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LORD ORMONT AND HIS AMINTA.

CHAPTER L.

LOVE AT A SCHOOL.

A PROCESSION of schoolboys having to meet a procession of schoolgirls on the Sunday's dead
march, called a walk, round the park, could hardly go by without dropping to a hum in its chatter,
and the shot of incurious half-eyes at the petticoated creatures — all so much of a swarm unless you
stare at them like lanterns. The boys cast a glance because it relieved their heaviness; things were
lumpish and gloomy that day of the week. The girls, who sped their peep of inquisition before the
moment of transit, let it be seen that they had minds occupied with thoughts of their own.

Our gallant fellows forgot the intrusion of the foreign body as soon as it had passed. A sarcastic
discharge was jerked by chance at the usher and the governess — at the old game, it seemed; or why
did they keep steering the columns to meet? There was no fun in meeting; and it would never be
happening every other Sunday, and oftener, by sheer toss-penny accident. They were moved like
pieces for the pleasure of these two.

Sometimes the meeting occurred twice during the stupid march-out, when it became so nearly
vexatious to boys almost biliously oppressed by the tedium of a day merely allowing them to shove the
legs along, ironically naming it animal exercise, that some among them pronounced the sham variation
of monotony to be a bothering nuisance if it was going to happen every Sunday, though Sunday
required diversions. They hated the absurdity in this meeting and meeting; for they were obliged to
anticipate it, as a part of their ignominious weekly performance; and they could not avoid reflecting on
it, as a thing done over again: it had them in front and in rear; and it was a kind of broadside mirror,
flashing at them the exact opposite of themselves in an identically similar situation, that forced a
resemblance.

Touching the old game, Cuper's fold was a healthy school, owing to the good lead of the head boy,
Matey Weyburn, a lad with a heart for games to bring renown, and no thought about girls. His
emulation, the fellows fancied, was for getting the school into a journal of the Sports. He used to read
one sent him by a sporting officer of his name, and talk enviously of public schools, printed whatever
they did — a privilege and dignity of which they had unrivalled enjoyment in the past days, when
wealth was more jealously exclusive; and he was always prompting for challenges and saving up to
pay expenses; and the fellows were to laugh at kicks and learn the art of self-defence — train to rejoice
in whipcord muscles. The son of a tradesman, if a boy fell under the imputation, was worthy of honour
with him, let the fellow but show grip and toughness. He loathed a skulker, and his face was knows for
any boy who would own to fatigue or confess himself beaten. "Go to bed," was one of his terrible
stings. Matey was good at lessons, too — liked them; liked Latin and Greek; would help a poor
stumbler.

Where he did such good work was in sharpening the fellows to excel. He kept them to the
grindstone, so that they had no time for rusty brooding; and it was not done by exhortations off a
pedestal, like St. Paul at the Athenians, it breathed out of him every day of the week. He carried a light
for followers. Whatever he demanded of them, he himself did it easily. He Would say to boys, "You're
going to be men," meaning something better than women. There was a notion that Matey despised
girls. Consequently, never much esteemed, they were in disfavour. The old game was mentioned only
because of a tradition of an usher and governess leering sick eyes until they slunk away round a corner
and married, and set up a school for themselves — an emasculate ending. Comment on it came of a
design to show that the whole game had been examined and dismissed as uninteresting and profitless.

One of the boys alluded in Matey's presence to their general view upon the part played by
womankind on the human stage, confident of a backing; and he had it, in a way: their noble chief
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LORD ORMONT AND HIS AMINTA. 5

whisked the subject, as not worth a discussion; but he turned to a younger chap, who said he detested
girls, and asked him how about a sister at home; and the youngster coloured, and Matey took him and
spun him round, with a friendly tap on the shoulder.

Odd remarks at intervals caused it to be suspected that he had ideas concerning girls. They were
high as his head above the school; and there they were left, with Algebra and Homer, for they were not
of a sort to inflame; until the boys noticed how he gave up speaking, and fell to hard looking, on the
march past Miss Vincent's young ladies. A well-grown girl (calling herself young lady) made usually
the left of the second couple from the front of the line of bonnets, and was by consent good-looking,
though she was dark enough to get herself named Browny. In the absence of a fair girl of equal height
to set beside her, Browny shone.

She had a nice mouth, ready for a smile at the corners; or so it was before Matey let her see that she
was his mark. Now she kept her mouth asleep and her eyes half down, up to the moment of her nearing
to pass, when the girl opened on him, as if lifting her eyelids from sleep to the window, a full side-
look, like a throb, and no disguise — no slyness or boldness either, not a bit of languishing. You might
think her heart came quietly out.

The look was like the fall of light on the hills from the first of morning. It lasted half a minute, and
left a raffle for a good half-hour. Even the younger fellows, without knowing what affected them, were
moved by the new picture of a girl, as if it had been a frontispiece of a romantic story some day to be
read. She looked compelled to look, but consenting and unashamed; at home in submission; just the
look that wins observant boys, shrewd as dogs to read by signs, if they are interested in the persons.
They read Browny's meaning: that Matey had only to come and snatch her; he was her master, and she
was a brave girl, ready to go all over the world with him; had taken to him as he to her, shot for shot.
Her taking to the pick of the school was a capital proof that she was of the right sort. To be sure, she
could not much help herself.

Some of the boys regretted her not being fair. But, as they felt, and sought to explain, in the manner
of the wag of a tail, with elbows and eyebrows to one another's understanding, fair girls could never
have let fly such a look; fair girls are softer, woollier, and when they mean to look serious, overdo it by
craping solemn; or they pinafore a jigging eagerness, or hoist propriety on a chubby flaxen grin; or else
they dart an eye, or they mince and prim and pout, and are sigh-away and dying-ducky, given to girls'
tricks. Browny, after all, was the girl for Matey.

She won a victory right away and out of hand, on behalf of her cloud-and-moon sisters, as against
the sunny-meadowy; for slanting intermediates are not espied of boys in anything: conquered by
Browny, they went over to her colour, equal to arguing, that Venus at her mightiest must have been
dark, or she would not have stood a comparison with the forest Goddess of the Crescent, swanning it
through a lake — on the leap for the run of the chase — watching the dart, with her humming bow at
breast. The fair are simple sugary things, prone to fat, like bread-sops in milk; but the others are milky
nuts, good to bite, Lacedmonian virgins, hard to beat, putting us on our mettle; and they are for
heroes, and they can be brave. So these boys felt, conquered by Browny. A sneaking native taste for
the forsaken side, known to renegades, hauled at them if her image waned during the week; and it
waned a little, but Sunday restored and stamped it.

By a sudden turn the whole upper-school had fallen to thinking of girls, and the meeting on the
Sunday was a prospect. One of the day-boarders had a sister in the seminary of Miss Vincent. He was
plied to obtain information concerning Browny's name and her parents. He had it pat to hand in
answer. No parents came to see her; an aunt came now and then. Her aunt's name was not wanted.
Browny's name was Aminta Farrell.

Farrell might pass; Aminta was debated. This female Christian name had a foreign twang; it gave
dissatisfaction. Boy after boy had a try at it, with the same effect: you could not speak the name
without a pursing of the mouth and a puckering of the nose, beastly to see, as one little fellow
reminded them on a day when Matey was in more than common favour, topping a pitch of rapture, for
clean bowling, first ball, middle stump on the kick, the best bat of the other eleven in a match; and,
says this youngster, drawling, soon after the cheers and claps had subsided to business, "Aminta."

He made it funny by saying it as if to himself and the ground, in a subdued way, while he swung his
leg on a halt-circle, like a skater, hands in pockets. He was a sly young rascal, innocently precocious
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