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 Some years ago Alexis Verneuil returned to Paria, after spending three years in study at Rome. He was not then the popular artist he is now, nor was he the same calm, well-dressed, and happy-looking individual, who, at ease with all the world, and with more work than he can very well execute, is equally at home in the salons, and in his splendid atélier in the Rue St. Dominique. Alexis returned from Rome pale, moody, and sad. Tall, handsome, and full of talent—having won every prize which he competed for—he, however, on his arrival in the metropolis of the world, as our facetious friends over the water call the capital of France, showed very little disposition to cultivate his art with energy and vigor. He took a room, which served him for study, and bedroom, and parlor; he put up his easel, procured paint and brushes, and prepared for work. But he did scarcely any thing. He was poor, and he lived in the most modest mamer. He made his own coffee in the morning, and dined in his apartmeat in the evening on bread and wine, relished by some trifle from a charentin. And thus he went on for months. Like all artists in Paris, he was a smoker; and when his first meal was over, he would hight his pipe, bury himself in an arm-chair, and placing himself in front of his untouched canvas, would appear to be wrapt in deep thought relative to the subject of his first painting.


 Bat the canvas remained pure and unsullied, and Alexis Verneuil seemed likely to sink into total oblivion of his art. At times, it is true, he would rise, seize his pencil, and approach the easel. His eyes scanned the white surface, and he seemed about to commence. But after a few moments he would heave a deep sigh, daah down the pencil, thrust his hat over his eyes, and go out for a walk, eager, it appeared, to rid himself of unpleasant thoughts. He would eglect thé darkest alleys of the Tuileries, the must lonely parts of the Champe-Elysées, and parade up and down with the air of a man who had some deep weight of care upon his mind.


 One day, after some hours of promenading, he turned rapidly towards home, crossed the bridge which faces the entrance of the Tuileries gardens, and moving with a quick step, made for the Rue St. Dominique. Suddenly he was checked by a man who placed himself in his path.


 Alexis! cried the stranger.


 Paul! replied our friend the painter.


 They embraced cordially. They were old companions in the workshop, and had not met for years. Paul took the arm of his friend, and accompanied him to his domicile. The young man was struck by the great change which had taken place in the once jovial Alexis—he who was once the wit of the atélier, the eternal story-teller, the indefatigable caricaturist, and the best companion in the world! The total abeence of all signs of work, which was plainly visible in the young artist’s apartment, was still more surprising; for Verneuil had the reputation of being indefatigably industrious. Paul, however, took no notice, and drew the conversation to Italy, most parts of which Alexis had visited. The young man spoke with evident reluctance of his travels, and after an almost vain attempt at energy, relapsed into his usual state, and spoke m monosyllables.


 Alexis! suddenly exclaimed Paul roughly, I see how it is: you are in love-madly in love—hopelessly in love—and, as usual in such cases, are a lost man.


 I—I—in love! cried Alexis stammering.


 It is of no use denying it: I see it as clearly as I see your despondency and idleness. Why be mysterious with an old friend! Come, speak out, and we Parisians will soon knock the foolish fancy out of your head.


 Parisian all over, said Alexis sadly.


 I wish I, too, had retained the light-hearted gaiety, the fickleness and inconstancy, which is the characteristic of our capital; but no! I have changed; and, my dear fellow, I am in love!


 My good Alexis, you are dull, stupid, lazy, morose, and what better proof do I want?! Your word was not wanted to complete the certainty.


 Say what you will. Since, however, you have found me out, I will confess all. It will lighten my heart, and then at all events I can talk about her.


 Yes; occasionally. Now I have found you out, I shall come every day to push you to work. But I make a bargain. You shall only talk about her for half an hour. I know nothing so dreadful as listening to a lover’s talk. It’s always the same thing.


 I will not bore you, my dear Paul. Here, then, is my story. You know the tolerable amount of freedom which exists in some convents in Italy?


 Peste! a nun?


 Yes. Well, I took occasion, as an artist, to visit several About five months back I entered the convent of the Annunciad, in the papal states, in search of pictures. I found an exquisite Madonna in the parlor. The lady abbess was present. I was in ecstasies, and demanded leave to copy it. She appeared flattered, and gave me permission—adding, however, a request that I would supply the place of the absent drawing-master for a few days. I agreed; and having proved my identity and respectability by means of my papers, I was the very next day introduced into the company of about twenty novices and boarders. Some were pretty, some plain—all were intcreating; and I confess my first day was spent rather in admiring their young and innocent faces, than in attending to my new duties. But I knew my delicate position, and I did my best to deserve the confidence of the abbess. I pleased her much, it seems, and went away to work at the Madonna in the parlor.


 But I no longer saw the placid and patient face of Mary: I saw before me a pair of Italian black eyes, a sweet-shaped mouth, a lovely face, that moet of all had struck me among the novices. I dreamt of her that night, and when I saw her a few days after, I was quite prepared to fall in love. In the course of my lesson, and as she happened to be the ablest limner of the lot, I spoke oftenest to her. I discovered that she had a sweet voice and a quick intellect. This decided me. I was quite gone, my dear Paul! Four days passed, during which my whole soul was concentrated on her. I had not an instant’s calm repose. I hit upon strange schemes, I built castles in the air, and at last wrote. Luckily I knew Italian well. I declared my sentiments, told my name and profession, and in my madneas begged a return. This letter I placed in my pocket, and then went calmly to my third lesaon—I had discovered that the drawing-master had been dismissed—determined to risk all.


 Again I spoke to her, and when I dared, allowed my feelings to peer forth in the intonation of my voice—in my looks. Towards the end of my lesson I had to put forth my hand to guide hers. The abbess was speaking to the priest. I rapidly placed the letter before her, saying, ›Take it, as you value my life!‹ She started, turned pale, and closed her hand. I saved my head. All was quiet as usual, and I continued my lesson.


 The abbess was denghted with my assiduity; and after I had undergone an examination from the confessor of the convent, offered me the place of drawing-master. I accepted, and returned to my fourth lesson with a beating heart. She was there, but how pale, how sad! Her eyes were red with weeping. She never looked at me once during the whole two hours, and never spoke. I, however, by means of the same manœuvre, gave her a second letter. The next Monday, when I was just about to conclude, and while the abbess was admiring a sketch I had made for my pupils, I placed a third note before the trembling novice. Our hands met, and she thrust mine back, and rose. The letter lay on the desk. I took it up, and went away in desparr. When I returned home I took it out. It was an answer to my two first epistles, brief, but delightful.


 She declared that before she saw me she had been resigned to her fate, though placed in a convent to swell the wealth of a male cousin, and having no taste for the life of a nun. I had shown her the dark side of the picture by my warm and passionate words, and by my offer of my hand. It was true that the domestic happiness I painted go vividly might have been hers, and was no doubt far preferable to her gloomy prison; but she must resign herself to what was, and begged me to abandon her to her hopeless fate. Not one word of affection in the whole epistle; but the epistle itself was enough for me.


 I am free. I have no relations, I am five-and-twenty. I resolved to escape with her, and start in life as a married man. In my next letter I offered to wait on the uncle, resign her fortune, and obtain her hand thus. I was answered again. It was impossible. He was a proud, avaricious man, who wanted to conciliate fortune for his son, and the good opinion of the world.


 I will spare you the next two months. Suffice, that at the end of that time Olivia Colonna agreed to fly with me. I was to scale the convent wall, cast a ladder over, and have every thing prepared for flight. I trusted a friend and countryman, and a young girl, who agreed to procure the keys of the cells and of the garden. There was little difficulty about this. Evasions were rare, and the porteress was easily persuaded into allowing a moonlight stroll when the request was backed by a golden argument. Our last arrangements were made verbally, and the night came round. I and my friend were at our post at eleven o'clock. A hammer and some long iron nails soon brought me to the top of the wall. I saw a figure standing near a tree in the garden. I cast the ladder over, and prepared to descend.


 At that instant out came a stream of people and torches from the convent, as if they had been waiting for my appearance. The figure, which I could see wore the dress of a novice, and which was advancing towards me, fell. It was too late. The whole house was upon us. Women and men-servants swelled the force. I descended from my elevation, and fled. No time was to be lost. My position was very dangerous. My friend bought my furniture, and I escaped from Rome. Here I am, as much in love as ever, bat now utterly hopeless.


 A very romantic and touching story! said Paul, in reality much moved by the tone of the young artist. But is she so very beautiful? I should like to see her.


 You shall! cried Alexis, seizing his painting implements. I have found a subject!


 And he immediately began the outline of a face which had ever been present to his memory for five months past. Paul let him work in silence for some time, and then seeing that he was seriously engaged at his task, rose and went away. From that day Alexis never left his portrait, except to take his meals and to smoke a pipe. Paul came every day; but he never made the slightest remark. At the end of three wecks a perfect picture stood upon the easel of the young artist.


 Beautiful in face—beautiful in execution! said Paul, standing before it. It 1s the sweetest face and the best portrait I have seen for years. Is it like


 It is not lovely enough, said the artist with a sigh.


 Of course not; but you must send it to the Exhibition. It will make you.


 Never! It shall remain here.


 Nonsense! cried Paul; it is too late for you todo any thing else. I insist on your sending it for approval. If you don’t, I'll make you the laughing-stock of every atélier in Paris.


 A month later, the portrait was in the great gallery of the Louvre. For some time, however, it remained unnoticed and unpurchased, and Alexis relapsed into his former sadness. His mind brooded perseveringly upon the one thought which filled his brain.


 One evening he sat alone in his small chamber. A scanty repast lay before him. It was untouched: he had forgotten it. Suddenly his bell was pulled sharply; he rose, opened the door, and a tall handsome old man stood before him.


 Monsieur Alexis Verneuil! said he, bowing.


 Yes, sir. Do me the honor to enter. I beg pardon. Allow me, madame, to show you a light.


 The tall gentleman, who spoke with a strong Italian accent, entered, followed by a lady closely veiled, who sat down in a corner.


 You are the author of No. 1028 in the Exhibition, I believe? said the stranger rather haughtily.


 I am, replied Alexis with equal hauteur.


 What price do you set upon it?


 I value it more than any thing I could have in return. It is not for sale, monsieur.


 How, sir! not for sale? Then why 1s it in the Exhibition?


 In the hope of obtaining orders. To say the truth, it went there against my will: I was over-persuaded by a friend.


 But, sir, name your own price; I must have that picture! I have my reasons for it. Will you take five thousand francs?


 Five thousand francs is a fortune, sir; but excuse me—I cannot part with that picture.


 But at least you will give an explanation? cried the other angrily. The fact is, I know the original!


 You know the original, sir! exclaimed Alexis rising. In mercy tell me—where is she?


 I should rather ask you, since with you she fled from the convent.


 With me, monsieur!" cried Alexis, whose excitement was fearful She never left the convent: hence my grief


 I am deeply interested in this story. Young man, speak frankly. This lady 1s equally interested. Speak out, and I will explain to you where she is.


 In breathless haste Alexis told his story.


 I knew it was a mistake! cried Olivia, throwing off her veil. I knew it! Uncle, I draw back my word. Alexis must, and shall, be my husband!


 Girl, said the old man aternly, remember your solemn promise!


 Given while I thought Alexis false.


 Olivia then explained that she had in her confusion taken eleven for nine, and had come into the garden at that hour wrapped in a cloak. Aided by her friend, and a ladder used by the gardener, she had climbed the gargen-wall, and escaped. After waiting an hour outside the convent, she grew alarmed, and fled. She had her mother’s jewels, some money, and the will of her father in a small box. She knew the house of an old nurse. Hither she went, and meeting with a kind reception from the woman and her daughter Rosa, after some difficulty she got out of Rome disguised as a peasant girl, and, accompanied by Rosa as her servant, reached France.


 Here she determined to remain, because she was free, and had made up her mind to forget the ungrateful Alexis. She had put her affairs into the hands of an honorable notary, who at once set about procuring her property from the uncle. He, much alarmed, came to Paris, and presented himself before his niece. His own impression was, that Olivia had fled with some unprincipled Frenchman, who had abandoned her on his arrival in France, and he did not believe her story. She, however, solemnly assured him of her veracity, and the old man was convinced. He then proposed a marriage between the cousins. Olivia refused her consent; but on the solemn promise of her uncle to abandon all idea of a convent, agreed to return home. First, however, she determined to visit the gallery of living painters, in the faint hope of finding some trace of Alexis, and of purchasing at least a picture to remember him by.


 Both Olivia and her uncle were astounded to find an exact and perfect likeness of Olivia hereelf in the novice dress. Both eagerly turned to the catalogue, and read the name of Alexis Verneuil. Olivia, still under the impreasion that the artist had flinched from the decisive atep he had bimself provoked, asked her uncle to go and see him, and to buy the picture. Pietro Colonna agreed at once, and did not refuse his consent to her accompanying him. In the dress of the day, with a cloak and veil, it would have been difficult to recognize the Italian nun.


 Alexis was transported with joy. The old man looked on in moody silence. His plans were overthrown, and as he was not in Italy, it was quite impossible for him to use his authority to get Olivia again immured in a convent. Seeing, therefore, no other way of ending the scene with any credit to himself, he adopted the best plan which, under the circumstances, he could have hit upon.


 Young man, said he, smiling, come and dine with us. I see very well I must make an exchange with you. Take her, but in return I expect to have the picture.


 Alexis could not speak. He turned round, took his hat, offered his arm to Olivia, and mechanically followed the old man down stairs. A carriage awaited them. They drove to the old marquis’s hotel. They dined, and after dinner the joyous lovers told each other their several stories over again, and were as delightfully happy as people usually are under such circumstances.


 The marriage took place a week later. Paul was present, and was the life of the party. He took all the credit of this happy ending to himself. It was he who had projected the portrait; it was he who had had 1t sent to the Exhibition. Alexis became happy and independent; but he loved his art, and besides, with the power and talent to work, he could not bear to be dependent on his wife’s fortune. And so Alexis Verneuil became, before long, one of the leading artists of the day, and is so still. But I have often heard him declare, with a happy smile, that he shall never do any thing which will bring him such a price as he obtained for The Portrait.
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