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CHAPTER I
THE GATHERING OF THE ALUMNI AT AVON ACADEMY
The Alumni of the Avon Academy were hurrying to meet at Avon on the occasion of their annual reunion. Professor Lambert had sent a circular letter to each one, asking for his presence on the occasion, as he expected it to be the most important gathering of the graduates of his beloved Institution since its foundation. Of course, every graduate made it a point of honor to keep the pledge he had made at former reunions, to always attend if in his power to so.

Many of the graduates during the early years of the academy’s existence were now men of families, and in business. Some were lawyers, doctors, merchants and railroad men. Not a few had made names for themselves in business or political circles, yet they loved their alma mater, and were hastening forward to meet old friends and new, to join in a tribute to the institution.

Some three or four days before they were all to meet at Avon, there was a little gathering of graduates at Fredonia, where Fred Fearnot, Terry Olcott, Joe Jencks, Dick Duncan and Tom Tipps met by agreement that all might attend in a body.

Tom Tips had married his Poughkeepsie girl, and she was accompanying him to the great reunion.

They were all guests of Terry Olcott, and of course they were a lively party during their stay at the Olcott residence, for it was impossible for such lively young fellows to get together and keep quiet. They sang their old glee club songs, had a dance at the Hamilton residence, spent a day out at the lake, fishing or rowing with more than two score other young people of both sexes with whom they were well acquainted.

“Fred,” said Evelyn Olcott, soon after he reached Fredonia, “Terry says that the professor has you down on his list as one of the several speakers at the banquet.”

“Yes, so he has, little girl. You know he has always imposed on me.”

“Well, have you got your speech ready?”

“Of course I have. Do you want to hear me fire it off?”

“No, that would spoil my enjoyment of it at the banquet.”

“Oh, you think you are, going to enjoy it, do you?”

“Of course I do, for I know you are going to do your best.”

“I don’t know about that. I did my best last time, and now, in trying to avoid any relation, I’m a little afraid I’ve spoiled it, and that it will be a failure.”

“A failure? I never knew you to make one in your life, Fred.”

“Of course not, when you were around, because you were always a source of inspiration to me.”

“Well, I’m going to be there, and if that is true, you won’t make a failure; but let me beg you not to ring Eunice and me into your speech again, for it is extremely embarrassing to both of us.”

“Oh, I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he laughed. “Like a Quaker, I do as the spirit moves me. You needn’t be surprised if I should snatch you up in my arms, set you on my shoulder and sing your praises for all I am worth.”

“My! If I thought you would do such a thing as that, Fred, I wouldn’t go. I know that Eunice wouldn’t stand it, and, furthermore, you wouldn’t attempt such a thing with her anyway,”

“That’s all you know about it,” he laughed. “Eunice and I are great friends.”

“Oh, I’m well aware of that, but her rigid dignity and strict ideas of propriety wouldn’t stand any such thing as that. Besides, her father and mother will be present.”

“Oh, I’m all right with the old folks. They are stanch friends of mine.”

“Well, I don’t intend to sit close enough to you for you to play any tricks like that on me.”

“Oh, you’ve got to sit alongside of me at the table, for you are my girl, you know, and as your escort I’ll have to look after you.”

“Yes, but whenever we go up to Avon you are rather shy about looking after me when Eunice is around, for you seem to be afraid to show me anymore attention than you do her.”

“Say, old girl, are you jealous of Eunice?”

“No, indeed! You never knew me to be jealous of any one in your life. I merely mentioned that to let you know that I understand you.”

“Oh, I’ve known that a long time. You do understand me, and you are about the only girl of my acquaintance who does; and I understand you, too. You have the good sense to understand what a gentleman’s duties are to the fair sex. The fellow who confines his attentions strictly to one girl, ignoring the presence of other ladies, makes a great mistake, and shows a lack of tact and good judgment, and the girl who insists upon her escort ignoring other ladies entirely, evinces a disgusting selfishness. There is a cozy little parlor right in the center of my heart where you sit and sing in perfect harmony with its pulsation, even when I am paying attention to other girls.”

“That’s a pretty speech, Fred,” she laughed. “Never heard you put it that way before. It’s a new phrase you have coined. Have you spoken it to any other girl?”

“No. I haven’t, and I don’t intend to, either. I have spoken it to you for the first time, and for once in your life I want you to believe what I say.”

“Really, now; Fred, do you wish me to believe that?”

“I do, little girl.”

“Well. I will believe it, Fred, but you know how deeply rooted in the mind of everybody is the old saying, ‘Actions speak louder than words.’”

“Yes, and it is a true saying, and it’s a pity there are so many people who are unable to comprehend what good breeding and politeness require of gentlemen in the presence of ladies, and are so quick to misconstrue both words and actions. If I were to say to you that you were no better than you ought to be, you would understand it, but ninety-nine out of a hundred girls would consider themselves insulted and call me to account. I don’t think that you, or any other girl, are any better than you ought to be, yet if you won’t scratch my eyes out or pull my hair, I will add that I don’t think you could be any sweeter than you are, prettier or better. There’s nothing in the world lacking about you except wings, and if you had those, I’d cut one of them to keep you from flying away from me.”

“Oh, Fred! it’s a habit you have of saying pleasant things. It does no harm, and I confess to enjoying it as an exhibition of your versatility.”

“Versatility? Haven’t you ever heard Terry talking to Mary?”

“Oh yes, he’s been taking lessons from you, but generally he prefers to get her off in a corner where no one else can hear; but by watching her, noting the sparkle of her eyes and the color, chasing each other on her cheek, I know he is saying things to her that are pleasing.”

“Say, old girl, have you found out yet whether or not they are engaged?”

“No, I haven’t; but if I had, I wouldn’t tell you if she wished it to be kept a secret. I’m not the one ever to tell on another any of the affairs of the heart.”

“Of course, Mary’s going up to Avon with us, is she not?”

“Yes, she’s going with me.”

“No, she isn’t. She’s going with Terry, and I’m going with you.”

“Oh, we’ll all go together,” she laughed, “and Mrs. Tipps will chaperone us.”

“By the way, what do you think of Tom’s wife?”

“Oh, I like her. I like any young married woman who loves her husband and whose husband loves her. They are both very very happy, and that is a sure sign that they are worthy of each other. I think, though, that she is a little bit disappointed about Tom not being among the list of speakers.”

“The deuce you do! Never heard of Tom making a speech in my life.”

“No, but she thinks he is a great man, or at least he will be some day.”

“Good! I’m glad to hear that. If I can persuade Tom to prepare a neat little speech, I’ll see that the boys call him out and give him a chance to fire it off, but it would scare him to death, for the words would stick in his throat and choke him. He couldn’t be induced to get up and speak at that banquet if a thousand dollars were offered him to do so. It’s out of his line.”

“Say, Fred,” sang out Terry, as he came into the room with a letter in his hand, “the Wellborn sisters are going up to Avon.”

“The deuce you say! What’s calling them up there?”

“Oh, I suppose they want to see the fun. Miss Annie wrote me a short note asking me to find quarters for them during the reunion week.”

“Well! Well! Well!” ejaculated Fred. “She is right after you, old man.”

“I don’t know about that,” laughed Terry. “I think you are the duck she’s chasing.”

“Where is she now, Terry?” Evelyn asked.

“Up at Ashton. The family spends each summer there, you know, and she wants to know also if we are going to show up at Dedham Lake again this year.”

“They are nice girls,” said Evelyn, “and we had a real jolly time with them out at the lake last summer. I’m glad they are going, for I won’t feel so much that I’m among strangers It’s always pleasant to have a party of friends with you when away from home.”

“Oh, look here, now, old girl,” said Fred, “when you and I get off in a corner together, it’s company; but if just one more gets mixed up with us, it’s a crowd.”

“Oh, they can’t crowd me,” she laughed.
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