AUNT PORTIA’S DIAMOND.

BY PANNIE HOVDGBON BURXETT.

WE were under ( rent obligations to Aunt Por~
tia Dundas, and, of course, feeling this, we were
very grateful to her, and were naturally inclined

to submit ourselves to her wishes, uncomfortable |

as they sometimes made us.

In saying *“ we,”” I refer to my younger sister,
Blanche, and myself, and by *‘obligations,”” ] mean
the obligations Aunt Portia had placed us under,
by offering us a home, when our father’'s death
left us, two lonely girls, at the mercy of the
world. Not that we were poor, by any means,
but we had very few friends, and no relative but
Aunt Portia ; 80 when ghe sent for us to come to
her, and offered us the protection of her house,
Blanche and I accepted it gratefully; and I am
sure we tried our best, in the years that followed,
to adapt ourselves to our maiden aunt’s some-
what rigid views. I really don’t know which of
us succeeded the best. Aunt Poria seemed to
be fond of us both, in her way, and was very
generous, indeed, when I married, as 1 did a
few years after we came (o the house in Portman
Square.

People always said T had more character than
Blanche; as far as that goes, I believe they were
right, inasmuch as if ever there was a little crea-
ture without a will of her own, or an atom of re-
sistance in her nature, that little creature was my

‘sister, Blauche Burnham. When we were chil-
dren together I remember, distinctly, that I used
to tyrapnize over her as only a strong-willed
child ean tyraunnize over a yielding one, and
when we were older the tyranny only took a
milder form. I found out, as time progressed,
that it was absolutely necessary that she should
be tyrannized over to some slight extent. It was
actually impossible for her to exist happily with-
out it. When Aunt Portia mnde herself disa-
greeable, as she sometimes did in & very human
manner, I, for my part, always favored her with
a brisk breeze, but Blanche made a point of cry-
ing until her dear, little cream-colored nose was
as red as a strawberry, and no amount of reason-
ing would ever convince her that she could pos-
sibly bave incurred her relative's displeasure,
without being previously guilty of the basest
ingratitude, and so standing self-convicted, as a
criminal of the deepest dye. The fact was, she
cried upon every available occasion. Tears were
her weakness, and, in the respect of shedding

them, she was more like that cliarming, affeo-
tiouate little nonentity, Amelia Sedley, than any-
one else I have ever heard of.

Dear me! How she did cry when Aunt Portia
persisted in snubbing Fergus Beswicke—Capt.
Beswicke, of the Guards, who had fallen in love
with her—Blanche, not Aunt Portia—at a mili-
tary ball. But I knew how it would end, when
Capt. Beswicke called again and agsin, and pulled
bis big mustache, and looked as if he saw no one
but Blanche when one was talking to him. I
knew Aunt Portia would act unpleasantly toward
him, poor fellow, for she had peen almosd a man-
hater ever since the disappointment she md with
in her youth, when her betrothed-lover deserted
her for some actress or othe\r; and I knew, also,
that she would never have permitted me to marry
Arthur, if he had not chanced to be the son of
her dearest friend, and so had grown up, as it
were, under her own eye. But it was not so
with poor Fergus. In the first place, his profes-

sion was against him, for, as ill-luck would have

it, the- recreant lover had been a military man;
and, in the second place, he had been rather
reckless, thongh, of late years, he had tried to re-
trieve higcharacter, and was a very amiable, brave,
straightforward individusl. But, at ﬁrs\t,,Aunt
Portia would not listen to us when we tried to
gain her consent to the engagement, andwas so
distressingly and discouragingly rigid when Fer-
gus came, that 1 thought Blanche would fret her-
self into a consumption, or something equally
dreadful. However, Capt. Beswicke was very per-
severing, I must say, and bore the snubbings and
discourngement with a coolness of demeanor that
was highly creditable, taking all things into con-
sideration. But no coolness on his part could
console Blanche. She would persist in saying
that she could never be happy if Aunt Portia
did not approve of her engagement; and then
ghe would shake her poor little brown head, and
cry on Capt. Beswicke's shoulder uatil, I am
sure, that if he eould conscientiously have poi-
soned Aunt Portia, he would have done so, with-
out a sting of remorse.

Judge, then, of my surprise, when, after an ab-
sence of a year, during which I had received fifty-
two pathetic tear-stained letters from Blanche,
I returned to London to pay my annual risit to

{ Portman Square, and was greeted by my cor-
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respondent with the brightest of faces. I was
pusitively bewildered at first, but a very short
time showed me where the secret of the change
lay. At length Aunt Portia had relented ; at
length Blanche and her lover were to be happy.

¢ It only occurred yesterday,” said Blanche,
when she crept into my room that night to tell
me the particulars, after the rest of the house-
hold had gone to bed. **I was never so sar-
prised in my life, Clara. You see, I had been
very low-spirited for a long time, and I was,
writing to Fergus, and—and crying, when Aunt
Portia came into the parlor, and aske:d to see the
letter, and then I really believe she cried a little,
too, for I saw tears in her eyes, and at last she
told me that I might tell Capt. Beswicke to call
upon her.”

« And, of course, he called,”’ I said.

#Yes,”” she answered. ¢ This morning, and
everythfng was settled, Clara, and he is to come
to m&row night to take us to the theatre, to see
Kate Galloway, the Irish actress, people are talk-
ing about so. But that is not all, there is some-
thing else—the queerest fancy of Aunt Portia’s.
She gave Fergus a ring.”

* What, in the name of eccentricity, for?"” I
ejaculated.

“To wear until—until we are married,”’
Blanche explained. )

«8he did not say why. But, do you.know,
Clara, I fancy her motive has some counection
with that old love-story of hers. The ring has
evidently been worn by & man, for it is too large,
even, for—for Fergus,’’ making a pretty little
stumble, as she always did, over her lover's
name.

“ What kind of & ring is it I’ I asked.

A diamond solitaire ; s very handsome ring,
indeed! Dear me, Clara!” in a sudden little
tremor; ¢ what should we do if anything hap-
pened to it 2"’

¢ Nonsense I’ I said.
to it?"

But Blanche shook her small head in great
uncertainty. She was not so sure that nothing
could happen to it. Snppose Fergus should lose
it; or suppose it should be stolen ; or suppose a
hundred other improbable calamities should oc-
cur,* Aunt Portia would never forgive us,” she
said. ¢ Oh, dear, Clara, how anxious 1 do feel
about it )"’

Of course, I scolded her a little, and laughed
at her a little, as [ always did, but the result was
not so successful as usual. Her anxiety revealed

¢« What could happen

itself in two pretty little wrinkles ou her preity, .
babyish forehead, and no eloguence could smooth :

them away, They were there when she lifted |
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her atfectionate lips to mine for a good-night
kiss, and the last glimpse I caught of her face,
as the door closed, showed them to me still.

There were slig't traces of them to be seen
even the next day, but that did not interfere
with her looking bright enough as she ran about
coaxing Aunt Portia in her lovable way, and
playing with my baby. Baby was very fond of
Blanche; indeed, every one was fond of her, and
it was the least of wonders that Capt. Beswieke
had fallen furiously in love with her.

She looked bewitchingly nervous when she
came down, dressed to meet her lover after tea.
Her big, soft, mouse-brown eyes looked like vel-
vet, and the satin lining of her opera-cloak itself
was not whiter than the bare shoulder, rising
above the lace trimming of her crisp pink silk
dress. We were alone together when Capt.
Beswicke came, and she was making a sweet, in-
consistent picture of herself, by kneeling in the
fire-light over Baby’s bassinet, and swinging the
fluffy, white tassels of her cloak for the little crea-
ture to catch at.

It was plain enough to see that Fergus was
delighted. The big, handsome fellow glowed and
brightened like a boy when he saw her, and, of
course, the shy little goose jumped up, blushing
as if she had been detected in o crime.

“ And ®o your probation is ended, Captain,”
T said to him, when we had exchanged greetings.
+I hope I am the first to congratulate you.”

He took hold of Blanche's hand, in its rose-leaf
of a glove, and drew it within his arm, and then,
being tempted further, held and slipped the arm
about her slender, silken waist.

* Thank you,’’ he said. I am much obliged
to you, Mrs. Kirkpatrick. It wasa trifle hard on
8 fellow, you know, and of course I feel my luck
all the more, now it has come. If it would not
be rank heresy in Blanche’s eyes, I am afraid I
should be tempted to say that Aunt Portia——"

Blanche's pink glove covered his brown mus-
tache, and stopped him.

¢ Don’t, Fergus, please,” she said, after the
delicious, pleasing fashion that was all her own.
““If you please, Fergus.” °

Fergus subsided at once. Great, good-humored
fellows, of his style, are always the men to be
overruled by a coaxing tone in some timid litle
woman's voice, or a coaxing touch of her hand
I was so thankful Blanche had chosen him, in-
stead of any one else.

A few minutes after, Aunt Portia came in,
looking stately and grim in bher lustreless silk
and black laces. S8he was not in 8 comfortable
mood, it was evident to me, at least; and Aunt
Portia’s uncomfortable moods were terribly try-
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