching
some roses in her hair. As the gentlemen were presented,
she lifted her face and smiled upon each, graciously offering
a slender hand. In manner and attitude, as in dress, she
seemed a different being from the plump, ruddy, self-
conscious girls on the sofas. Her dark hair fell about her
neck in long, shining ringlets; the fairness of her face
heightened the brilliancy of her eyes, the lids of which were
slightly drooped as if kindly veiling their beams; and her
lips, although thin, were very sweetly and delicately curved.
Her dress, of some white, foamy texture, hung about her
like a trailing cloud, and the cluster of rosebuds on her
bosom lay as if tossed there.

The young men, spruce as they had imagined
themselves to be, suddenly felt that their clothes were
coarse and ill-fitting, and that the girls of the neighborhood,



in their neat gingham and muslin dresses, were not quite so
airy and charming as on former occasions. Miss Blessing,
descending to them out of an unknown higher sphere, made
their deficiencies unwelcomely evident; she attracted and
fascinated them, yet was none the less a disturbing
influence. They made haste to find seats, after which a
constrained silence followed.

There could be no doubt of Miss Blessing's amiable
nature. She looked about with a pleasant expression, half
smiled—but deprecatingly, as if to say, "Pray, don't be
offended!"—at the awkward silence, and then said, in a
clear, carefully modulated voice: "It is beautiful to arrive at
twilight, but how charming it must be to ride home in the
moonlight; so different from our lamps!"

The guests looked at each other, but as she had seemed
to address no one in particular, so each hesitated, and there
was no immediate reply.

"But is it not awful, tell me, Elizabeth, when you get into
the shadows of the forests? we are so apt to associate all
sorts of unknown dangers with forests, you know," she
continued.

The young lady thus singled out made haste to answer:
"O, no! I rather like it, when I have company."

Elwood Withers laughed. "To be sure!" he exclaimed; "the
shade is full of opportunities."

Then there were little shrieks, and some giggling and
blushing. Miss Blessing shook her fan warningly at the
speaker.

"How wicked in you! I hope you will have to ride home
alone to-night, after that speech. But you are all



courageous, compared with us. We are really so restricted in
the city, that it's a wonder we have any independence at all.
In many ways, we are like children."

"O Julia, dear!" protested Anna Warriner, "and such
advantages as you have! I shall never forget the day Mrs.
Bockaway called—her husband's cashier of the Commercial
Bank" (this was said in a parenthesis to the other guests)— 
"and brought you all the news direct from head-quarters, as
she said."

"Yes," Miss Blessing answered, slowly, casting down her
eyes, "there must be two sides to everything, of course; but
how much we miss until we know the country! Really, I quite
envy you."

Joseph had found himself, almost before he knew it, in a
corner, beside Lucy Henderson. He felt soothed and happy,
for of all the girls present he liked Lucy best. In the few
meetings of the young people which he had attended, he
had been drawn towards her by an instinct founded,
perhaps, on his shyness and the consciousness of it; for she
alone had the power, by a few kindly, simple words, to set
him at ease with himself. The straightforward glance of her
large brown eyes seemed to reach the self below the
troubled surface. However much his ears might have tingled
afterwards, as he recalled how frankly and freely he had
talked with her, he could only remember the expression of
an interest equally frank, upon her face. She never dropped
one of those amused side-glances, or uttered one of those
pert, satirical remarks, the recollection of which in other
girls stung him to the quick.



Their conversation was interrupted, for when Miss
Blessing spoke, the others became silent. What Elwood
Withers had said of the phenomena of love, however,
lingered in Joseph's mind, and he began, involuntarily, to
examine the nature of his feeling for Lucy Henderson. Was
she not often in his thoughts? He had never before asked
himself the question, but now he suddenly became
conscious that the hope of meeting her, rather than any
curiosity concerning Miss Blessing, had drawn him to
Warriner's. Would he rather touch the edge of her dress than
kiss anybody else? That question drew his eyes to her lips,
and with a soft shock of the heart, he became aware of their
freshness and sweetness as never before. To touch the edge
of her dress! Elwood had said nothing of the lovelier and
bolder desire which brought the blood swiftly to his cheeks.
He could not help it that their glances met,—a moment only,
but an unmeasured time of delight and fear to him,—and
then Lucy quickly turned away her head. He fancied there
was a heightened color on her face, but when she spoke to
him a few minutes afterwards it was gone, and she was as
calm and composed as before.

In the mean time there had been other arrivals; and
Joseph was presently called upon to give up his place to
some ladies from the neighboring town. Many invitations
had been issued, and the capacity of the parlor was soon
exhausted. Then the sounds of merry chat on the portico
invaded the stately constraint of the room; and Miss
Blessing, rising gracefully and not too rapidly, laid her hands
together and entreated Anna Warriner,—



"O, do let us go outside! I think we are well enough
acquainted now to sit on the steps together."

She made a gesture, slight but irresistibly inviting, and all
arose. While they were cheerfully pressing out through the
hall, she seized Anna's arm and drew her back into the
dusky nook under the staircase.

"Quick, Anna!" she whispered; "who is the roguish one
they call Elwood? What is he?"

"A farmer; works his father's place on shares."
"Ah!" exclaimed Miss Blessing, in a peculiar tone; "and

the blue-eyed, handsome one, who came in with him? He
looks almost like a boy."

"Joseph Asten? Why, he's twenty-two or three. He has
one of the finest properties in the neighborhood, and money
besides, they say; lives alone, with an old dragon of an aunt
as housekeeper. Now, Julia dear, there's a chance for you!"

"Pshaw, you silly Anna!" whispered Miss Blessing,
playfully pinching her ear;" you know I prefer intellect to
wealth."

"As for that"—Anna began, but her friend was already
dancing down the hall towards the front door, her gossamer
skirts puffing and floating out until they brushed the walls
on either side. She hummed to herself, "O Night! O lovely
Night!" from the Desert, skimmed over the doorstep, and
sank, subsiding into an ethereal heap, against one of the
pillars of the portico. Her eyelids were now fully opened, and
the pupils, the color of which could not be distinguished in
the moonlight, seemed wonderfully clear and brilliant.

"Now, Mr. Elwood—O, excuse me, I mean Mr. Withers,"
she began, "you must repeat your joke for my benefit. I



missed it, and I feel so foolish when I can't laugh with the
rest."

Anna Warriner, standing in the door, opened her eyes
very wide at what seemed to her to be the commencement
of a flirtation; but before Elwood Withers could repeat his
rather stupid fun, she was summoned to the kitchen by her
mother, to superintend the preparation of the refreshments.

Miss Blessing made her hay while the moon shone. She
so entered into the growing spirit of the scene and
accommodated herself to the speech and ways of the
guests, that in half an hour it seemed as if they had always
known her. She laughed with their merriment, and flattered
their sentiment with a tender ballad or two, given in a veiled
but not unpleasant voice, and constantly appealed to their 
good-nature by the phrase: "Pray, don't mind me at all; I'm
like a child let out of school!" She tapped Elizabeth Fogg on
the shoulder, stealthily tickled Jane McNaughton's neck with
a grass-blade, and took the roses from her hair to stick into
the buttonholes of the young men.

"Just see Julia!" whispered Anna Warriner to her half-
dozen intimates; "didn't I tell you she was the life of
society?"

Joseph had quite lost his uncomfortable sense of being
watched and criticized; he enjoyed the unrestraint of the
hour as much as the rest. He was rather relieved to notice
that Elwood Withers seemed uneasy, and almost willing to
escape from the lively circle around Miss Blessing. By and
by the company broke into smaller groups, and Joseph again
found himself near the pale pink dress which he knew. What
was it that separated him from her? What had slipped



between them during the evening? Nothing, apparently; for
Lucy Henderson, perceiving him, quietly moved nearer. He
advanced a step, and they were side by side.

"Do you enjoy these meetings, Joseph?" she asked.
"I think I should enjoy everything," he answered, "if I

were a little older, or—or—"
"Or more accustomed to society? Is not that what you

meant? It is only another kind of schooling, which we must
all have. You and I are in the lowest class, as we once were,
—do you remember?"

"I don't know why," said he, "—but I must be a poor
scholar. See Elwood, for instance!"

"Elwood!" Lucy slowly repeated; "he is another kind of
nature, altogether."

There was a moment's silence. Joseph was about to
speak, when something wonderfully soft touched his cheek,
and a delicate, violet-like odor swept upon his senses. A low,
musical laugh sounded at his very ear.

"There! Did I frighten you?" said Miss Blessing. She had
stolen behind him, and, standing on tiptoe, reached a light
arm over his shoulder, to fasten her last rosebud in the
upper buttonhole of his coat.

"I quite overlooked you, Mr. Asten," she continued.
"Please turn a little towards me. Now!—has it not a
charming effect? I do like to see some kind of ornament
about the gentlemen, Lucy. And since they can't wear
anything in their hair,—but, tell me, wouldn't a wreath of
flowers look well on Mr. Asten's head?"

"I can't very well imagine such a thing," said Lucy.



"No? Well, perhaps I am foolish: but when one has
escaped from the tiresome conventionalities of city life, and
comes back to nature, and delightful natural society, one
feels so free to talk and think! Ah, you don't know what a
luxury it is, just to be one's true self!"

Joseph's eyes lighted up, and he turned towards Miss
Blessing, as if eager that she should continue to speak.

"Lucy," said Elwood Withers, approaching; "you came
with the McNaughtons, didn't you?"

"Yes: are they going?"
"They are talking of it now; but the hour is early, and if

you don't mind riding on a pillion, you know my horse is
gentle and strong—"

"That's right, Mr. Withers!" interrupted Miss Blessing. "I
depend upon you to keep Lucy with us. The night is at its
loveliest, and we are all just fairly enjoying each other's
society. As I was saying, Mr. Asten, you cannot conceive
what anew world this is to me: oh, I begin to breathe at
last!"

Therewith she drew a long, soft inspiration, and
gentlyexhaled it again, ending with a little flutter of the
breath, which made it seem like a sigh. A light laugh
followed.

"I know, without looking at your face, that you are
smiling at me," said she. "But you have never experienced
what it is to be shy and uneasy in company; to feel that you
are expected to talk, and not know what to say, and when
you do say something, to be startled at the sound of your
voice; to stand, or walk, or sit, and imagine that everybody
is watching you; to be introduced to strangers, and be as



awkward as if both spoke different languages, and were
unable to exchange a single thought. Here, in the country,
you experience nothing of all this."

"Indeed, Miss Blessing," Joseph replied, "it is just the
same to us—to me—as city society is to you."

"How glad I am!" she exclaimed, clasping her hands. "It is
very selfish in me to say it, but I can't help being sincere
towards the Sincere. I shall now feel ever so much more
freedom in talking with you, Mr. Asten, since we have one
experience in common. Don't you think, if we all knew each
other's natures truly, we should be a great deal more at
ease,—and consequently happier?"

She spoke the last sentence in a low, sweet, penetrating
tone, lifted her face to meet his gaze a moment, the eyes
large, clear, and appealing in their expression, the lips
parted like those of a child, and then, without waiting for his
answer, suddenly darted away, crying, "Yes, Anna dear!"

"What is it, Julia?" Anna Warriner asked.
"O, didn't you call me? Somebody surely called some

Julia, and I'm the only one, am I not? I've just arranged Mr.
Asten's rosebud so prettily, and now all the gentlemen are
decorated. I'm afraid they think I take great liberties for a
stranger, but then, you all make me forget that I am
strange. Why is it that everybody is so good to me?"

She turned her face upon the others with a radiant
expression. Then there were earnest protestations from the
young men, and a few impulsive hugs from the girls, which
latter Miss Blessing returned with kisses.

Elwood Withers sat beside Lucy Henderson, on the steps
of the portico. "Why, we owe it to you that we're here to-



night, Miss Blessing!" he exclaimed. "We don't come
together half often enough as it is; and what better could we
do than meet again, somewhere else, while you are in the
country?"

"O, how delightful! how kind!" she cried. "And while the
lovely moonlight lasts! Shall I really have another evening
like this?"

The proposition was heartily seconded, and the only
difficulty was, how to choose between the three or four
invitations which were at once proffered. There was nothing
better to do than to accept all, in turn, and the young
people pledged themselves to attend. The new element
which they had dreaded in advance, as a restraint, had
shown itself to be the reverse: they had never been so free,
so cheerfully excited. Miss Blessing's unconscious ease of
manner, her grace and sweetness, her quick, bright
sympathy with country ways, had so warmed and fused
them, that they lost the remembrance of their stubborn
selves and yielded to the magnetism of the hour. Their
manners, moreover, were greatly improved, simply by their
forgetting that they were expected to have any.

Joseph was one of the happiest sharers in this change. He
eagerly gave his word to be present at the entertainments
to come: his heart beat with delight at the prospect of other
such evenings. The suspicion of a tenderer feeling towards 
Lucy Henderson, the charm of Miss Blessing's winning
frankness, took equal possession of his thoughts; and not
until he had said good night did he think of his companion
on the homeward road. But Elwood Withers had already left,
carrying Lucy Henderson on a pillion behind him.



"Is it ten o'clock, do you think?" Joseph asked of one of
the young men, as they rode out of the gate.

The other answered with a chuckle: "Ten? It's nigher
morning than evening!"

The imp on the crupper struck his claws deep into
Joseph's sides. He urged his horse into a gallop, crossed the
long rise in the road and dashed along the valley-level, with
the cool, dewy night air whistling in his locks. After entering
the lane leading upward to his home, he dropped the reins
and allowed the panting horse to choose his own gait. A
light, sparkling through the locust-trees, pierced him with
the sting of an unwelcome external conscience, in which he
had no part, yet which he could not escape.

Rachel Miller looked wearily up from her knitting as he
entered the room. She made a feeble attempt to smile, but
the expression of her face suggested imminent tears.

"Aunt, why did you wait?" said he, speaking rapidly. "I
forgot to look at my watch, and I really thought it was no
more than ten—"

He paused, seeing that her eyes were fixed. She was
looking at the tall old-fashioned clock. The hand pointed to
half-past twelve, and every cluck of the ponderous
pendulum said, distinctly, "Late! late! late!"

He lighted a candle in silence, said, "Good night, Aunt!"
and went up to his room.

"Good night, Joseph!" she solemnly responded, and a
deep, hollow sigh reached his ear before the door was
closed.
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CHAPTER III.
THE PLACE AND PEOPLE.
JOSEPH ASTEN'S nature was shy and sensitive, but not

merely from a habit of introversion. He saw no deeper into
himself, in fact, than his moods and sensations, and thus
quite failed to recognize what it was that kept him apart
from the society in which he should have freely moved. He
felt the difference of others, and constantly probed the pain
and embarrassment it gave him, but the sources wherefrom
it grew were the last which he would have guessed.

A boy's life may be weakened for growth, in all its fibres,
by the watchfulness of a too anxious love, and the guidance
of a too exquisitely nurtured conscience. He may be so
trained in the habits of goodness, and purity, and duty, that
every contact with the world is like an abrasion upon the
delicate surface of his soul. Every wind visits him too
roughly, and he shrinks from the encounters which brace
true manliness, and strengthen it for the exercise of good.

The rigid piety of Joseph's mother was warmed and
softened by her tenderness towards him, and he never felt it
as a yoke. His nature instinctively took the imprint of hers,
and she was happy in seeing so clear a reflection of herself
in his innocent young heart. She prolonged his childhood,
perhaps without intending it, into the years when the unrest
of approaching manhood should have led him to severer
studies and lustier sports. Her death transferred his



guardianship to other hands, but did not change its 
character. Her sister Rachel was equally good and
conscientious, possibly with an equal capacity for
tenderness, but her barren life had restrained the habit of its
expression. Joseph could not but confess that she was
guided by the strictest sense of duty, but she seemed to
him cold, severe, unsympathetic. There were times when
the alternative presented itself to his mind, of either
allowing her absolute control of all his actions, or wounding
her to the heart by asserting a moderate amount of
independence.

He was called fortunate, but it was impossible for him
consciously to feel his fortune. The two hundred acres of the
farm, stretching back over the softly swelling hills which
enclosed the valley on the east, were as excellent soil as the
neighborhood knew; the stock was plentiful; the house,
barn, and all the appointments of the place were in the best
order, and he was the sole owner of all. The work of his own
hands was not needed, but it was a mechanical exhaustion
of time,—an enforced occupation of body and mind, which
he followed in the vague hope that some richer
development of life might come afterwards. But there were
times when the fields looked very dreary,—when the trees,
rooted in their places, and growing under conditions which
they were powerless to choose or change, were but
tiresome types of himself,—when even the beckoning
heights far down the valley failed to touch his fancy with the
hint of a broader world. Duty said to him, "You must be
perfectly contented in your place!" but there was the
miserable, ungrateful, inexplicable fact of discontent.



Furthermore, he had by this time discovered that certain
tastes which he possessed were so many weaknesses—if
not, indeed, matters of reproach—in the eyea of his
neighbors. The delight and the torture of finer nerves—an
inability to use coarse and strong phrases, and a shrinking
from all display of rude manners—were peculiarities which
he could not overcome, and must endeavor to conceal.
There were men of sturdy intelligence in the community; but
none of refined culture, through whom he might have
measured and understood himself; and the very qualities,
therefore, which should have been his pride, gave him only
a sense of shame.

Two memories haunted him, after the evening at
Warriner's; and, though so different, they were not to be
disconnected. No two girls could be more unlike than Lucy
Henderson and Miss Julia Blessing; he had known one for
years, and the other was the partial acquaintance of an
evening; yet the image of either one was swiftly followed by
that of the other. When he thought of Lucy's eyes, Miss
Julia's hand stole over his shoulder; when he recalled the
glossy ringlets of the latter, he saw, beside them, the faintly
flushed cheek and the pure, sweet mouth which had
awakened in him his first daring desire.

Phantoms as they were, they seemed to have taken
equal possession of the house, the garden, and the fields.
While Lucy sat quietly by the window, Miss Julia skipped
lightly along the adjoining hall. One lifted a fallen rose-
branch on the lawn, the other snatched the reddest blossom
from it. One leaned against the trunk of the old hemlock-
tree, the other fluttered in and out among the clumps of



shrubbery; but the lonely green was wonderfully brightened
by these visions of pink and white, and Joseph enjoyed the
fancy without troubling himself to think what it meant.

The house was seated upon a gentle knoll, near the head
of a side-valley sunk like a dimple among the hills which
enclosed the river-meadows, scarcely a quarter of a mile
away. It was nearly a hundred years old, and its massive
walls were faced with checkered bricks, alternately red and
black, to which the ivy clung with tenacious feet wherever it
was allowed to run. The gables terminated in broad double
chimneys, between which a railed walk, intended for a
lookout, but rarely used for that or any other purpose,
rested on the peak of the roof. A low portico paved with
stone extended along the front, which was further shaded
by two enormous sycamore-trees as old as the house itself.
The evergreens and ornamental shrubs which occupied the
remainder of the little lawn denoted the taste of a later
generation. To the east, an open turfy space, in the centre of
which stood a superb weeping-willow, divided the house
from the great stone barn with its flanking cribs and
"overshoots;" on the opposite side lay the sunny garden,
with gnarled grape-vines clambering along its walls, and a
double row of tall old box-bushes, each grown into a single
solid mass, stretching down the centre.

The fields belonging to the property, softly rising and
following the undulations of the hills, limited the landscape
on three sides; but on the south there was a fair view of the
valley of the larger stream, with its herd-speckled meadows,
glimpses of water between the fringing trees, and farm-
houses sheltered among the knees of the farther hills. It was


