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CHAPTER I
Mrs. Edward Wallace puffed up the Hill o’ the Winds. Having called her Mrs. Edward Wallace once by way of conventional introduction, I shall hereafter call her Cousin Clorinda because everybody who knew her called her that, even those who were of no relation at all. And few ever left off the cousin” in spite of the indefinable awkwardness of it; nobody could call her Mrs. Wallace, and yet there was something about her that forbade plain Clorinda to all but her husband and a few old, intimate contemporaries. She was so sweet and lovable–and dignified. You see, she had been born a Cooper.

She was a fat, sonsy lady who at sixty still retained the asking eyes of a girl and yet had something about her capacious maternal bosom that made you want to lay your head on it if you were tired or troubled. You could tell without half looking that she was a perfect cook, and that her children rose up and called her blessed.

She was addicted to wearing light-tinted dresses which she admitted calmly were far too young for her. She wore one now, a pink-flowered muslin, and a shade hat trimmed with clouds of pink tulle and daisies. She looked like a big, full-blown cabbage rose in it, and as she had all the outdoors of the sun-steeped summer afternoon around her for a background, she was not unpleasing to the sthetic sense.

This is quite enough to say of a woman who is not the heroine of this story.

Cousin Clorinda did not come up to Hill o’ the Winds very often. Elizabeth Cooper, who reigned there, was only a second cousin who kept up all the Cooper traditions and disapproved strongly of Cousin Clorinda’s flower-hued dresses and daisied hats. Cousin Clorinda drove up on a duty visit once a year and was painfully polite to Elizabeth, who was painlessly polite to her.

But Cousin Clorinda, weighing one hundred and eighty, would not have walked up to Hill o’ the Winds on a hot, dusty afternoon to see Cousin Elizabeth if she never saw her. She was going up now to see Romney Cooper, walking because she could not get a horse that day and to have waited another day without seeing Romney would have killed her. She had loved him as her own son in his boyhood days when he had spent his vacations nominally at Hill o’ the Winds and actually down on her seashore farm. But she had not seen him for ten years and she was hungry for a sight of him. He had been such a darling.

He was, in the strict way in which the Coopers tabulated relationship, her first cousin once removed.” Elizabeth was his aunt. Elizabeth didn’t deserve such luck, thought Clorinda. Romney had gone into journalism in a distant city when he was through college and had ceased to come to Hill o’ the Winds for his vacations. But he had had pneumonia in the winter, followed by some complications, and had been ordered to rest wholly for the summer. So much Cousin Clorinda knew because Elizabeth had so told Doctor John Cooper, who told Clorinda. But there were a million other things she wanted to know if she had breath enough left to ask them after she had reached the top of that terrible hill.

She stopped at the gate when she did get up and leaned against it thankfully. Really Hill o’ the Winds was a lovely spot. It was the old Cooper homestead so Clorinda had a prescriptive right to be proud of it, although she herself had never lived there. The old house was a fine, stately, white building hooded in trees that had taken three generations to come to that wide-spreading, leafy luxuriance; there was an old, formal garden, with clipped cedars, thick, high hedges and broad paths beautifully kept; and the view of the big, green, sunshiny valley all around it below, with gauzy hills on one side and the long, silvery sand shore of the hazy blue sea on the other, was something strangers always raved over. The Coopers themselves never said much about it; they were too proud of it to talk of it.

It’s an awful place to get to,” sighed Clorinda, but when you do get here you’ve something for your pains. I wonder who Elizabeth will leave all this to when she dies. I know it won’t be me or any of mine, so I can wonder about it with a clear conscience. John Cooper is rich enough already and has no sons. But she hates almost everybody else. She ought to leave it to Romney, but she disapproves of him. She likes him well enough but she disapproves of him. So he has no chance. Now I must go in and talk to her a few minutes first, I suppose. Good Lord, send me something to say!”

Few of Cousin Clorinda’s associates would have supposed she could ever be in want of something to say. But she always found it very hard to talk to Elizabeth, that high-bred, stately, old-maiden Lady of the Hill, who could, so Doctor John was wont to aver, be silent in all the languages of the world. At least Cousin Elizabeth never talked the language of gossip, and gossip was Cousin Clorinda’s mother tongue.

Perhaps the good Lord whom Cousin Clorinda invoked thought it would be easier to prevent an interview with Cousin Elizabeth at all than to furnish conversation for it. Elizabeth met Clorinda at the door of the dim, cool old hall and said distantly:

I suppose you have come to see Romney. Go right upstairs to the tower room. I’ve given him that for a sitting room for the summer.”

Cousin Clorinda swam up the stairs. Cousin Elizabeth looked up at her from the hall.

An old ewe dressed like a lamb,” she thought contemptuously.

She herself wore dark purple velvet with a real lace collar. It was old fashioned but very handsome. She returned to her embroidery with the comfortable feeling born of a justified contempt for somebody we have never–really–liked.

But then Cousin Clorinda didn’t care.

What luck!” she thought as she made her way to the tower room.

Cous-in-Clor-in-da!” said Romney, between hugs.

He sent a tender, persuasive Co-oo-ee” down into the Edgelow garden. The girl looked up. Then she coolly turned her back and walked into the house.

So you really know me?” said Cousin Clorinda complacently.

Know you! You haven’t changed a particle! Know you! Could I ever forget you?”

I’m much fatter,” said Cousin Clorinda with a sigh.

Then she held him off and looked at him. Yes, he was just as handsome as ever; his dark, reddish hair was just as thick and wavy, his gray eyes just as kind and luminous and twinkly, his figure just as fine and well bred. Cousin Clorinda was strong on breeding. But he was far, far too thin.

Kiss me again,” she said. And then we’ll sit down and talk. I’ve come up to pump you. I’m going to ask you about everything. You’ve got to tell me about everything.”

Of course,” said Romney. He found her hatpins for her, pulled them out and took her hat off. He looked admiringly at her thick, brown-gold hair lying in sleek waves in which was not a thread of silver.

You darling thing, you’re as young as ever,” he said. I was a little afraid you might have grown old. I was coming down to see you to-night–did you know it?–you and your jam closet. Have you a jam closet still?”

I couldn’t wait for to-night; I want what I want when I want it. And of course I have a jam closet. While I live and move and have my being I’ll have a jam closet.”

And a dairy full of cream? Do you remember how I used to steal cream out of your dairy?”

The dairy is there all right. But we separate the cream now.”

Oh, cousin, I’m sorry! No more delightful big, brown panfuls to skim! But you’ll give me plenty to drink, won’t you. I must have plenty of cream, Cousin Clorinda; the doctors insist that I must have oceans of cream. And raspberry vinegar–they didn’t tell me I must have raspberry vinegar because they didn’t know anything about it. They would have, if they had known. Mind the time I stole a bottle of it to christen a boat? And you smacked my ear for it? I’ve been lopsided ever since.”

You haven’t changed much,” said Cousin Clorinda in a satisfied tone.

Of course not. Sit here, dear thing, right by the window. I’ve been sitting here for an hour, musing on the Edgelow garden. When all’s said and done it’s finer than the Cooper garden.”

Cousin Clorinda gave a scornful glance at the Edgelow garden as she filled the big chair with her pink billows, arranged them to her liking and leaned back as ineffably contented as a cat with its tail folded about its paws. She had not climbed Hill o’ the Winds to discuss the comparative merits of Cooper and Edgelow gardens.

How do you feel, Romney?” she asked anxiously.

Lazy and contented. I’ve always been lazy but never before have I felt contented. As for the rest, I’m as poor and orphaned as I ever was. Lordy, but it’s good to see you again! I’m going to stretch out on this sofa and feast my eyes on you. I love you in that pink. Why do ladies of sixty–excuse me, of course I’m not implying that you are sixty, ageless being!–generally go about so soberly and dourly clad? Sixty is the very time they should bloom out into gorgeousness, like autumnal trees.”

I always liked bright colors,” said Cousin Clorinda complacently. I shall wear ’em till I die. They can bury me in black if they like, but as long as breath is in me, I’ll have pink ribbons in my nightdress. Dear Elizabeth is likely throwing a fit down in the parlor now because of this pink dress. How have you been getting along in journalism, Romney?”

Cousin Clorinda spoke rather doubtfully. No other Cooper had ever gone in” for journalism. It seemed a foolish, inconsequential occupation for a Cooper. The Coopers had been solid folk.

I haven’t made any money. I’m poor as a rat,” admitted Romney. But I’ve had a darned interesting time. Have you had that, Cousin Clorinda?”

No,” said Clorinda, one of whose charms was honesty.

Nor any of the other Coopers hereabouts?”

I suppose not,” reflected Clorinda. No, I think they’ve all been as dull as I. But if you can’t make any money at your profession, Romney, how are you ever going to keep a wife and family?”

But Cousin Clorinda, darling, I haven’t a wife and family to keep.”

Don’t you ever expect to have?” Cousin Clorinda was slightly severe. The Coopers had always thought it a highly respectable thing to be married. You are thirty, Romney. It is time you were married.”

Oh, cousin, did you come all the way up here to lecture me on getting married–to twit me with my single cussedness?”

No, I didn’t–”

And at sixty–you have annoyed me, cousin, by casting my years up to me, so I won’t pretend you aren’t sixty–you shouldn’t be interested in marrying and giving in marriage!”

I thank my stars that I didn’t lose interest in youthful things when I lost my youth,” retorted Clorinda. I’ve lots of sentiment in me still and I’m not afraid to show it.”

That’s what makes you so adorable.” Romney stretched out his hand, possessed himself of hers and kissed it. If there were a young Cousin Clorinda about I’d snap her up. But as there isn’t I’m afraid I’m doomed to die a bachelor. They tell me it’s an easy death.”

Why won’t you be serious?” reproached Clorinda. When you were in your teens you used to tell me all about your love affairs. Do you remember your desperate flirtations with those Merrowby girls down harbor?”

Of course I do. Say, those girls were delicious! What became of them? But I’ve no love affairs now, darling, or I’d certainly tell you all about them. I am not, never have been and never will be actually in love.”

Why?” said Cousin Clorinda.

Because I have an ideal.”

Shucks, we all have. I had an ideal forty years ago. He was tall, like you, and gray-eyed like you–curly-haired, musical. And I married Ned Wallace, who was short and had hair so straight it wouldn’t even brush and who couldn’t tell “God Save the King’ from “Money Musk.’ As for his eyes–I’ve lived with him thirty-five years and I don’t know even now what color they are exactly. I think they’re green. But I’ve been happy with him.”

I can’t fall in love with anybody but my ideal,” said Romney obstinately.

What is she like?”
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