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A Girl Who Couldn't.

By RicHARD MARSH.

| AM almost perfectly happy ;
but an unfaltering regard for
the strict truth compels me to
state that I am not quite. I
wish I could conscientiously
say that I was. But I can-
not. I am aware that when a girl is engaged
—especially when she is just engaged-—her
happiness ought to be flawless. And mine
was until

However, perhaps 1 had better come to
the point. '

It is not my fault if I cannot do every-
thing. I can do some things. When I
turn the matter over in my mind system-
atically, I feel justified in asserting that I
can do a good many things. It is a well-
known scientific fact that a Jack of all
trades is master of none. ‘Therefore it
seems to me to follow as a matter of course
that, because I can do the things which I
can do, I cannot do the things which I can-
not do. Nothing could be simpler or more
obvious. We cannot all of us be Admirable
Crichtons. And it is just as well that we
cannot. And yet, merely on that account,
I have lately suffered—well, I have suffered
a good deal. o

Nothing could have given me  greater
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pleasure than the knowledge that Charlie

had a mother and two sisters. When Mrs.
Godwin—that is, his mother—wrote and said
that Charlie had told her about the under-
standing he and I had come to-—that she
would very much like to know her dear son’s
future wife, so would I spend a few days
with her in her cottage on the Thames, I
was delighted. There was a note from each
of his sisters, Bertha and Margaret, echoing
their mother’s words, and that also was very
nice. I sat down then and there and replied
to them all three, arranging to go to them on
the Tuesday following. I had to go without
Charlie. He was to have gone with me;
and, of course, I had looked forward to our
journey together in the train. But, at the
last moment, he telegraphed to say that busi-
ness detained him in town ; would I go down
without him, and he would join us on the
morrow. I went without him.. And on the

-.tions.

whole I think I bore up very well, espe-
cially considering that, just as the train was
starting from Paddington, a woman got into
my carriage with two dogs, a parrot in a
huge cage, bundles of -goif- elubs, hockey
clubs, tennis rackets, fishing rods, and good-
ness only knows what besides; her belong-
mgs filled the whole of her own side of the
compartment and most of mine. The last
of them was being hustled in as the train
was actually moving. As she was depositing
them anywhere and anyhow—I never saw
anyone treat her belongings with scantier
ceremony—she observed : —

“I cut that rather fine. Don’t believe in
getting to the station before the train is
ready to start; but that was a bit of a
shave.”

It was a “bit of a shave”; the marvel
was that she succeeded in catching the train
at all. I, disliking to be bustled, had been
there a good twenty minutes before it started,
so, although she might not have been aware
of it, there was a flavour of something about
her remark which was very nearly personal.

It was only after we had gone some dis-
tance that the dogs appeared—not a little to
my amazement. One of them--which came
out of a brown leather hand-bag—was one
of those long-bodied, short-legged creatures
which always look as if they were deformed.
The other—a small, black animal, with curly
hair—she took out of the pocket of the
capacious coat which she was wearing.
Directly she placed it on the floor of the
carriage it flew at me as if filled with a
frenzied desire to tear me to pieces. While
it was doiug its best to bark itself hoarse its
owner removed a green cover from the
parrot’s cage, whereupon the bird inside
commenced to make a noise upon its own
account, as if with the express intention of
urging that sooty fragment to wilder exer-
That compartment was like a minia-
ture pandemonium.

“Don’t let them worry you,” remarked the
mistress of the travelling menagerie.

But as she made not the slightest attempt
to stop their worrying me I did not quite
understand what she expected I was going to
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28 THE STRAND
night, and as I'm getting up the programme
I hope you'll turn out to be a gem of the
first water. What'll you do?”

I did not know what a “sing-song” was.
Bertha explained : “ A sing-song? Obh, a
kind of a sort of a concert, informal, free
and easy, don’t you know. All the river
people turn up on the island—they bring
their own illuminations—then some of us do
things to amuse them. Will you give us a
banjo solo ?”

“I’m afraid I don't play the banjo.”

“Not play the banjo? I thought every-
one could make a row on the banjo. Can't
you play it enough to accompany your own
singing ? ”

“T’'m afraid T don't sing.”

“ Don’t sing? ‘Then what do you do?”

“T bar recitations ”; this was Miss Reeves.

“] don’t care what you bar,” retorted
Bertha. “I’'m going to recite—at least, I'm
going to do a sort of a sketch with George
Willis.”

“I don’t call that reciting.”

“It wouldn’t make any difference if you
did.” -

I was rapidly beginning to learn that these
people had a candid way of addressing each
other which, to a stranger, was a little
alarming,.

“The question is, Nelly, what shall I put
you down for? Will you give us a dance?”

“A dance? I don’t know what you
mean.”

“ A cake-walk, or a skirt-twirl, or a few
steps—anything.”

“Do you mean will I dance, all by
myself, in front of a lot of strangers?”

“Yes; why not? Everybody does, if they
can.”

“T cannot, thank you.”

“Then what can you do?”

“1 have no parlour tricks.”

“No what?”

“1 have no parlour tricks.”

I ought to have been warned by the tone
in which Bertha put her inquiry; but I did
not notice it until it was too late. Directly
I had repeated my assertion I realized that 1
had said something which it would, perhaps,
have been better left unsaid. They all
exchanged glances in that exasperating way
which some people have when they wish to
telegraph to each other something which is
not precisely flattering to you. Miss Reeves
laughed outright ; Bertha drummed with her
fingers on her knee ; Margaret observed me
with her keen grey eyes ; while Mrs. Godwin
spoke.

MAGAZINE.

“Isn’t that one of those things, Nelly,
which one would rather have expressed
differently ? Because, hereabouts, we rather
pride ourselves on our capacity for what you
call parlour tricks, and were not even aware
that they were ‘ parlour tricks’ in the oppro-
brious sense which you seem to suggest. 1
have always myself tried to acquire a smat-
tering of as many of what I fancied were
the minor accomplishments as I could, and
I have always endeavoured—somietimes at
the cost of a good deal of money —to induce
my girls to acquire them, too. I have never
felt that a woman was any the worse for
being able to do things for the amusement—
if not for the edification—of her friends.”

I had not been so snubbed since I had
been long-frocked, and to think that it
should have been by Charlie’s mother! I
fancy that 1 blushed in a perfectly preposter-
ous manner, and I know that I went hot and
cold all over, and 1 tried to wriggle out of
the mess into which 1 had got myself.

“1 only wish I could do things, but I
can’t. I never have been among clever
people, and I'm so dreadfully stupid. Hasn't
Charlie told you?”

“ Charlie has told us nothing, except—
you know what. But Charlie himself is a
past - master of all sorts of parlour tricks.
Don’t you know so much of him as that?”

Of course I did ; Iresented the suggestion
that I did not. I was commencing to get
almost cross with Charlie’s mother. I was
perfectly aware that there was nothing which
Charlie could not do, and do well, better
than anyone else. But it had not occurred
to me that therefore his relations, and even
his acquaintances, were all-round experts also.
And 1 was not by any means sure that
appreciated the fact now, if it was a fact.
It was not pleasant to feel that in what were
here plainly regarded as essentials T should
show to such hideous disadvantage. I should
practically be out of everything; and no girl
likes to be that, especially when her lover’s
about. Before long Charlie would be com-
paring me to everybody else, and thinking
nothing of me at all.

It is possible that my doleful visage—I
am convinced that it had become doleful —
moved Margaret to sympathy. Anyhow, she
all at once jumped up, and—I have no doubt
with the best will in the world—by way of
making things easier for me promptly pro-
ceeded to make them worse.

“Come along, Nelly, let’s have some
tennis. Run upstairs and put your shoes
on.”
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A GIRL WHO COULDN'T. 33

looked better than I did. I might not be
such an expert, but I certainly was not
ugher than they were. And that was some-
thing. Besides, 1 was young, and strong,
and healthy, and active. If 1 set myselt to
do 1t, it was quite within the range of possi-
bility that I might become a match for them
even at tennis and ping-pong. I did not
believe that I was such a duffer as 1 had
seemed.

No one could have been nicer than they
were when I went down into the drawing-
room—Miss Reeves actually was so nice
that she took my breath away. They stared
as | entered ; then broke into a chorus.

“Well,” began Bertha, with that outspoken-
ness which seemed a family characteristic,
“one thing’s sure and certain, you'll be the
beauty of the family. We shall have to
show you as an illustration of what we can
achieve in that direction. You look a per-
fect picture.”

“A dream of loveliness,” cried Miss
Reeves. *“Now, if I were a man youre
just the sort of girl 1'd like to marry. Even
as a mere girl I'd like to kiss you.”

She put her hands lightly on my bare
shoulders and she did kiss me—on both
cheeks and on the lips—there and then. It
was most bewildering. I had not looked
for that sort of thing from her. But Mrs.
Godwin’s words warmed the very cockles
of my heart : —

“If you're as delightful as you look, my
dear, that boy of mine ought to be a very
happy fellow.”

No woman had ever spoken to me like
that before. It filled me with a lovely
glow—made me even bold. I went close up
to her and I whispered :—

I should like to make him happy.”

Then she drew me to her and she kissed
me, laughing as she did so. It was really a
most peculiar position for a person to be in.
But I forgave them for making such an
object of me at tennis.

After dinner Mrs. Godwin said : —

‘ Bertha, Margaret, and I will go over to
the island in the dinghy, we being on this
occasion the chief exponents of parlour
tricks, and responsible for all the other per-
formers of the same ; and then, Pat, you and
Nelly might follow in the punt.”

At Mrs. Godwin’s mischievous allusion to
*“ parlour tricks ” they all looked at me and
laughed ; but by now I was beginning to
get used to their ways. I laughed too. A
little while before I should have objected to

being again paired off with Miss Reeves;
VYol xxv.—6.

but my sentiments were also commencing to
change towards her. Mrs. Godwin went on:—

“We shall have to see that all things are
ready and in order, so that you will have
fifteen or twenty minutes before you need
appear.”

We saw them off ; the garden ran right
down tothe water’s edge. Then Miss Reeves
proposed that, since there was no need to
hurry, we should get into the punt and
dawdle about upon the river till it was time
to join them. The 1dea commended itself
to me, although I was regarding the punt—
which was moored alongside —with some mis-
givings. Incredible though it may sound, I
had never seen such an article before.

But then I had never before been within
miles and miles of the Thames except over
London Bridge, and that kind of thing. I
had never been in a boat in my life, whether
large or small, on seaor river. Such was my
ignorance that I had not been aware that
women ever rowed, especially in little weeny
boats all alone by themselves. The work-
manlike manner in which Bertha and
Margaret had rowed off with their mother
had filled me with amazement; they had
gone off with nothing on their heads
or shoulders, or even their hands. They
had a heap of wraps in the bottom of the
boat ; but it had not seemed to occur to
them that it was necessary to put them on.
True, it was a lovely evening and delightfully
warm ; but there were lots of other boats
about, and it did seem odd that three ladies
should start off in a boat all alone by them-
selves in exactly the same costume in which
they had just been sitting at dinner.

“ Hadn’t 1 better put something on?” I
inquired of Miss Reeves, who showed symp-
toms of a desire to hurry me into the punt
before I was ready. .

“Why ? ” she rejoined. “It'll be hot all
through the night. You don’t feel chilly ?”

“No; I don't feel chilly, but——"

I looked about me at the strangers in the
other boats in a way which she was quick to
understand. She was shrewd enough.

“ My dear Miss Heywood-——"she paused.
“I mean, my dear Nelly—I must call you
Nelly, I really must—up here one regards the
Thames as one’s own private river. It’s the
mode to do, and to dress, exactly as one
pleases. In summer, on the upper reaches
of the Thames, one is in Liberty Hall. Step
into that punt, if it pleases you, just as you
are ; or, if it pleases you, smother yourself in
wraps ; only do step in. Are you going to
pole or am I?” ’



34 THE STRAND MAGAZINE.

“To pole?”

She eyed me quizzically.

“Don’t tell me that you don’t know what
to pole means.”

“But I don’tt How should I, when I
never saw a punt before this second?”

“ Dear me, how your rudiments have been
neglected ! Poling, you uninstructed child,
with the stream and the right companion
.on a summer evening is the poetry of life.
Jump inside that boat and I'll give you an
illustration of the verb to pole.”

She gave me one ; a charming illustration,
too. Certainly, lying on the bottom of that
punt, amid a pile of cushions, while it moved
smoothly over those glittering waters, under
that cloudless sky, was deligious. And the
ease with which she sent us along—just
dipping the long pole into the stream, while
the gleaming drops of water fell off the
shining shaft.

“ Well,” she asked, “how do you like my
illustration ? ”

“It's lovely. I could go on like this for
ever, just looking at you. It shows off your
figure splendidly.” She laughed. ‘“And it
doesn’t seem to be so difficult either.”

“What doesn’t seem difficult ?—poling ?
It isnt.  You only have to put it in and
take it out again. Nothing could be simpler.”

Of course, I knew that she was chaffing
me, and that it was not quite so simple as
that. But, all the same, I leaned to the
opinion that it was not so very hard. And I
resolved that when Charlie came, and he
was there to teach me and to take a genuine
interest in my education, I would try my
hand. T suspected that I might look rather
decent poling him along.

It was very jolly on the island. There
were crowds of people, some of them gor-
geous, some in simple skirts and blouses, but
scarcely any of them wore hats—the men
looked nicer than I had ever seen men look
before. 1 came to the conclusion that the
river costume did suit men. The * parlour
tricks ” were excellent ; I became more and
more ashamed of myself for having spoken
of them as parlour tricks. Bertha and
Margaret and Mrs. Godwin were splendid. 1
believe that the people would have liked
them to have kept on doing things all night
long. And no wonder. If T had only
been a hundredth part as clever I should
have been as proud as a peacock. Every-
thing would have gone off perfcctly, and 1
should have had one of the pleasantest
evenings of my life, if it had not been for
my stupidity.

When all was over I found myself in the
punt with Margaret. She was kneeling at
one end, arranging her music and thigs.
Although 1t was pretty late there was a full
moon in an unclouded sky, so that it was
almost as light as day. All at once I dis-
covered that we had got untied or something,
and were drifting farther and farther from the
land.

“We're going,” I exclaimed.

“That’s all right,” said Margaret.
her clear.”

Evidently she, engrossed in affairs of her
own, took it for granted that I was no novice
—in that part of the world novices seemed
to be things unknown. There were lots of
boats about us; people were making laugh-
ing remarks about our being in the way ; the
pole was lying in the punt; Miss Reeves had
handled it as if it were a feather. Here
was an earlier opportunity to try my hand
than I had anticipated; but surely until
Margaret was disengaged I could act on her
instructions and “pole clear.” So I picked
up the pole.

Two things struck me instantly : one, that
it was much longer than it had seemed ; and
the other, that it was a very great deal
heavier. But I had been so hasty that,
before 1 realized these facts—though 1
realized them rapidly enough -—the end of
it was in the water. Down it went with
a jerk to the bottom. Had I not hung on
to it with sudden desperation it would all
of it have gone. I wished it had!
while I clung to it I all at once perceived
that, in some mysterious way, the boat was
running away from underneath me. It was
the most extraordinary sensation I had ever
experienced, and so startling, and it all took
place with such paralyzing swiftness. Before
I understood what was really happening—
before 1 had time to scream or anything—I
found that I was actually pushing the punt
away with my own feet—that I was standing
on the edge of it—and, splash ! I was in the
river.

There was no water to speak of. It was
quite shallow ; only a foot or two deep. I
was out again almost as soon as 1 was in,
But I was soaked to the skin. And the
worst of it was that 1 knew that not a creature
there sympathized with me truly. All' round
me people were laughing outright---at me !
—as if it were quite a joke. I could not see
where the joke came in.  Although Mrs.
Godwin and the girls and Miss Reeves pre-
tended to sympathize with me, I felt per-
suaded that even they were laughing at me

“ Pole
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