M'SIEU FORTIER'S VIOLIN

Alice Dunbar-Nelson

Slowly , one by one, the lights in the French Opera go out, until there is but a single glimmer of pale yellow
flickering in the great dark space, a few moments ago all a-glitter with jewels and the radiance of womanhood and a-
clash with music. Darkness now, and silence, and a great haunted hush over all, save for the distant cheery voice of
a stage hand humming a bar of the opera.

The glimmer of gas makes a halo about the bowed white head of a little old man putting his violin carefully away in
its case with aged, trembling, nervous fingers. Old M'sieu Fortier was the last one out every night.

Outside the air was murky, foggy. Gas and electricity were but faint
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splotches of light on the thick curtain of fog and mist. Around the opera was a mighty bustle of carriages and
drivers and footmen, with a car gaining headway in the street now and then, a howling of names and numbers, the
laughter and small talk of cloaked society stepping slowly to its carriages, and the more bourgeoisie vocalisation of
the foot passengers who streamed along and hummed little bits of music. The fog's denseness was confusing, too,
and at one moment it seemed that the little narrow street would become inextricably choked and remain so until
some mighty engine would below the crowd into atoms. It had been a crowded night. From around Toulouse
Street, where led the entrance to the troisiemes, from the grand stairway, from the entrance to the quatriemes, the
human stream poured into the street, nearly all with a song on their lips.
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M'sieu Fortier stood at the corner, blinking at the beautiful ladies in their carriages. He exchanged a hearty salutation
with the saloon-keeper at the corner, then, tenderly carrying his violin case, he trudged down Bourbon Street, a little
old, bent, withered figure, with shoulders shrugged up to keep warm, as though the faded brown overcoat were not
thick enough.

Down on Bayou Road, not so far from Claiborne Street, was a house, little and old and queer, but quite large
enough to hold M'sieu Fortier, a wrinkled dame, and a white cat. He was home but little, for on nearly every day
there were rehearsals; then on Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday nights, and twice Sundays there were performances,
so Ma'am Jeanne and the white cat kept house almost always alone. Then, when M'sieu Fortier was at home, why, it
was practice, practice all
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the day, and smoke, snore, sleep at night. Altogether it was not very exhilarating.

70

M'sieu Fortier had played first violin in the orchestra ever since--well, no one remembered his not playing there.
Sometimes there would come breaks in the seasons, and for a year the great building would be dark and silent. Then
M'sieu Fortier would do jobs of playing here and there, one night for this ball, another night for that soirée
dansante, and in the day, work at his trade,--that of a cigar-maker. But now for seven years there had been no break
in the season, and the little old violinist was happy. There is nothing sweeter than a regular job and good music to
play, music into which one can put some soul, some expression, and which one must study to understand. Dance
music, of the frivolous, frothy kind deemed essential to soirées, is trivial, easy, uninteresting.
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So M'sieu Fortier, Ma'am Jeanne, and the white cat lived a peaceful, uneventful existence out on Bayou Road. When
the opera season was over in February, M'sieu went back to cigar-making, and the white cat purred none the less
contentedly.

It had been a benefit to-night for the leading tenor, and he had chosen "Roland aé Ronceveaux," a favourite this
season, for his farewell. And, mon Dieu, mused the little M'sieu, but how his voice had rung out bell-like, piercing
above the chorus of the first act! Encore after encore was given, and the bravos of the troisiémes were enough to
stir the most sluggish of pulses.

"Superbes Pyrenées

Qui dressez dans le ciel,
Vos cimes couronnees
D'un hiver éternelle,
Pour nous livrer passage
Ouvrez vos larges flancs,
Faites taire I'orage,
Voici, venir les Francs!"
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M'sieu quickened his pace down Bourbon Street as he sang the chorus to himself in a thin old voice, and then,
before he could see in the thick fog, he had run into two young men.
"1--1--beg your pardon,--messieurs,” he stammered.

"Most certainly,” was the careless response; then the speaker, taking a second glance at the object of the rencontre,
cried joyfully:

"Oh, M'sieu Fortier, is it you? Why, you are so happy, singing your love sonnet to your lady's eyebrow, that you
didn't see a thing but the moon, did you? And who is the fair one who should clog your senses so?"

There was a deprecating shrug from the little man.
"Ma foi, but monsieur must know fo' sho', dat | am too old for love songs!"

"l know nothing save that I want
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that violin of yours. When is it to be mine, M'sieu Fortier?"
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"Nevare, nevare!" exclaimed M'sieu, gripping on as tightly to the case as if he feared it might be wrenched from
him. "Me a lovere, and to sell mon violon! Ah, so ver' foolish!"

"Martel," said the first speaker to his companion as they moved on up town, "l wish you knew that little
Frenchman. He's a unique specimen. He has the most exquisite violin I've seen in years; beautiful and mellow as a
genuine Cremona, and he can make the music leap, sing, laugh, sob, skip, wail, anything you like from under his
bow when he wishes. It's something wonderful. We are good friends. Picked him up in my French-town rambles.
I've been trying to buy that instrument since--"



"To throw it aside a week later?" lazily inquired Martel. "You are like
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the rest of these nineteenth-century vandals, you can see nothing picturesque that you do not wish to deface for a
souvenir; you cannot even let simple happiness alone, but must needs destroy it in a vain attempt to make it your
own or parade it as an advertisement."

As for M'sieu Fortier, he went right on with his song and turned into Bayou Road, his shoulders still shrugged high
as though he were cold, and into the quaint little house, where Ma'am Jeanne and the white cat, who always waited
up for him at nights, were both nodding over the fire.

It was not long after this that the opera closed, and M'sieu went back to his old out-of-season job. But somehow he
did not do as well this spring and summer as always. There is a certain amount of cunning and finesse required to
roll a cigar just so, that
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M'sieu seemed to be losing, whether from age or deterioration it was hard to tell. Nevertheless, there was just about
half as much money coming in as formerly, and the quaint little pucker between M'sieu’s eyebrows which served for
a frown came oftener and stayed longer than ever before.

"Minesse," he said one day to the white cat,--he told all his troubles to her; it was of no use to talk to Ma'am Jeanne,
she was too deaf to understand,--"Minesse, we are gettin' po'. You' pére git h'old, an' hees han's dey go no mo'
rapidement, an' dere be no mo' soirées dese day. Minesse, eef la saison don't hurry up, we shall eat ver' lil' meat."”

And Minesse curled her tail and purred.

Before the summer had fairly begun, strange rumours began to float about in musical circles. M. Maugé would no
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longer manage the opera, but it would be turned into the hands of Americans, a syndicate. Bah! These English-
speaking people could do nothing unless there was a trust, a syndicate, a company immense and dishonest. It was
going to be a guarantee business, with a strictly financial basis. But worse than all this, the new manager, who was
now in France, would not only procure the artists, but a new orchestra, a new leader. M'sieu Fortier grew
apprehensive at this, for he knew what the loss of his place would mean to him.
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September and October came, and the papers were filled with accounts of the new artists from France and of the
new orchestra leader too. He was described as a most talented, progressive, energetic young man. M'sieu Fortier's
heart sank at the word "progressive.” He was anything but that.
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The New Orleans Creole blood flowed too sluggishly in his old veins.

I

November came; the opera reopened. M'sieu Fortier was not re-engaged.

"Minesse," he said with a catch in his voice that strongly resembled a sob, "Minesse, we mus' go hongry sometime.
Ah, mon pauvre violon! Ah, mon Dieu, dey put us h'out, an' dey will not have us. Nev' min', we will sing anyhow."
And drawing his bow across the strings, he sang in his thin, quavering voice, "Salut demeure, chaste et pure.”



It is strange what a peculiar power of fascination former haunts have for the human mind. The criminal, after he
has fled from justice, steals back and skulks about the scene of his crime; the employee thrown from work hangs
about the place of his former industry; the schoolboy, truant or expelled, peeps in at the school-gate and
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taunts the good boys within. M'sieu Fortier was no exception. Night after night of the performances he climbed the
stairs of the opera and sat, an attentive listener to the orchestra, with one ear inclined to the stage, and a quizzical
expression on his wrinkled face. Then he would go home, and pat Minesse, and fondle the violin.

"Ah, Minesse, dose new player! Not one bit can dey play. Such tones, Minesse, such tones! All the time portemento,
oh, so ver' bad! Ah, mon chere violon, we can play." And he would play and sing a romance, and smile tenderely to
himself.

At first it used to be into the deuxiemes that M'sieu Fortier went, into the front seats. But soon they were too
expensive, and after all, one could hear just as well in the fourth row as in the first. After a while even the rear row
of the deuxiemes was too costly,
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and the little musician wended his way with the plebeians around on Toulouse Street, and climbed the long, tedious
flight of stairs into the troisiemes. It makes no difference to be one row higher. It was more to the liking, after all.
One felt more at home up here among the people. If one was thirsty, one could drink a glass of wine or beer being
passed about by the libretto boys, and the music sounded just as well.

But it happened one night that M'sieu could not even afford to climb the Toulouse Street stairs. To be sure, there
was yet another gallery, the quatriemes, where the peanut boys went for a dime, but M'sieu could not get down to
that yet. So he stayed outside until all the beautiful women in their warm wraps, a bright-hued chattering throng,
came down the grand staircase to their carriages.

It was on one of these nights that
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Courcey and Martel found him shivering at the corner.
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"Hello, M'sieu Fortier," cried Courcey, "are you ready to let me have that violin yet?"

"For shame!" interrupted Martel.

"Fifty dollars, you know," continued Courcey, taking no heed of his friend's interpolation.

M'sieu Fortier made a courtly bow. "Eef Monsieur will call at my 'ouse on de morrow, he may have mon violon," he
said huskily; then turned abruptly on his heel, and went down Bourbon Street, his shoulders drawn high as though
he were cold.

When Courcey and Martel entered the gate of the little house on Bayou Road the next day, there floated out to their

ears a wordless song thrilling from the violin, a song that told more than speech or tears or gestures could have
done of the utter sorrow and
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desolation of the little old man. They walked softly up the short red brick walk and tapped at the door. Within,
M'sieu Fortier was caressing the violin, with silent tears streaming down his wrinkled gray face.

There was not much said on either side. Courcey came away with the instrument, leaving the money behind, while
Martel grumbled at the essentially sordid, mercenary spirit of the world. M'sieu Fortier turned back into the room,
after bowing his visitors out with old-time French courtliness, and turning to the sleepy white cat, said with a dry
sob:

"Minesse, dere's only me an' you now."

About six days later, Courcey's morning dreams were disturbed by the announcement of a visitor. Hastily doing a
toilet, he descended the stairs to find M'sieu Fortier nervously pacing the hall floor.
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"l come fo' bring back you' money, yaas. | cannot sleep, | cannot eat, | only cry, and t'ink, and weesh fo' mon
violon; and Minesse, an' de ol' woman too, dey mope an' look bad too, all for mon violon. I try fo' to use dat
money, but eet burn an' sting lak blood money. | feel lak' I done sol' my child. I cannot go at I'opera no ma’, 1 t'ink
of mon violon. | starve befo' I live without. My heart, he is broke, I die for mon violon.”

Courcey left the room and returned with the instrument.

"M'sieu Fortier,”" he said, bowing low, as he handed the case to the little man, "take your violin; it was a whim with
me, a passion with you. And as for the money, why, keep that too; it was worth a hundred dollars to have possessed
such an instrument even for six days."

[+[* A CARNIVAL JANGLE

There is a merry jangle of bells in the air, an all-pervading sense of jester's noise, and the flaunting vividness of royal
colours. The streets swarm with humanity,--humanity in all shapes, manners, forms, laughing, pushing, jostling,
crowding, a mass of men and women and children, as varied and assorted in their several individual peculiarities as
ever a crowd that gathered in one locality since the days of Babel.

It is Carnival in New Orleans; a brilliant Tuesday in February, when the very air gives forth an ozone intensely
exhilarating, making one long to cut capers. The buildings are a blazing mass of royal purple and golden yellow,
national flags, bunting, and deco-
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rations that laugh in the glint of the Midas sun. The streets are a crush of jesters and maskers, Jim Crows and
clowns, ballet girls and Mephistos, Indians and monkeys; of wild and sudden flashes of music, of glittering pageants
and comic ones, of befeathered and belled horses; a dream of colour and melody and fantasy gone wild in an
effervescent bubble of beauty that shifts and changes and passes kaleidoscopelike before the bewildered eye.
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A bevy of bright-eyed girls and boys of that uncertain age that hovers between childhood and maturity, were



was a deafening clamour of shouts and laughter, cracking of the whips, which all maskers carry, a jingle and clatter
of carnival bells, and the masked and unmasked extricated themselves and moved
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from each other's paths. But in the confusion a tall Prince of Darkness had whispered to one of the girls in the
unmasked crowd: "You'd better come with us, Flo; you're wasting time in that tame gang. Slip off, they'll never miss
you; we'll get you a rig, and show you what life is."
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And so it happened, when a half-hour passed, and the bright-eyed bevy missed Flo and couldn't find her, wisely
giving up the search at last, she, the quietest and most bashful of the lot, was being initiated into the mysteries of
"what life is."

Down Bourbon Street and on Toulouse and St. Peter Streets there are quaint little old-world places where one may

be disguised effectually for a tiny consideration. Thither, guided by the shapely Mephisto and guarded by the team
of jockeys and ballet girls, tripped Flo. Into one of the lowest-ceiled,
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dingiest, and most ancient-looking of these shops they stepped.
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"A disguise for the demoiselle,” announced Mephisto to the woman who met them. She was small and wizened and
old, with yellow, flabby jaws, a neck like the throat of an alligator, and straight, white hair that stood from her head
uncannily stiff.

"But the demoiselle wishes to appear a boy, un petit gar[ccirc Jon?" she inquired, gazing eagerly at Flo's long, slender
frame. Her voice was old and thin, like the high quavering of an imperfect tuning-fork, and her eyes were sharp as
talons in their grasping glance.

"Mademoiselle does not wish such a costume,” gruffly responded Mephisto.

"Ma foi, there is no other," said the ancient, shrugging her shoulders. "But one is left now; mademoiselle would
make a fine troubadour.”
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"Flo," said Mephisto, "it's a daredevil scheme, try it; no one will ever know it but us, and we'll die before we tell.
Besides, we must; it's late, and you couldn't find your crowd."”

And that was why you might have seen a Mephisto and a slender troubadour of lovely form, with mandolin flung
across his shoulder, followed by a bevy of jockeys and ballet girls, laughing and singing as they swept down Rampart
Street.

When the flash and glare and brilliancy of Canal Street have palled upon the tired eye, when it is yet too soon to go
home to such a prosaic thing as dinner, and one still wishes for novelty, then it is wise to go into the lower districts.
There is fantasy and fancy and grotesqueness run wild in the constuming and the behaviour of the maskers. Such
dances and whoops and leaps as these hideous Indians and devils do in
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dulge in; such wild curvetings and long walks! In the open squares, where whole groups do congregate, it is
wonderfully amusing. Then, too, there is a ball in every available hall, a delirious ball, where one may dance all day
for ten cents; dance and grow mad for joy, and never know who were your companions, and be yourself unknown.
And in the exhilaration of the day, one walks miles and miles, and dances and skips, and the fatigue is never felt.

In Washington Square, away down where Royal Street empties its stream of children great and small into the broad
channel of Elysian Fields Avenue, there was a perfect Indian pow-wow. With a little imagination one might have
willed away the vision of the surrounding houses, and fancied one's self again in the forest, where the native were
holding a sacred riot. The square was filled with spectators, masked and un
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masked. It was amusing to watch these mimic Red-men, they seemed so fierce and earnest.
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Suddenly one chief touched another on the elbow. "See that Mephisto and troubadour over there?"" he whispered
huskily.
"Yes; who are they?"

"l don't know the devil," responded the other, quietly, "but I'd know that other form anywhere. It's Leon, see? |
know those white hands like a woman's and that restless head. Ha!"

"But there may be a mistake."

"No. I'd know that one anywhere; | feel it is he. I'll pay him now. Ah, sweetheart, you've waited long, but you shall
feast now!" He was caressing something long and lithe and glittering beneath his blanket.

In a masked dance it is easy to give a death-blow between the shoulders. Two crowds meet and laugh and Shout
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and mingle almost inextricably, and if a shriek of pain should arise, it is not noticed in the din, and when they part, if
one should stagger and fall bleeding to the ground, can any one tell who has given the blow? There is nothing but
an unknown stiletto on the ground, the crowd has dispersed, and masks tell no tales anyway. There is murder, but
by whom? for what? Quien sabe?

And that is how it happened on Carnival night, in the last mad moments of Rex's reign, a broken-hearted mother
sat gazing wide-eyed and mute at a horrible something that lay across the bed. Outside the long sweet march music
of many bands floated in as if in mockery, and the flash of rockets and Bengal lights illumined the dead, white face
of the girl troubadour.

SISTER JOSEPHA

Sister Josepha told her beads mechanically, her fingers numb with the accustomed exercise. The little organ creaked
a dismal "O Salutaris," and she still knelt on the floor, her white-bonneted head nodding suspiciously. The Mother



Superior gave a sharp glance at the tired figure; then, as a sudden lurch forward brought the little sister back to
consciousness, Mother's eyes relaxed into a genuine smile.

The bell tolled the end of vespers, and the sombre-robed nuns filed out of the chapel to go about their evening
duties. Little Sister Josepha's work was to attend to the household lamps, but there must have been as much oil
spilled upon the table to-night as was
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put in the vessels. The small brown hands trembled so that most of the wicks were trimmed with points at one
corner which caused them to smoke that night.

"Oh, cher Seigneur," she sighed, giving an impatient polish to a refractory chimney, "it is wicked and sinful, I know,
but I am so tired. | can't be happy and sing any more. It doesn't seem right for le bon Dieu to have me all cooped
up here with nothing to see but stray visitors, and always the same old work, teaching those mean little girls to sew,
and washing and filling the same old lamps. Pah!" And she polished the chimney with a sudden vigorous jerk which
threatened destruction.

They were rebellious prayers that the red mouth murmured that night, and a restless figure that tossed on the hard
dormitory bed. Sister Dominica
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called from her couch to know if Sister Josepha were ill.
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"No," was the somewhat short response; then a muttered, "Why can't they let me alone for a minute? That pale-
eyed Sister Dominica never sleeps; that's why she is so ugly."

About fifteen years before this night some one had brought to the orphan asylum connected with this convent, du
Sacre CJoelig Jur, a round, dimpled bit of three-year-old humanity, who regarded the world from a pair of gravely
twinkling black eyes, and only took a chubby thumb out of a rosy mouth long enough to answer in monosyllabic
French. It was a child without an identity; there was but one name that any one seemed to know, and that, too, was
vague,--Camille.

She grew up with the rest of the waifs; scraps of French and American civilization thrown together to develop
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a seemingly inconsistent miniature world. Mademoiselle Camille was a queen among them, a pretty little tyrant who
ruled the children and dominated the more timid sisters in charge.

One day an awakening came. When she was fifteen, and almost fully ripened into a glorious tropical beauty of the
type that matures early, some visitors to the convent were fascinated by her and asked the Mother Superior to give
the girl into their keeping.

Camille fled like a frightened fawn into the yard, and was only unearthed with some difficulty from behind a group
of palms. Sulky and pouting, she was led into the parlour, picking at her blue pinafore like a spoiled infant.

"The lady and gentleman wish you to go home with them, Camille,” said the Mother Superior, in the language of
the convent. Her voice was kind and gentle apparently; but the child, accustomed
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to its various inflections, detected a steely ring behind its softness, like the proverbial iron hand in the velvet glove.

"You must understand, madame,” continued Mother, in stilted English, "that we never force children from us. We
are ever glad to place them in comfortable -- how you say that? -- quarters -- maisons -- homes -- bien! But we will
not make them go if they do not wish."

Camille stole a glance at her would be guardians, and decided instantly, impulsively, finally. The woman suited her;
but the man! It was doubtless intuition of the quick, vivacious sort which belonged to her blood that served her.
Untutored in worldly knowledge, she could not divine the meaning of the pronounced leers and admiration of her
physical charms which gleamed in the man's face, but she knew it made her feel creepy, and stoutly refused to go.
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Next day Camille was summoned from a task to the Mother Superior's parlour. The other girls gazed with envy
upon her as she dashed down the courtyard with impetuous movement. Camille, they decided crossly, received too
much notice. It was Camille this, Camille that; she was pretty, it was to be expected. Even Father Ray lingered
longer in his blessing when his hands pressed her silky black hair.

As she entered the parlour, a strange chill swept over the girl. The room was not an unaccustomed one, for she had
swept it many times, but to-day the stiff black chairs, the dismal crucifixes, the gleaming whiteness of the walls, even
the cheap lithograph of the Madonna which Camille had always regarded as a perfect specimen of art, seemed cold
and mean.

"Camille, ma chere,” said Mother, "'l am extremely displeased with you.
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Why did you not wish to go with Monsieur and Madame Lafayé yesterday?"
The girl uncrossed her hands from her bosom, and spread them out in a deprecating gesture.
"Mais, ma mére, | was afraid."
"Mother's face grew stern. "No foolishness now," she exclaimed.

"It is not foolishness, ma mere; I could not help it, but that man looked at me so funny, | felt all cold chills down
my back. Oh, dear Mother, I love the convent and the sisters so, | just want to stay and be a sister too, may 1?"

And thus it was that Camille took the white veil at sixteen years. Now that the period of novitiate was over, it was
just beginning to dawn upon her that she had made a mistake.

"Maybe it would have been better had I gone with the funny-looking lady
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and gentleman," she mused bitterly one night. "Oh, Seigneur, I'm so tired and impatient; it's so dull here, and, dear
God, I'm so young."




There was no help for it. One must arise in the morning, and help in the refectory with the stupid Sister Francesca,
and go about one's duties with a prayerful mien, and not even let a sigh escape when one's head ached with the
eternal telling of beads.

A great féte day was coming, and an atmosphere of preparation and mild excitement pervaded the brown walls of
the convent like a delicate aroma. The old Cathedral around the corner had stood a hundred years, and all the city
was rising to do honour to its age and time-softened beauty. There would be a service, oh, but such a one! with two
Cardinals, and Archbishops and Bishops, and all the accompanying glitter of soldiers and orchestras. The
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little sisters of the Convent du Sacré C[oelig Jur clasped their hands in anticipation of the holy joy. Sister Josepha
curled her lip, she was so tired of churchly pleasures.

The day came, a gold and blue spring day, when the air hung heavy with the scent of roses and magnolias, and the
sunbeams fairly laughed as they kissed the houses. The old Cathedral stood gray and solemn, and the flowers in
Jackson Square smiled cherry birthday greetings across the way. The crowd around the door surged and pressed and
pushed in its eagerness to get within. Ribbons stretched across the banquette were of no avail to repress it, and
important ushers with cardinal colours could do little more.

The Sacred Heart sisters filed slowly in at the side door, creating a momentary flutter as they paced reverently to
their seats, guarding the blue-bonneted
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orphans. Sister Josepha, determined to see as much of the world as she could, kept her big black eyes opened wide,
as the church rapidly filled with the fashionably dressed, perfumed, rustling, and self-conscious throng.

Her heart beat quickly. The rebellious thoughts that will arise in the most philosophical of us surged in her small
heavily gowned bosom. For her were the gray things, the neutral tinted skies, the ugly garb, the coarse meats; for
them the rainbow, the ethereal airiness of earthly joys, the bonbons and glacés of the world. Sister Josepha did not
know that the rainbow is elusive, and its colours but the illumination of tears; she had never been told that earthly
ethereality is necessarily ephemeral, nor that bonbons and glacés, whether of the palate or of the soul, nauseate and
pall upon the taste. Dear God, forgive her, for she bent with
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contrite tears over her worn rosary, and glanced no more at the worldly glitter of femininity.
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The sunbeams streamed through the high windows in purple and crimson lights upon a veritable fugue of colour.
Within the seats, crush upon crush of spring millinery; within the aisles erect lines of gold-braided, gold-buttoned
military. Upon the altar, broad sweeps of golden robes, great dashes of crimson skirts, mitres and gleaming crosses,
the soft neutral hue of rich lace vestments; the tender heads of childhood in picturesque attire; the proud, golden
magnificence of the domed altar with its weighting mass of lilies and wide-eyed roses, and the long candles that
sparkled their yellow star points above the reverent throng within the altar rails.

The soft baritone of the Cardinal intoned a single phrase in the suspended
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silence. The censer took up the note in its delicate clink clink, as it swung to and fro in the hands of a fair-haired
child. Then the organ, pausing an instant in a deep, mellow, long-drawn note, burst suddenly into a magnificent
strain, and the choir sang forth, "Kyrie Eleison, Christe Eleison.” One voice, flute-like, piercing, sweet, rang high
over the rest. Sister Josepha heard and trembled, as she buried her face in her hands, and let her tears fall, like other
beads, through her rosary.

It was when the final word of the service had been intoned, the last peal of the exit march had died away, that she
looked up meekly, to encounter a pair of youthful brown eyes gazing pityingly upon her. That was all she
remembered for a moment, that the eyes were youthful and handsome and tender. Later, she saw that they were
placed in a rather beautiful boyish face,
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surmounted by waves of brown hair, curling and soft, and that the head was set on a pair of shoulders decked in
military uniform. Then the brown eyes marched away with the rest of the rear guard, and the white-bonneted sisters
filed out the side door, through the narrow court, back into the brown convent.

That night Sister Josepha tossed more than usual on her hard bed, and clasped her fingers often in prayer to quell
the wickedness in her heart. Turn where she would, pray as she might, there was ever a pair of tender, pitying
brown eyes, haunting her persistently. The squeaky organ at vespers intoned the clank of military accoutrements to
her ears, the white bonnets of the sisters about her faded into mists of curling brown hair. Briefly, Sister Josepha
was in love.

The days went on pretty much as
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before, save for the one little heart that beat rebelliously now and then, though it tried so hard to be submissive.
There was the morning work in the refectory, the stupid little girls to teach sewing, and the insatiable lamps that
were so greedy for oil. And always the tender, boyish brown eyes, that looked so sorrowfully at the fragile, beautiful
little sister, haunting, following, pleading.
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Perchance, had Sister Josepha been in the world, the eyes would have been an incident. But in this home of self-
repression and retrospection, it was a life-story. The eyes had gone their way, doubtless forgetting the little sister
they pitied; but the little sister?

The days glided into weeks, the weeks into months. Thoughts of escape had come to Sister Josepha, to flee into the
world, to merge in the great city where recognition was impossible, and, working her way like the rest
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of humanity, perchance encounter the eyes again.

It was all planned and ready. She would wait until some morning when the little band of black-robed sisters wended
their way to mass at the Cathedral. When it was time to file out the side-door into the courtway, she would linger at
prayers, then slip out another door, and unseen glide up Chartres Street to Canal, and once there, mingle in the
throng that filled the wide thoroughfare. Beyond this first plan she could think no further. Penniless, garbed, and
shaven though she would be, other difficulties never presented themselves to her. She would rely on the mercies of
the world to help her escape from this torturing life of inertia. It seemed easy now that the first step of decision had
been taken.
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The Saturday night before the final day had come, and she lay feverishly
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nervous in her narrow little bed, wondering with wide-eyed fear at the morrow. Pale-eyed Sister Dominica and
Sister Francesca were whispering together in the dark silence, and Sister Josepha's ears pricked up as she heard her
name.

170

"She is not well, poor child,” said Francesca. "I fear the life is too confining.”

"It is best for her," was the reply. "You know, sister, how hard it would be for her in the world, with no name but
Camille, no friends, and her beauty; and then--"

Sister Josepha heard no more, for her heart beating tumultously in her bosom drowned the rest. Like the rush of the
bitter salt tide over a drowning man clinging to a spar, came the complete submerging of her hopes of another life.
No name but Camille, that was true; no nationality, for she
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could never tell from whom or whence she came; no friends, and a beauty that not even an ungainly bonnet and
shaven head could hide. In a flash she realised the deception of the life she would lead, and the cruel self-torture of
wonder at her own identity. Already, as if in anticipation of the world's questionings, she was asking herself, "Who
am 1? What am 1?"

The next morning the sisters du Sacré C[oelig Jur filed into the Cathedral at High Mass, and bent devout knees at
the general confession. "Confiteor Deo omnipotenti,” murmured the priest; and tremblingly one little sister
followed the words, "Je confesse a Dieu, tout puissant--que j'ai beaucoup péché par pensées-- c'est ma faute--c'est
ma faute--c'est ma tres grande faute.”

The organ pealed forth as mass ended, the throng slowly filed out, and the sisters paced through the courtway

-G »
172
back into the brown convent walls. One paused at the entrance, and gazed with swift longing eyes in the direction
of narrow, squalid Chartres Street, then, with a gulping sob, followed the rest, and vanished behind the heavy door.

From Digital Schomburg Collection: http://digilib.nypl.org/dynaweb/digs/wwm976/ @ Generic__BookView

12



